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DANIELA

My third year at university was my first taste of true solitude. I’d wanted to rent, but my parents insisted on buying the apartment. It was their non-negotiable condition for letting me leave our small town.

I agreed. Frankly, I was relieved. The alternative was a part-time job just to afford rent. This way, I could actually focus on my degree.

I was close. And in a town like Percy—a place that had once been a kingdom, where the air itself seemed to whisper of old secrets—a little quiet was exactly what I needed. The last few months had been peaceful.

I hoped it stayed that way. All I wanted was my freedom, my degree, and my friends. That was it.

ALEX

It was almost dark by the time I trudged home from the Center. Difficult clients. All I wanted was a cigarette, a scotch, and a shower.

I usually smoked on the walk, but tonight the wind snatched at every match. Giving up, I finally got inside, took that first deep drag—and noticed the voicemail.

From an old friend. The kind you once called a brother.

“Hi Alex. I’ve got a favour. Remember the Griece family? Decent people, always close to the Royals. Their daughter’s in Percy now, studying psychology. They’d appreciate if you kept an eye on her. Keep her safe. And Alex... be discreet. Bye.”

A babysitting job. For some sheltered princess. I liked the Grieces, respected them, but this? I stubbed the cigarette out, hard. The shower didn’t wash the irritation away. Susanne and Rob were good people. I’d known them since I was a kid. Never met their daughter.

Fine. I’d check in. From a distance. No need to be friends. Just make sure she was okay.

The next day, I pulled her class schedule. She had a seminar with my former professor during a gap between my clients. Perfect.

I slipped into my old seat at the back of the lecture hall.

“What brings you back? Forget something?” My professor didn’t even turn around.

“How’d you know it was me?”

He finally glanced back, tapping my shoulder. “No one else sits there. Stay after, tell me how you’re doing.”

“Can’t. Client meeting. But do you know Daniela Griece?”

He gave me a long, curious look. “Fifth row, third from the left. Sharp. Quiet. She’ll make an excellent therapist. You two would complement each other. She’s got what you’re missing. And you might have something she needs.” Then he walked off to start his lecture.

I couldn’t let that last line go.

And when I saw her—she wasn’t what I expected. Not tall, not loud, not draped in arrogance. She wore light makeup, her hair in a messy bun, dressed in jeans and a hoodie, trying to be invisible. But she came from one of the most influential families in Apamnia. My own father used to seek their counsel.

Here she was, hiding in plain sight.

I left before the lecture ended. But all evening, my professor’s words echoed. She’s got what you’re missing. Daniela Griece was no longer a favor. She was a mystery, and I intended to solve her.

DANIELA

The first month of winter semester was over, and assignments were already piling up like the autumn leaves outside. I spent my days divided between the library and the campus café—my two safe havens. I was at my usual table, nursing a coffee and a stubborn headache, when an old friend slid into the seat across from me.

“Hello, stranger. Long time.”

“Peter?” I couldn’t hide my surprise. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Just wanted to see how you’re settling in. Everything okay?”

Besides my parents, Peter was the only one who knew what I really was. He’d always been my shadow, my protector.

“Just the usual. Lots of studying.”

“Made any friends? Or... a boyfriend?” He winked.

I shook my head, smiling faintly. “Just friends.”

I started to speak, then stopped, waving a hand as if to erase the thought.

“Ah! So, there is someone,” he said, leaning in.

“No. Not really. He doesn’t even know I exist. I don’t even know if he’s a student or a teacher. And it doesn’t matter. It’d be a distraction. He’d probably just break my heart.”

“Maybe he’d surprise you. But it’s your call. Just... follow your heart sometimes, Daniela. Not everything has to be a strategic decision.”

I nodded silently.

“If you ever need to talk—about anything—I’m here.” He stood to leave. “Say hi to your parents for me.”

“I will. Thanks, Peter.”

He was gone, and I was alone again with my coffee and my foolish heart. How could I be so drawn to a man I’d never spoken to? Lately, he was everywhere. Buried in books, serious-faced, with perpetually messy hair that made me want to smooth it down. If he was a teacher, he was the kind who made you think. If he was a student, he was probably arrogant.

Maybe it was better if we never spoke.

ALEX

After a while, I knew all her patterns. Her favourite table, her study hours, the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was concentrating.

That day, she was in the café again when a man approached her table. They knew each other well. With him, her posture changed—shoulders relaxing, a real smile. It hit me then: She’s from Apamnia. She has a gift, like all of us .That’s why her parents wanted a watcher. Living with a secret like that was its own prison. For a moment, I felt a pang of genuine sympathy.

I finished my cigarette and headed inside for coffee just as her companion was leaving. She sat alone, head in her hands. In pain. I could feel the ache radiating from her. Before I could stop myself, I was at her table.

“Migraine?”

Her head snapped up, cold grey eyes locking with mine. Instantly, I knew I’d been too blunt.

“Excuse me?” Then, a flicker of recognition. Did she know me?

“Your head. You looked like you were in pain. Can I get you some water?”

She shook her head, already gathering her things. I’d spooked her.

“No, thank you. I’m fine. I— I have to go. Sorry.” She grabbed her bag and fled.

And just like that, I wanted to know her more. Fragile, but fierce. She was waking something in me I hadn’t felt in years.

DANIELA

What just happened?

My mind raced as I hurried away from the café. He wasn’t supposed to notice me—not like that. How did he see through me so easily? Panic, sharp and familiar, tightened my chest.

I made it back to my apartment and stepped straight into the shower, letting the hot water pound the fear away for a solid half hour. He was just being polite. He couldn’t possibly know.

After a few days, I’d almost convinced myself it was nothing. I hadn’t seen him anywhere. Then I literally walked into him in the library.

His hands shot out, firm on my arms, steadying me. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there.” My voice was a breathless whisper. I knew him instantly.

He smiled, his brown eyes warm. “It’s fine. No harm done. You okay?”

“I’m fine. Thanks. And... sorry again.” He held me a second longer than necessary before letting go. I sank into the nearest chair, my legs unsteady.

What is happening to me? I can’t let this get into my head. He’s not interested. Not like that. And I’ve got enough trouble already. He could have anyone. Why would he look twice at me? Even if he did, it would only end in heartbreak. I need to forget him.

ALEX

She literally fell into my arms.

I’d finally caught a break after days packed with new clients at the Center. I knew she’d be in the library, just not in this aisle. I was browsing for myself when she drifted in, scanning the shelves, utterly lost in her own world.

I wondered when she’d notice me. She didn’t.

Head turned, she walked straight into my chest. My hands shot out on instinct, catching her. She blushed when she apologized. A flush of pink that made my breath catch, and then she was gone, vanishing between the bookshelves.
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ALEX﻿

I had to admit it—Daniela Griece had become an obsession.

When Marti first asked me to watch over her, I was annoyed. I’m nobody’s babysitter. But the Grieces were good people, so I agreed to check in. Then my old professor called her “the one who has what you’re missing,” and I got curious.

And when I finally saw her? She was nothing like the spoiled princess I’d expected. Now, all I want to know is why she runs.

Every time I try to speak to her, she finds a reason to flee. She has no idea what that does to me. The more she avoids me, the more I need to know her. For a therapist, it’s a professional failure. For a man? It’s a provocation. Arrogant? Maybe. But she gets under my skin like no one else.

For weeks, I lingered around campus, showing up wherever she was. She always noticed. She always left. Finally, I resorted to a desperate move: I asked my professor if I could sit in on the final exams. A risk, but one I was willing to take.

The day of the exam, I arrived early and took a seat beside him. I helped a few students, kept my tone neutral. Then she walked in. She froze in the doorway, her eyes locking on mine—a deer caught between fight and flight. And I... I savoured it.

“Miss Griece, good morning. Please have a seat.” She shot me a glare that could strip paint, choose her question, and sat. While her classmate answered, I watched her. I wanted to see her struggle. She didn’t. She was perfect. I couldn’t wait for her turn.

“Mr. Linsky,” the professor said, pulling me back. “Do you have any questions?” Her eyes locked on mine. Jaw tight. In that moment, she hated me. And I understood completely.

DANIELA

Linsky. I should have known. If a man like him was suddenly everywhere, he couldn’t be a nobody. He had to be the son of Council member Theo Linsky. Which meant George sent him. George, who kept tabs on anyone who tried to leave Apamnia. Anyone who refused to serve. The man I’d crossed more than once.

When my classmate finished, I took his place in front of the professor—and him. Anger burned through me, hot and sharp. And shame, because I’d actually liked him. I’d thought our meetings were fate. They were. Just not the kind I’d hoped for.

I started my answer. He cut me off immediately. “Humanistic psychology. My favourite. ”I sneered. “Really? I thought it was behaviourism. Every time you’ve spoken to me, you seem more interested in my reaction than my answer.” Both men stared. Even I froze. Where did that come from? I took a sharp breath and pushed on. When I finished, the professor turned to him. “Mr. Linsky, would you like to ask Miss Griece something?”

“Yes. I would.” He grinned—and my throat tightened.“ Miss Griece... what would you do if a client with deep depression came to your session and couldn’t stop crying?”

“I’d let him cry. For as long as he needed.”

“And if he told you he was considering suicide?” Silence hung between us.

“Miss?” he pressed, leaning forward. I hadn’t expected this. Not here. Not from him. “I’d need to see him,” I said carefully. “His reactions, his story... I’d need to know more.” “What would you say to him?” Even the professor shifted uncomfortably.“ I’m here. I’m listening. Talk to me. Tell me why you want to do this. Help me understand.” The words left me softly, honestly.

“Well,” he said, with something like appreciation. “Thank you.”

“Thank you, Miss Griece,” the professor added. “Well done. You’re free to go.

”I left—as fast as dignity would allow.

ALEX

The professor fixed me with a stern glare. “What the hell, Alex? That wasn’t fair.”

“I had my reasons. And now I have the answer I was looking for.” A slow smile tugged at my mouth. “You were right about her. We would make a great team. And that’s exactly what I’m going to propose—I’m offering her a job.”

I left before he could object, heading straight for the student lounge. I found her near the coffee machine, sipping tea with a friend. “Miss Griece—may I have a word?” All eyes turned to her, then to me. If looks could kill, I’d be dust.

“What else do you want from me, Mr. Linsky?” Her voice was ice. “Somewhere more private?” I died seven times in the silence that followed, but she followed me into the empty corridor. She didn’t speak—just stared, waiting. “I’d like to offer you a position as my assistant at the Psychological Counselling Centre.” She looked at me like I’d just suggested she fly to the moon. On a broom. “You expect me to believe you work at the PCC? First—I’m still a student. Second—I have no experience. Third—I know who you are. And I’m not going back.” I stared, completely thrown. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m not taking you anywhere. I’m offering you a chance to gain real experience. If you don’t want it, fine by me, princess. I need someone who can listen. Who’s patient. Empathetic. I thought that was you. Clearly, I was wrong. ”I turned to leave, cursing myself. Then her voice stopped me. “I’m sorry, Mr. Linsky.” She sighed and moved to walk away. “It’s Alex,” I said, turning back. She gave me a confused look. “My name is Alex. And I’d appreciate it if you’d consider the offer.” I handed her our business card. “PCC’s details are on the front. My number’s on the back. If you change your mind, call me. Any time. I mean it. Goodbye, Miss Griece.”

“Daniela,” she said, almost a whisper. I nodded once and walked away.

DANIELA

I felt like a complete fool. First, I snapped at him during my exam. Then I accused him of... what, exactly? Why does this man short-circuit my brain?

When I returned to my friends, Lucy was staring, wide-eyed. “Did that ridiculously hot professor’s assistant just ask you out? Please tell me you said yes.” I shook my head. “He offered me a job. And I accused him of lying and spying on me.”

“You’re joking.” I just shook my head again. “He still gave me his card.” Her eyes lit up. “Daniela—you have to call him. You liked him! And this is your chance to work with him.”

“Lucy, slow down. He didn’t say I’d be working with him. And I don’t like him anymore. He asked me awful questions during the exam. And I think he’s from my hometown—which makes this all weirder.”

“You’re overthinking. He has to be tough if he works at the PCC. Come on, Daniela—he’s the smartest, most attractive man you’ve ever blushed at. At least think about it.”

“Fine. I’ll think about it.” She beamed. “That’s my girl. Now let’s go celebrate.”

By the time I got home, it was late. I took a long shower and fell into bed. Alex’s card sat on my nightstand. I stared at it for a while, then looked him up online. Nothing. No social media, no digital footprint. But the PCC was real. He and a friend, Lewis Parker, had founded it. Alex handled the therapy; Lewis handled the rest. There were a receptionist and a part-time psychiatrist.

Maybe he really did need help. Still—I wasn’t ready to call. Not after everything I’d said. I set the card down and turned off the light.

ALEX

I went home, showered, and tried to forget the day. I couldn’t. Finally, I called Lewis. My friend. My co-founder. My voice of reason. “Got time for me?”

“Alex—of course. Want to come over?” I was grateful he didn’t have plans. “Be there in half an hour.”

When I arrived, he was on the phone—speaking softly, like he was in love. I didn’t ask. “Come in. I’ll make coffee. Get comfortable.” I did. This was my second home. He joined me a few minutes later, two mugs in hand. Lifesaving coffee. “So what’s going on? You seem... agitated. And that’s not you.”

“Have I ever told you should see more clients and do less paperwork?” He chuckled. “Only every day, Alex. What’s up?”

I didn’t know where to start. He took a slow breath and raised his brows. So, I jumped in. “I screwed up. Remember that girl from my hometown? The one I was supposed to keep an eye on?” He nodded. “Well—I sat in on her exam. Offered her a job at the PCC afterward.” Lewis looked surprised. “I didn’t know we were hiring.” 

“We’re not. It felt like an easy way to watch her. But I wasn’t... kind. Asked her harsh questions. Acted like a jerk. She pushes my buttons, Lewis. And I don’t even know her.”

“Why does she push your buttons, Alex?” I sighed. “First, she ran. Now she stands her ground—says exactly what she thinks, right to my face. And the worst part? I’m sure she won’t take the job. I can’t even keep her close.”

“Alex—what’s the foundation of any successful relationship?”

“Communication,” I said automatically. He waited. Let it sink in. “You want me to talk to her.” He smiled. “You know, for an experienced therapist, you’re terrible at reading people outside the office. She’s shy—probably liked you. Then you pulled the power move. And she stood up to you. You don’t like that she’s strong. You two would push each other. Professionally speaking, I’d love to see it. If she doesn’t call—try again. I have a feeling it’d be good for you.”
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DANIELA﻿

A few weeks had passed since I’d last seen Alex. Exams were over. I had one week until the new semester began. And there it was, the PCC business card, still sitting on my nightstand. It was a real opportunity. But would he still want me after the way I’d spoken to him? He’d said to call anytime. Maybe he meant it. Nothing to lose.

The next morning, I went to the Centre in person. Better to face him directly than hide behind a phone call. Behind the reception desk sat Anna, warm, in her fifties, with kind eyes. “Good morning,” I said, hesitating.

“Good morning, sweetheart. How can I help you?”

“I’d like to see Mr. Linsky, please.”

“You’re in luck, he’s free for the next hour. May I tell him your name?”

“Daniela Griece.” She picked up the phone. He was out of his office in moments.

“Daniela. I’m glad you came.” His voice was calm, professional. “Please, follow me.”

Once the door closed, he turned, and his tone shifted. “I want to apologize. For the exam. For afterward. I was... harder on you than I needed to be.” He met my eyes. “Your professor said you were the best in your class. He said I wouldn’t regret hiring you. I didn’t want to let the chance pass by. I hope you can forgive me.” He paused, studying me. “I imagine you’d like to know what the job entails. Don’t worry. I’m not asking you to make coffee. Your schedule is yours. You come when it suits you.” He took a breath. “My clients... they come with all kinds of struggles. Different backgrounds. Different needs. It’s not always easy to see the path forward clearly. Sometimes I need a second perspective. A retrospective. Someone to tell me what they see, what I might be missing.” He held my gaze. “That’s where you come in. You’ll sit in on sessions. Then we’ll talk. You’ll give me feedback. Later, you might even lead some meetings yourself. But to start, your voice is what I need.”

I stared, speechless. He wanted my opinion? And I could set my own hours? “Wow. That’s... a lot.” I steadied myself. “Let me make sure I understand. You want me to observe your sessions... then discuss next steps with you.”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“And I choose my own schedule.”

“Yes. Your studies come first.”

“Even if it’s just once a week?”

“Absolutely. And if you ever hit a wall with your studies... my old textbooks and notes are here. The offer stands if you need a second perspective.”

“And... you’d help me with my studies if I needed it?”

“If you want. I remember what it was like.” Then, almost as if he’d said too much, he added, “But it’s just a suggestion. You don’t have to. I’m sure you have friends, other resources...” He was backtracking. Apologizing for offering too much. And something in me softened.

“Mr. Linsky, you don’t have to. I mean... Thank you. It’s generous. I didn’t expect that.” Then, almost under my breath: “And I don’t have many friends.”

“Please, call me Alex. I know I don’t have to. I’d like to.” He softened his tone. “Do you have your new schedule?”

“Yes, it’s here.” I pulled a folded piece of paper from my bag. He scanned it. 

“This looks manageable. You could do Tuesday morning, two hours... and Thursdays from eleven?” I nodded. “Excellent. I’m looking forward to it, Daniela. Any questions? Anything else I can help with?” I shook my head, a faint blush warming my cheeks. 

“No, not now. I think I need to process everything. The questions will probably hit me when I get home.”

“Anytime. You have my number.”

“I do. Thank you.”

“Then I’ll see you Tuesday.”

“Take care.”

I walked out of his office speechless. This was not the man I’d met before, sharp, testing, almost mocking. He was... kind. Offered to help with my studies. And he’d agreed to my schedule without a single objection. When I got home, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Maybe he really was just looking for someone to join the PCC. Maybe I’d been wrong.

ALEX

When Anna called to say Daniela was here, I didn’t wait, I
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