Chapter 1. Enduring the Pain

Chapter 1 begins with exhaustion weighing heavily on him, his pain too overwhelming to resist. He
surrenders himself to the care of someone who understands him too deeply to ask unnecessary questions.
Andy worksin silence, his movements precise and steady as he examines the fresh wounds—cuts and bruises
that tell of an internal battle. There are no inquiries about the cause or circumstances; Andy knows better than
to seek explanations when the pain is still raw. In moments like these, when the wounds go beyond the
physical, silence provides the only comfort.

The air isthick with the familiar antiseptic smell, aclinical cleanliness that somehow feelslike alifelinein
this moment. He closes his eyes, focusing on the soft tearing of bandage tape, the occasional clink of metal
instruments, and the rhythm of Andy’s hands, which move with a care that borders on tenderness. It's
strange, this combination of sharpness and solace, but it wraps around him like a cocoon, easing the edges of
his despair just enough for him to breathe without it hurting.

Andy’ s hands pause for amoment, pressing gently against a particularly deep bruise, asif to anchor him back
to the present. There’ s no judgment in his touch, no expectation—just the quiet patience of someone who has
stood in this place before, who understands the delicate balance between healing and enduring. It's a moment
that shouldn’t feel significant, but it is, and he clingsto it, letting the quiet comfort of Andy’ s presence tether

him to the here and now.

When the bandages are secure and the routine instructions are delivered, he nods automatically, his head
heavy with the weight of familiarity. The cycle has become so ingrained that he doesn’t need to hear the
words to know them: rest, pain relief, avoid further injury. And yet, even as he listens and agrees, he knows
deep down that the cycle is unlikely to break anytime soon. This quiet, unspoken understanding between him
and Andy is both his salvation and his sentence, a constant reminder of the fragility of his own existence.

As he preparesto leave, he hesitates at the doorway, glancing back at Andy, who busies himself tidying the
sterile workspace. There' saweight in his chest that feels like shame—shame for needing this help, for being
so dependent, for bringing his broken self to Andy’s door yet again. But mingled with the shameis
something else, something softer, quieter, and harder to define: gratitude, affection, perhaps even love,
though he’slong since tried to banish that word from his vocabulary.

The city is alive when he steps outside, the air brisk and sharp against his skin, the sounds of honking cars
and distant conversations weaving together into a symphony of routine chaos. Each step feels heavy at first,
but as he moves further away from the office, he beginsto feel lighter, the cool air waking his senses and
reminding him that heis, for now, still here. The promise of temporary relief, however fleeting, allows him to
imagine aversion of recovery—not one where he is whole or healed, but one where he can keep moving
forward, eveniif it’sonly by inches.

He breathes deeply, the cool air filling his lungs and grounding him in the moment. The pain hasn’t
disappeared, but it’s quieter now, subdued beneath the rhythmic sound of hisfootsteps. The city’s pulse
mirrorshisown, persistent and unyielding, and for thefirst timein what feelslike forever, hedaresto
think that maybe thisis enough—that existing, in all itsraw and imperfect glory, isenough for now.

As he approaches home, the morning light softening the cityscape, he resolves to face the day ahead,
whatever it might bring. He knows the cycle will repeat, knows that the pain will return, but also knows that
he has people like Andy, who will be there to steady him when he falters. For today, that knowledgeis
enough to keep him walking, one step at atime, toward whatever comes next.



