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PROLOGUE



The first thing I remember is the sound.



Glass doesn't just shatter. It splits the air open. It turns silence into something jagged and alive. That night, it was loud enough to feel inside my ribs, sharp enough to make my breath stall halfway out of my lungs.



It was cold one of those late-autumn nights when the wind moves like it has somewhere urgent to be. The trees outside scraped their bare branches against the house, tapping at the siding like impatient fingers. I had always liked that sound. It made the world feel dramatic, cinematic even. But that night, everything felt staged in a way I couldn't understand yet, like I had stepped into the final act without realizing the script had already been written.



I remember the argument, though not how it started.



Arguments with him were like that. They arrived quietly. A shift in tone. A look held too long. A question that wasn't really a question. By the time I realized we were fighting, I was already defending myself against something I didn't fully understand.



"You're twisting it," I had said.



"I'm just repeating what you told me," he replied, calm as still water. That was always the worst part, the calm.



The room felt smaller as his voice lowered, controlled and deliberate. He had a way of speaking that made me question the memory forming inside my own head. Like maybe I had said something different. Maybe I had meant something else. Maybe I was the one rearranging the truth.



Outside, the wind grew louder. Inside, the air thinned.



I don't remember deciding to scream. I only remember the sound tearing out of me, raw and animal, shocking even to my own ears. It wasn't graceful. It wasn't strategic. It was the sound of something cornered.



And then glass.



The window beside the bookshelf exploded inward, raining fragments across the hardwood floor. For a split second, I thought the world itself had cracked open. The cold rushed in immediately, biting at my skin, carrying the smell of damp leaves and distant smoke.



We both froze.



The silence that followed was heavier than the argument. Tiny shards of glass continued to fall, ticking against the floor like nervous laughter. I stared at the broken window, my reflection fractured into a hundred unrecognizable pieces.



That should have been the moment I understood.



But the truth is, things had been breaking long before the glass did.



You never notice the first fracture. It hides itself in charm, in reassurance, in the warmth of someone choosing you. I used to think betrayal was loud slamming doors, obvious lies, lipstick on collars. I didn't know it could be quiet. That it could sit across from you at dinner, brush your hair from your face, and memorize your secrets with the patience of a collector.



He stepped toward the window first.



"Are you okay?" he asked, his voice suddenly gentle. Concerned. As if he hadn't just been standing inches from me while my world tilted sideways.



I nodded automatically.



That was my first mistake in how easily I nodded.



There was a rock on the floor among the glass. Smooth. Gray. Ordinary. It must have been thrown from the yard, though neither of us had seen anyone outside. He picked it up, turning it over in his hand like evidence.



"That's weird," he murmured.



We both knew it wasn't.



The scream had come before the glass broke. My scream. And it hadn't been about the argument. It hadn't even been about him, not entirely.



It was about the thing I realized at that moment.



The thing he had taken.



Secrets are strange creatures. They feel safe when they live inside you. Contained. Controlled. Mine had been buried deep, shared only once in a moment of trembling trust. I had offered it carefully, like placing something fragile into someone else's hands.



"I've never told anyone that before," I had said weeks earlier, my voice barely audible in the dark.



"You can tell me anything," he had promised.



That night, standing in a room dusted with broken glass, I understood the danger of that promise.



Because when someone knows your truth, your deepest, most private truth, they don't just hold it. They hold you.



The argument hadn't been about what I did or didn't say. It had been about ownership. About who controlled the narrative of my life. About whether something confessed in love could be reshaped into a weapon.



"You're overreacting," he said softly, stepping closer now. "It was just a conversation."



Just a conversation.



But conversations have echoes. And some echoes reach places you never intended them to go.



The wind slipped through the broken window, curling around my ankles, lifting the curtains like pale ghosts. I could feel the shift happening inside me, subtle but irreversible. A realization settling into bone.



The glass wasn't the only thing that had shattered.



Trust has a sound too. It's quieter than breaking windows. Softer than screams. It sounds like the moment you realize someone else has been telling your story for you and they've been getting it wrong on purpose.



I looked at him then, really looked at him. At the careful neutrality in his expression. In the absence of surprise.



And I knew.



A stranger hadn't thrown the rock.



The fracture hadn't begun tonight.



This was simply the moment I finally heard the sound of my own truth being pulled from my hands.



Stolen not with force, but with familiarity.



And the worst part?



He knew exactly what he was taking.



I didn't know yet how much it would cost me to get it back.



 


CHAPTER 1


I used to think my life had a rhythm to it. Morning light slipping through linen curtains. Coffee brewing before my alarm finished its second chime. My mother's voice on the phone is reminding me to eat something green. It wasn't perfect, but it felt steady. Predictable in the best way.


Back then, I believed steadiness meant safety.


I was twenty-six and certain I was exactly where I was supposed to be. I had a junior editor position at a small publishing firm downtown, a job that made my chest swell whenever someone asked what I did. I worked long hours, came home with ink on my fingers and stories in my bag. I had a tiny apartment with creaky floors and a balcony just wide enough for two chairs and a stubborn fern I kept accidentally overwatering.


And I had him.


Daniel walked into my life on a Tuesday afternoon when I was balancing three manuscripts and a headache. He was delivering mock-up designs for a cover collaboration, tall, deliberate, the kind of man who held eye contact just a second longer than most people dared.


"You're the one who rejected my first concept," he said, but he was smiling.


"It wasn't rejection," I replied, pushing my glasses up my nose. "It was… redirection."


He laughed like I'd told a private joke meant only for him. That was his gift. Making you feel like you'd been chosen for something special.


We started having lunch after that. At first, it was accidental we both happened to be in the break room at the same time. Then it became routine. He would bring something homemade in a glass container. I would pretend I wasn't impressed.


"You live alone?" he asked once, spearing a piece of roasted pepper.


"Yeah. I like it."


"No roommates? No boyfriend?"


There had been something playful in his tone, but his eyes were sharp, assessing.


"No boyfriend," I said lightly. "Just me and my dying fern."


"You shouldn't be alone," he said, almost absentmindedly.


I remember smiling at that. It sounded protective. Attentive.


I told my best friend Maya about him that weekend over margaritas.


"He listens," I said, leaning across the sticky table. "Like, actually listen."


"That's the bare minimum," she replied, but she was grinning. "Does he make you nervous?"


"In a good way."


"Dangerous answer."


But it didn't feel dangerous. It felt electric. Like something opening.


Daniel's attention was immersive. When we were together, I felt like the center of a spotlight. He remembered tiny details of my preference for oat milk, the fact that I hated the word moist, and the name of my childhood dog. He asked about my family, about the town I grew up in, about the parts of myself I usually skimmed over in conversation.


"What were you like as a kid?" he asked one evening as we walked along the river, the city lights flickering against the water.


"Loud," I said. "Sensitive. I cried when my goldfish died for like a week."


"I can see that," he said softly. "You feel things deeply."


It wasn't an insult. It felt like recognition.


I introduced him to my parents two months later.


My mother hugged him too tightly. My father shook his hand and asked practical questions about his job, his family, and his plans. Daniel answered easily. Respectful. Confidence. He brought wine and complimented my mother's cooking.


On the drive back to my apartment, he was quiet.


"What's wrong?" I asked.


"Nothing," he said. "Your dad just… he doesn't trust easily."


I laughed. "He's just protective."


"He kept looking at me like I needed to prove something."


"You kind of do," I teased. "You're dating his daughter."


Daniel didn't laugh. He stared out the window, jaw tight.


It was a small thing. A flicker. I told myself he just wanted to make a good impression.


The next week, he surprised me at work with lunch from my favorite Thai place. He kissed my temple in front of my coworkers. I felt chosen again. Claimed most romantically.


"Your boyfriend is intense," my colleague Serena whispered after he left.


"Intense how?"


"I don't know. Just… focused."


"He's passionate," I said quickly.


She shrugged. "If you say so."


I said so.


Daniel started staying over most nights. He brought a toothbrush, then a drawer of clothes. It felt natural, like water filling space.


One night, curled up against his chest, I told him about the first story I'd ever written a terrible fantasy novel in high school that I'd never shown anyone.


"You should let me read it," he said.


"No way. It's embarrassing."


"I won't judge you."


"I know." And I did know. That was the thing. I believed it.


He traced patterns on my shoulder. "I just want to know everything about you."


The words melted into me.


Looking back, I can pinpoint the early warnings. They didn't arrive with sirens. They arrived disguised as devotion.


He wanted to know where I was at all times, not in an accusatory way, just curious.


"Text me when you get there."


"Who else is going?"


"When will you be home?"


It felt considerate.


One Friday, Maya invited me to a last-minute gallery opening.


"You're still coming, right?" she asked over the phone.


"I told Daniel we'd have dinner."


"Bring him."


"He doesn't really like crowds."


"You don't either," she said. "Since when?"


I hesitated.


Daniel was sprawled on my couch, scrolling through his phone. When I mentioned the gallery, his smile faded almost imperceptibly.


"I thought tonight was ours," he said.


"It is. I just figured "


"It's fine." He stood up, grabbing his jacket. "Go. Have fun."


"That's not what I meant."


"You don't have to explain yourself," he said, but his tone had cooled.


Guilt flooded me. "I'll cancel."


His expression softened immediately. "You don't have to."


"I want to."


He kissed me as I'd just proven something important.


I texted Maya an apology. She responded with a single thumbs-up emoji.


That night, Daniel cooked pasta from scratch. We drank wine on the balcony. He told me about his childhood strict parents, high expectations, and the constant need to excel.


"They never really saw me," he said quietly.


"I see you."


His eyes locked onto mine. "I know."


It felt intimate. Exclusive. Like we were building something sacred.


The first real crack appeared on a Sunday afternoon.


I was getting ready for brunch with Serena when Daniel walked into the bedroom and watched me apply mascara.


"That's short," he said, nodding at my dress.


"It's summer."


"I know. I just didn't realize you dressed like that for work friends."


I laughed. "Like what?"


"Like you're trying to impress someone."


The words hung in the air.


"I'm not."


"I didn't say you were." He leaned against the doorframe. "I just don't want other guys getting the wrong idea."


"There aren't any other guys."


"You don't know that."


I turned to face him fully. "Daniel."


He held up his hands. "Forget it. I trust you."


The way he said it made it sound like trust was something he was generously granting me.


At brunch, I kept adjusting the hem of my dress. Serena noticed.


"Are you cold?" she asked.


"No."


"You're different lately."


"Different how?"


"Quieter."


I started to protest, then stopped. "I'm just… happy."


She studied me. "Okay."


When I got home, Daniel was in the kitchen.


"Did you have fun?" he asked.


"Yeah."


"Who was there?"


I listed names. He nodded slowly.


"You forgot to text when you got there."


"I was distracted."


He didn't respond. Just turned back to the sink.


I wrapped my arms around his waist from behind. "I'm sorry."


He dried his hands and turned to me. "It's not about the text. It's about consideration."


"I am considerate."


"I know." His thumb brushed my cheek. "You just don't always think."


The comment stung, but I swallowed it. He wasn't wrong. I could be impulsive.


A week later, I received an email about a writing workshop in another city. A weekend intensive with a well-known author. I read it three times, heart racing.


When I told Daniel, he was quiet.


"That's great," he said finally.


"It is, right?"


"Three days away?"


"It's just a weekend."


"With people you don't know."


"It's a professional thing."


He exhaled slowly. "I just worry."


"I'll be fine."


"I know you will." He paused. "I just hate the idea of you out there without me."


Something about the phrasing made my stomach tighten.


"I don't need supervision," I joked.


His eyes flickered. "That's not what I meant."


I reached for his hand. "I know."


And I did know. Or I thought I did.


The truth is, I had always been the girl who trusted easily. Teachers. Friends. Lovers. I believed what people showed me. I took kindness at face value. I assumed consistency meant integrity.


Daniel was consistent.


He called every morning. He kissed me goodbye every night. He said I love you first.


The first time he said it, we were lying on the living room floor surrounded by open pizza boxes.


"I love you," he said casually, like commenting on the weather.


I froze.


"You don't have to say it back," he added quickly.


But I did. I said it because it felt true. Because I was already rearranging my world to fit him inside it.


After that, everything intensified. He talked about moving in officially. About future trips. About "when we get married" in a half-joking tone.


"You'd look good with my last name," he murmured one night.


I laughed, but my pulse quickened.


There were moments tiny, fleeting when something inside me hesitated. When his grip on my wrist lingered a fraction too long. When his questions felt less like curiosity and more like surveillance. When I caught him scrolling through my phone, he said, "I was just looking for that picture of us."


But those moments were always followed by tenderness. Apologies wrapped in affection.


"You know I'd never hurt you," he whispered once, forehead pressed to mine.


And I believed him.


Because he had seen me cry over old insecurities. He had listened to stories I'd never told anyone else. He knew the shape of my fears.


Trust felt like handing someone the key to your house and never imagining they might duplicate it.


One evening, as we lay in bed, he brushed my hair away from my face.


"You trust me, don't you?" he asked.


"Of course."


"Completely?"


I smiled sleepily. "Completely."


He studied me for a long moment, as if committing something to memory.


Outside, the wind rattled the windows, and I curled closer to him, convinced that I was safe.


I didn't know then that trust, once given without question, can become the easiest thing in the world to take.


By November, Daniel practically lived in my apartment.


It happened gradually. A jacket was left on the back of a chair. Running shoes are tucked beside the door. A phone charger is plugged permanently into the wall on my side of the bed. I liked the evidence of him. It made the place feel fuller, warmer. Like I had crossed some invisible line into adulthood where things were shared and steady.


One Saturday morning, I woke to the smell of coffee and the low hum of music from the kitchen. I padded out in one of his T-shirts.


He turned when he saw me. "Morning."


"You're up early."


"Couldn't sleep." He handed me a mug exactly how I liked it: oat milk, no sugar. "I was thinking."


"That's always dangerous," I teased.


He didn't smile. "I think we should make this official."


"We are official."


"You know what I mean." He gestured around the apartment. "I'm here every night. I might as well move in properly."


My heart jumped. This was the part people posted about. The milestone.


"Are you sure?" I asked, trying to sound measured instead of thrilled.


"Why wouldn't I be?"









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































