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Chapter 1: Unspoken Goodbye
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The music swelled, applause thundered, and golden confetti danced in the air like mocking snowflakes. The engagement had become a spectacle, a dream on stage—but not her dream.

Lyrip stood in the corner, tucked behind the curtain where no one noticed her—because no one ever did when it came to Zayden’s world.

Her fingers clenched the cold edge of the champagne glass, but her throat burned. Not from the drink.

From everything else.

Zayden stood centre stage, hand in hand with Celeste, cameras flashing like fireflies in a twisted fairytale. His face was unreadable, carved in stone. Yet somehow, that hurt even more.

Because once, he used to look at her like she was his entire sky.

And now... he didn’t even glance in her direction.

Her breath hitched. She tried to stay still. Composed.

But the first tear slipped—uncontrollably, rebelliously—trailing down her cheek like a confession.

One tear turned to two, and then to a quiet storm she couldn’t stop. Her chest ached with a silence only a broken heart could carry.

He had chosen them. His family. His legacy. That empire built on cold marble and colder intentions.

He chose power... over her.

And as Celeste leaned in and kissed his cheek for the world to see, Lyrip turned away, her body trembling as she pushed through the exit doors, the cold air biting her skin.

She didn’t say goodbye.

Because this...
This was goodbye.
The cold night slapped her cheeks the moment Lyrip pushed through the grand double doors of the gala hall. Her heels clicked against the marble stairs, shaky with every step as the laughter and applause faded behind her.

She wasn’t crying anymore—no, she was beyond tears now.
Numbness was colder than grief.
A figure leaned against a sleek black car at the edge of the driveway, hands in pockets, expression unreadable beneath the streetlight’s soft glow.

Ryan.

He stepped forward the moment he saw her. “Lyrip—”

“Don’t,” she breathed, hugging her arms around herself. “Please. Don’t say anything.”

“I waited,” he said quietly, his voice gentler than she’d ever heard it. “I knew you wouldn’t stay in there long.”

Lyrip looked up, eyes shimmering. “Did you know your sister would steal everything I ever loved? Did you know I’d be the one standing outside—again—while she smiles like the world belongs to her?”

Ryan flinched.

But said nothing.

Lyrip shook her head. “I trusted you, Ryan. I thought you were different.”

“I never lied,” he said, stepping closer. “But yes—she’s my sister. And I protected her because... she needed me. I didn’t know you’d get caught in the fire.”

“I didn’t get caught in the fire,” Lyrip whispered. “I was the fire. And Zayden... he smothered it.”

Ryan’s jaw tightened, regret flickering in his eyes. “I swear, I didn’t know she’d go this far. I didn’t know she’d—”

“It’s done.” Her voice cracked. “They’re engaged. She’s pregnant. And I... I’m no one.”

The silence between them was heavy, tense.

Then Ryan said something barely above a whisper. “You were never no one. Especially not to him.”

Lyrip didn’t reply.

She just stared up at the stars, wondering why they were still shining when her world had gone dark.

Meanwhile, Inside the Gala...

Zayden’s smile faltered again.

He’d felt it—like a string snapping in his chest. He scanned the crowd, the glittering room full of hollow congratulations, but the only face he wanted to see... was gone.

Gone.

Lyrip.

She wasn’t near the pillars anymore. Not near the mirrors. Not even hiding by the staircase like she used to when she was too stubborn to admit she cared.

His hand slipped from Celeste’s for a moment as his eyes searched, his throat tightening.

“Zay?” Celeste asked, wrapping her arm back around his possessively. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he muttered, even though everything was wrong.

He moved through the ballroom like a man drowning—one glance toward the door, just to confirm.

She was gone.

Lyrip had walked away... this time, without a word. And it felt like the last thread tethering him to any version of himself worth saving had snapped.

His heart beat violently inside his chest.

He had everything now—power, money, a public future.

But the silence where her presence used to be?

It was unbearable.

And for the first time in his life...
Zayden Huxley was afraid he couldn’t fix what he’d broken.

The wind stirred her hair as Lyrip turned away from Ryan, trying to steady her breath. The pain was sitting too close to her skin—every heartbeat felt like a bruise.

“I should go,” she said softly, eyes fixed on the empty road ahead.

But Ryan didn’t move. He exhaled slowly, then let out a chuckle—low, bitter.

“You know,” he said, “for someone so clever, you really are naïve sometimes.”

Her spine stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ryan stepped in front of her, smirking now. It wasn’t cruel, exactly—but it was cold. Icy, calculated. The mask he’d worn for weeks was gone, and in its place was someone she no longer recognized.

“I told you once—my sister’s happiness was everything to me. And if that meant lying to you, letting you believe I was on your side... then so be it.”

Lyrip blinked. “You used me.”

He shrugged. “I protected her. That’s what family does. You were just a... casualty.”

Her lips parted in disbelief.

“You played along with my healing,” she whispered. “You helped me paint. You held me when I cried—”

“Because that’s what you needed,” he cut in. “And you were in my way. Don’t make it more poetic than it is.”

A sharp sting burst behind her eyes, but she refused to let the tears fall—not again, not in front of him.

“You’re just like him,” she said, voice trembling with fury. “Cruel when it matters most. You pretend you’re kind, but underneath it all—you’re just... hollow.”

Ryan tilted his head. “At least I never promised to love you.”

Her jaw clenched.

He took a step back, hands in pockets again, face devoid of guilt. “Go home, Lyrip. You don’t belong here anymore.”

And just like that, he turned and walked back to his car, leaving her standing there—heart shattered, breath stolen, and utterly alone.

Again.
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Chapter 2: A Glass Full of Ghosts
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The bar pulsed with dim lights and low music, muffled by the late-night haze. Lyrip sat in the corner booth, fingers wrapped around her third glass of whiskey, though she’d long stopped tasting it. The burn in her throat was nothing compared to the fire scorching her chest.

The bartender eyed her cautiously, but she waved off any questions with a shaky smile. Her makeup was still intact—barely. Her dress, elegant and understated, now felt like a mockery of the girl who had once dreamed of love.

She tipped the glass back again. Her fingers trembled.

All she could see was Ryan’s smirk.

“You were just a casualty.”

And Zayden’s eyes, dark with something unreadable as he stood beside Celeste—his fiancée. His baby’s mother. His future.

The room swayed gently, or maybe it was her heart—so off balance, so heavy.

Lyrip reached into her purse and pulled out her phone. She didn’t open any app. She just stared at the black screen. Her reflection looked like someone else. Not the girl who used to laugh while painting under the sun. Not the girl who dreamed of gallery walls and falling in love without fear.

She was a stranger now.

A tear slipped down her cheek.

She wiped it away before anyone could see. But more came. Hot, silent, betraying tears.

Why did it all still hurt?

Was it because she had loved him? Or because she'd believed—truly believed—that he loved her too?

Another glass appeared before her. She looked up. A stranger—tall, in a leather jacket, offered a soft smile and a nod. “You look like you need this more than me.”

She tried to smile back, but her lips wouldn’t move.

“He never chose you,” the voice in her head whispered.

“No one did.”

She took the drink. Swallowed hard. Felt it drown the scream inside her chest.

She thought of how Zayden kissed her in the rain. How he held her like she was the only thing real. How he lied without ever speaking.

The music grew louder. Or maybe her heart did.

One more drink, she told herself.

Just one more to forget him. Forget all of them.

And maybe—maybe tomorrow, she’d learn how to live with the silence they left behind.

The rain had stopped by the time Lyrip stood at the rusted gate of St. Emilia’s Orphanage. The iron bars were chipped, the paint long faded, but the scent of damp earth and marigolds brought a lump to her throat.

She pushed open the gate with both hands. It groaned in protest—just like her chest.

The courtyard was smaller than she remembered. The old swing still creaked gently in the breeze, its ropes fraying. A basketball rolled near the fence. The same statue of St. Emilia stood in the corner, her hands extended in blessing. And Lyrip? She felt like a child again, lost and hoping the world
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