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Chapter One — When Color Leaves
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Riley used to believe color had a sound.

Blue hummed softly, like water brushing a riverbank. Yellow buzzed with an almost ridiculous enthusiasm. Red throbbed with a steady pulse, hot and present. Even gray had its own weight—a quiet footstep, a still breath.

But lately? Every shade felt silent.
Muted.
Like someone had spun the volume down on the entire world.
The art studio smelled faintly of turpentine and old wooden floors as Riley stared at the blank canvas propped in front of them. Afternoon sunlight pushed through the oversized windows, trying to spill warmth onto the room, but even the gold of the sun sat wrong—flat instead of glowing.

They lifted a brush, dipped it into ultramarine, and dragged a stroke across the canvas.

Nothing.

No hum.
No whisper.
No spark.
They sighed and leaned back, bracing their palms against the stool. “You’re embarrassing me,” they murmured to the brush, or maybe to themselves. “Work with me, please.”

The brush did not respond. Neither did the color.

A soft cough sounded from the doorway.

Riley froze. They weren’t in the mood to talk to anyone—not after two weeks of unfinished canvases, half-hearted sketches, and the growing, terrifying suspicion that their creativity wasn’t just blocked... it was slipping away. But the studio door creaked again, and they forced themselves to look up.

A tall figure stood in the doorway, shoulder pressed against the frame like he wasn’t sure he was welcome. His hair was pulled into a loose knot, strands escaping to frame his face. He wore headphones around his neck—not playing anything, just sitting there like decoration he wasn’t ready to use.

“Sorry,” he said, voice low. “The coordinator told me to wait in here for the intake form, but I can... go somewhere else if you’re working.”

Riley blinked. The studio wasn’t usually used for appointments. The therapy offices were downstairs. “Intake form? For what?”

“Art therapy group.”
His tone suggested he did not want to be here. Not even a little.
Oh. Right. That started today. Riley had completely forgotten they signed up. Or more accurately, a friend had signed them up and threatened to drag them here by their paint-stained hoodie if they didn’t at least try.

“You too, huh?” Riley muttered, setting the brush down.

He offered a half-smile—gentle but tired. “Yeah.”

They studied him for a moment. Something about him felt... quiet. Not just in the literal sense—quiet in a heavier way. Like a song someone turned off mid-melody. He looked like the kind of person who used to glow a little, and now didn’t know how.

“What’s your name?” Riley asked.

“Eli.”
He hesitated, then added, “You?”
“Riley.”

Eli nodded once, then pushed a hand into the pocket of his jacket, fidgeting with something unseen. The silence that settled wasn’t awkward—just... soft. Shared. The kind of silence between two people who didn’t have the energy to pretend they were okay.

Riley cleared their throat. “You can wait in here if you want. I’m not exactly producing masterpieces.”

Eli stepped inside, closing the door behind him. His gaze drifted to the blue stroke on the canvas. “You don’t like it?”

“Doesn’t matter if I like it. I can’t feel it.”

He glanced at them, brows lifting slightly. “Feel it?”

Riley hesitated. Most people didn’t get it. But something about Eli—his tired eyes, his stillness—invited honesty.

“Color usually has a... presence. A voice. Not literally,” they added quickly, “just—emotionally. Everything’s supposed to feel alive. But right now it’s like someone sucked all the life out of my palette.”

Eli watched the canvas again, expression unreadable. “Maybe it’s not gone,” he said quietly. “Maybe it’s waiting.”

Riley opened their mouth to reply, but the door swung open and the therapist walked in carrying a clipboard and a warm, practiced smile.

“There you two are,” she said. “Riley, glad you made it. And Eli—thank you for being on time. Let’s get those forms done and start slow today.”

Riley glanced at Eli.

He looked back.

And for a split second—just the briefest flicker—the blue on the canvas didn’t feel quite as flat.

Not humming.
Not glowing.
But... stirring.
A start.
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Chapter Two — Sound Without Music
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The therapy room had the kind of lighting Riley always associated with dentist offices—bright enough to see everything, soft enough to pretend it wasn’t prying. A round table sat in the center, covered in sketchbooks, colored pencils, charcoal sticks, and a small bowl of rubber erasers shaped like hearts. The walls were lined with framed student art—abstract shapes, portraits, splashes of color that felt far more vibrant than Riley’s current emotional palette.

Eli hesitated in the doorway like he was deciding whether to stay or flee.

Riley nudged a chair out with their foot. “If we suffer through this, we’re suffering together.”

That earned them a quiet huff of laughter. Victory.

The therapist—Dr. Alya—settled into her chair and folded her hands. “This group is small, so let’s focus on connection rather than structure. Today is simple: draw or write what brought you here. You don’t have to share if you don’t want to.”

Riley reached for a pencil, twirling it between their fingers. Eli, meanwhile, stared at the table. No reach. No movement. His hands stayed firmly in his lap.

Riley tilted their head. “Not a drawing person?”

Eli’s jaw tightened. “I used to be a music person.”

Used to.

The phrase hung in the air like a note that never resolved.

Riley softened. “What changed?”

Eli didn’t answer. His gaze had drifted to the far wall where a framed watercolor hung—a wash of reds and purples swirling around a tiny figure in the middle. His eyes flickered as if he were hearing something Riley couldn’t.

“I see sound in colors,” Eli finally said, voice almost too soft to catch. “Synesthesia. Or something close. When I played—guitar, mostly—everything came with color. Notes were streaks. Chords were layered shades. But a few months ago...”
A pause. A swallow.
“...everything went dark.”
Riley felt the words hit them with an uncomfortable familiarity.

Losing color. Losing sound. Losing the part of yourself that makes sense of the world.

“Did something happen?” Riley asked gently.

Eli didn’t move for a long moment. Then: “I had a panic attack onstage. Bad enough that I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t play, couldn’t see color at all. Just... black. And it hasn’t come back.”

Riley didn’t push. They knew the look Eli wore. The look of someone still standing inside the storm.

Dr. Alya stepped in softly. “Eli, thank you for sharing. You don’t have to force anything today—just being here is already brave.”

Eli gave a tiny nod, like he wasn’t convinced but appreciated the effort.

Riley tapped their pencil against the sketchbook. “Maybe you don’t need to draw a masterpiece. Just... write something. A word. A shape.”

Eli considered it, then picked up a charcoal stick. Slowly—hesitantly—he drew a circle. Imperfect. A little shaky.

“What’s that?” Riley asked carefully.

Eli shrugged. “Silence.”

Riley traced a fingertip over the page of their own sketchbook. They wrote one word: Muted.

When they set the pencil down, Eli glanced over. His eyes lingered on the word. Riley didn’t say anything, but their shoulders eased, the tension loosening just a little. Together, their pages looked like two parts of the same confession.

Silence.
Muted.
They weren’t echoes.
They were companions.
“Maybe,” Riley said quietly, “it’s easier to find our way back if we’re not doing it alone.”

Eli’s throat bobbed. “Maybe.”

Dr. Alya smiled. “That’s the spirit I hope this group can foster.”

The session carried on gently—soft questions, small sketches, shared quiet. By the end, no breakthroughs happened, no miracles unfolded. But Riley noticed one thing:

Eli’s circle wasn’t dark anymore.
He’d shaded it lighter.
Just a little.
A tiny shift.
But noticeable.
As they left the room, Riley caught him glancing at their word again.

“Hey,” Riley said, pulling their bag over their shoulder, “if you ever want to compare notes on being creatively broken, I’m around.”

Eli stuffed his hands into his pockets. “You’re not broken.”

“Sure feels like it.”

“Still,” he said, meeting their eyes for the first time since the studio, “you aren’t.”

Riley swallowed. That unexpected softness hit harder than it should have.

“Same goes for you, you know,” they murmured.

Eli didn’t answer. But he didn’t look away, either.

Outside, the last light of day washed the hall in soft amber.

And for the first time in a long while, Riley thought—maybe—color was trying to come back.
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Chapter Three — A Shade Between Us
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Riley wasn’t expecting to see Eli again before the next session. People like him—quiet, guarded, carrying invisible fractures—usually slipped in and out of group therapy with minimal surface contact. A polite nod, a half-smile, then gone.

So when Riley pushed open the art studio door the next afternoon and found Eli already inside, sitting on the floor with his back against the wall, they stopped short.

“You’re early,” Riley said.

Eli looked up, startled. He wasn’t holding an instrument—of course he wasn’t—but he was holding something: a small notebook, the kind musicians kept for scraps of lyrics.

“I didn’t know anyone else used this room outside of class,” he said, closing the notebook a little too quickly.

“Technically, I’m not supposed to,” Riley admitted, dropping their bag by the nearest table. “I just... need quiet sometimes.”

Eli nodded, as if that explanation made perfect sense.

Riley grabbed a sketchpad, flipped it open, and froze. The blank page felt heavier today. Mocking. Like it was daring them to try again and fail again.

They sighed. “I thought maybe yesterday was a fluke. Some hint of something returning.”
Another sigh.
“But nope. Still nothing.”
Eli watched them carefully. “You’re expecting it to come back all at once.”

“That would be nice.”

“It doesn’t usually work that way.”

Riley set the sketchpad down. “How would you know?”

He tapped the closed notebook with his thumb. “Because I’m trying to do
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