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    PROLOGUE

    
    
  
  Emily

July 6th, 2021

The last time I felt anything was the night my sister died.

Not the funeral. Not the weeks of casseroles from strangers who couldn't look me in the eye. Not the moment they lowered two caskets into the same plot because my father was too cheap — or too broken, depending on which lie you preferred — to buy a second one.

No. The last time I felt anything real was the night itself.

Three years ago. July 6th.

I'd been sitting on the kitchen counter in our old house, the one with the yellow door and the crooked mailbox that Dad never fixed. Charlie was in the living room, stretched across the couch with her legs dangling off the armrest, painting her toenails the same violent shade of red she put on everything. Red sneakers. Red scrunchie. Red case on her phone. She said it was the colour of joy, which was such a Charlie thing to say that I'd stopped questioning it by the time we were twelve.

Mom was in the hallway, keys in one hand, phone pressed between her shoulder and ear. Laughing. She had this laugh — full-bodied, reckless, the kind that made you want to join in even if you didn't know the joke. She was talking to Aunt Patricia about the church bake sale, something about snickerdoodles and a woman named Dolores who always brought store-bought cookies and passed them off as homemade.

I was eating gummy worms.

Sour ones. The kind that make your tongue feel like it's been scraped with sandpaper, and you keep going back because the pain is the point. I'd had three bags that week. Charlie said I was going to rot my teeth out of my skull. I told her at least I'd die happy.

She threw a pillow at me.

That was the last thing she ever did to me. Threw a decorative pillow with a stitched sunflower on it, and it hit me square in the face, and I laughed so hard I choked on a gummy worm, and she laughed so hard she knocked over the nail polish, and Mom yelled from the hallway that we were animals, and everything was loud and messy and alive.

Then Mom said, "Charlie, come on, we're going to be late."

And Charlie groaned and shoved her feet into those red sneakers without tying them, and she grabbed her jacket and said, "Em, you sure you don't want to come? Dad's at the office, you'll be alone."

I said no.

I said no because I had a paper due Monday and a Redbull in the fridge and I wanted to rewatch the Doctor Who Christmas special for the ninth time. The one where the Eleventh Doctor regenerates. The one that makes me cry every single time because Matt Smith looks into the camera and says, "I will always remember when the Doctor was me," and it's the most devastating sentence in the history of television and I will die on that hill.

I said no because I was twenty years old and comfortable and didn't feel like putting on pants.

I said no.

Mom kissed the top of my head. She smelled like vanilla and dryer sheets and the perfume Dad had bought her for Christmas that she pretended to love even though it was too floral. "Don't stay up too late, baby."

Charlie hugged me from behind, her chin hooking over my shoulder the way it always did because we were the exact same height — identical in every way except that she got the Joy Gene and I got whatever the opposite of that is. "Love you, loser."

"Love you more, loser."

She pulled back and grinned. That grin. God, that grin. All teeth and crinkled nose and eyes that looked exactly like mine but somehow held twice the light.

The yellow door closed behind them.

The engine started.

Tires on gravel.

And then silence.



The call came at 11:47 PM.

I know this because I was staring at my phone, waiting for Charlie to text me back. I'd sent her a photo of the gummy worm I'd twisted into a heart shape — don't ask, I was bored — and she hadn't responded, which wasn't like her. Charlie responded to everything within thirty seconds. She was pathological about it. "What if someone needs me?" she'd say. "What if it's important?"

A twisted gummy worm was not important. But she would have responded anyway.

The phone rang instead.

It wasn't Charlie.

A man's voice. Calm, measured, the vocal equivalent of a pressed suit. He asked if I was Emily Glass. He asked if I was related to Margaret Glass and Charlotte Glass. He used their full names, which was how I knew before he said another word.

Nobody called my mother Margaret.

Nobody called Charlie Charlotte.

Except people who had never met them.

Except people reading names off a clipboard.

Drunk driver. Head-on. Route 9, just past the old covered bridge where Charlie and I used to catch tadpoles. Mom died on impact. Charlie made it to the hospital. She died in surgery. Internal bleeding. The surgeon said she fought hard.

Of course she fought hard. She was Charlie.

She fought and fought and fought while I sat on my ass watching a fictional alien regenerate into a new face, eating sour gummy worms and crying about endings that weren't even real.

The man on the phone asked if there was someone who could be with me tonight.

I hung up.

I sat on the kitchen counter for a long time. I don't know how long. Could have been minutes. Could have been hours. The Redbull went flat. The gummy worms sat untouched in their crinkled bag.

I didn't cry.

I didn't scream.

I didn't do anything at all.

Something inside me — some wire that connected the world to my chest — it just... snapped. Quietly. Like a guitar string giving out in the middle of a song nobody was playing anymore.

And that was it.

That was the last time I felt anything.



Three years.

Three years of my father's silence, his new wife Helen who tried too hard, and Jordan, his son from a previous marriage, who filled the silence with fists and whiskey and rage.

Three years of medication that made the world foggy and medication that made the world sharp and medication that made the world nothing at all.

Three years of pulling my sleeves down.

Three years of carrying Charlie's stuffed bear — the one she'd had since we were five, the one she'd named Charlie because she thought it was hilarious to name things after herself — in the bottom of my bag like some kind of talisman against the dark.

Three years of Ash texting me every morning: you alive?

And me responding: unfortunately

She thought I was joking.

I was never joking.



Tomorrow is July 7th.

The anniversary.

I'm sitting on the floor of my apartment — Jordan's apartment, technically, because nothing in my life is actually mine — with a bottle of vodka that's seen better days and a bag of gummy worms that I'm eating one at a time, slowly, letting the sour crystals dissolve on my tongue because it's the closest thing to feeling something that I've found.

The razor is in the bathroom.

I know exactly where it is. Top shelf, behind the mouthwash, next to the box of bandaids I bought in bulk because I go through them the way other people go through tissues during allergy season.

I'm not going to use it tonight.

Probably.

Tomorrow I'll walk to the gas station because we're out of milk and Jordan will lose his shit if there's no milk for his cereal, and maybe I'll buy another bag of gummy worms, and maybe I'll stand outside for a minute in the warm July air and try to remember what it felt like when Charlie threw that pillow at my face.

The thing about grief is that everyone tells you it gets easier.

They're lying.

It doesn't get easier. You just get better at pretending it does. You smile when you're supposed to smile. You laugh when the timing is right. You nod along in therapy and say things like "I'm processing" and "I'm working through it" and "I'm taking it one day at a time," and your therapist writes it down and nods and says, "That's really great progress, Emily," and you want to scream because nothing about any of this is progress. Progress implies forward motion. Progress implies a destination.

I'm not going anywhere.

I'm right here, on this floor, in this apartment that smells like stale beer and Jordan's cheap cologne, and the only thing keeping me from using that razor is a dead girl's stuffed bear and the faint, stupid, irrational hope that tomorrow might be different.

It won't be.

But I'll pretend it might.

That's what I do now. I pretend. I perform alive like it's a role in a play that never ends, and the audience is everyone who loves me, and the reviews are mixed, and the show must go on because the alternative is a closed casket and a eulogy nobody wants to write.

So.

Tomorrow.

July 7th.

I'll walk to the gas station. I'll buy milk. I'll buy gummy worms. I'll stand outside in the sticky summer heat and I'll breathe, even though breathing has become something I do out of habit rather than desire.

And maybe — probably not, but maybe — something will happen.

Something small. Something stupid. Something that makes the wire reconnect, even for a second.

I'm not holding my breath.

But I'm also not dead yet.

And in the absence of anything better, that's going to have to be enough.


  
    Chapter 1: The Gas Station

    
    
  
  Emily

July 7th, 2021

The gas station on Route 9 smelled like burnt coffee and regret.

It was one of those places that existed outside of time — fluorescent lights humming a frequency only mosquitoes and insomniacs could hear, linoleum floor sticky with something that might have been soda and might have been despair, a rotating hot dog display that hadn't been cleaned since the Clinton administration. The kind of place you only went to at midnight if you were lost, drunk, or had given up pretending that your life was going somewhere.

I was two out of three.

The vodka had done its job. My edges were soft, the world wrapped in gauze, and the anniversary had passed from today into yesterday without incident. No razor. No pills. Just the bottle and the bear and a Doctor Who marathon that had ended with me crying into a pillow at 11:47 PM — exactly three years to the minute — before deciding that I needed milk.

I didn't need milk.

Jordan needed milk. Jordan needed milk for his cereal, and if there was no milk for his cereal, Jordan would put his fist through the wall next to my head again, and I was too tired to spackle.

So. Milk.

And gummy worms, because they were on sale, two bags for five dollars, and treating myself to processed sugar was the closest thing to self-care I was capable of.

I grabbed the milk from the cooler in the back — 2%, Jordan's preference, because God forbid I buy what I actually liked — and wandered the candy aisle with the careful deliberation of someone disarming a bomb. Sour Patch Kids? No. Too mainstream. Twizzlers? Offensive. Swedish Fish? Close, but no.

There.

Trolli Sour Brite Crawlers. Two bags. I tucked them under my arm with the milk and shuffled to the counter where a teenager with acne and existential dread rang me up without making eye contact.

"Three seventeen."

I fumbled with crumpled bills from my back pocket. Charlie's bear was poking out of my bag, his little brown face staring up at me with those dead glass eyes that somehow looked more alive than I felt.

"Keep the change," I mumbled, grabbing my stuff.

"It's three cents."

"I know."

The doors slid open and the July air hit me like walking into someone's mouth — hot, wet, suffocating. The kind of heat that made you understand why people committed crimes in summer. Something about the temperature made the world feel lawless.

I should have gone home.

I should have walked back to Jordan's apartment and put the milk in the fridge and hidden in my room and let the vodka pull me under. But the night was clear — impossibly, offensively clear — and the stars were out, which meant Charlie was watching, and I couldn't go home while she was watching because she'd see the apartment and she'd see Jordan and she'd see the bruises I'd covered with concealer and she would be so fucking disappointed in me.

So I walked around the side of the building instead.

There was a narrow strip of concrete between the gas station and the chain-link fence that separated it from an empty lot. A dumpster. Some weeds growing through the cracks. A single light mounted above the back door that cast everything in a jaundiced yellow glow.

And a man.

He was leaning against the wall with his ankles crossed, a cigarette between his fingers, smoke curling up past his jaw in lazy spirals. Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark hair pushed back from his forehead like he'd run his hands through it a hundred times and stopped caring where it landed. Tattoos crawling up both forearms — I could see them because his sleeves were rolled to the elbows, despite the heat, which was either a fashion choice or a declaration of war against sweat glands.

He looked like the kind of man your mother warned you about.

He looked like the kind of man Charlie would have dared me to talk to.

I should have kept walking. Every cell in my body, every medication-dulled instinct, every lesson Jordan had beaten into me about keeping my head down and my mouth shut — all of it screamed at me to keep moving.

Instead, I leaned against the opposite wall, set my bag down, and opened a bag of gummy worms.

He didn't look at me. Not right away. He took a drag, exhaled through his nose, and tapped the ash off the end of his cigarette against the wall. The gesture was patient. Deliberate. Like he had all the time in the world and had decided to spend it right here, in this exact spot, doing exactly this.

I bit the head off a gummy worm.

"Those will kill you," he said.

His voice was lower than I expected. Not deep in the performative way some men went deep — that Barry White imitation that was supposed to be seductive and just ended up sounding like they were gargling gravel. This was natural. Quiet. The kind of voice you'd hear reading poetry at 2 AM on a college radio station that nobody listened to.

I chewed slowly, watching him from my periphery. "Says the man with the cigarette."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. "Touche."

"It's touche with an accent," I said. "French. You're mangling it."

"You speak French?"

"I speak enough to know you're mangling it."

He took another drag and this time he turned his head to look at me. Hazel eyes. That was the first thing I noticed. Not brown, not green — hazel, with flecks of gold around the iris that caught the yellow light and turned it into something almost warm. His jaw was sharp, shadowed with stubble that said he could grow a beard but had decided against it. There was a scar through his left eyebrow. Small. Easy to miss if you weren't looking.

I was looking.

Shit.

"What are you doing out here?" he asked, studying me with the kind of focused attention that should have been alarming but instead made me feel like I'd walked into a spotlight I didn't know existed.

"Buying milk."

"At midnight?"

"Is there a curfew?"

"No." He stubbed out his cigarette against the wall and pocketed the butt — which was oddly considerate for someone who looked like he could snap a neck without changing his expression. "Just curious. Most people don't wander behind gas stations alone at midnight."

"Most people don't smoke behind gas stations alone at midnight."

"I'm not most people."

"Neither am I."

The silence that followed wasn't uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that happens when two strangers accidentally stumble into a frequency that matches — a hum beneath the words that neither of them expected. The hot dog display rotated inside the store, visible through the window. A car passed on Route 9, headlights sweeping across the lot and disappearing.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"You just did."

He almost smiled. Almost. "Do you have faith in anything?"

The question landed in my chest like a stone dropped into still water. Not what I expected. Not "what's your name" or "do you come here often" or any of the tired scripts that people followed when they talked to strangers in the dark. This was something else.

"Faith," I repeated.

"Yeah."

I bit the tail off another gummy worm and chewed it slowly. The sour crystals scraped my tongue. Faith. Did I have faith in anything?

I used to have faith in words. In stories. In the idea that if you arranged the right syllables in the right order, you could build a door and walk through it into a place where grief couldn't follow. I used to have faith in the Doctor — stupid, I know, fictional character, but there it was — because he was proof that you could lose everything and still keep running. Still keep choosing kindness. Still keep believing that the universe was beautiful even when it was trying to kill you.

I used to have faith in Charlie.

"No," I said. "Not anymore."

He watched me for a long moment. His eyes were steady, unreadable, but there was something behind them — a depth that suggested this wasn't idle conversation. He wasn't making small talk. He was excavating.

"Interesting," he said quietly.

"Is it?"

"Faith is the most dangerous thing a person can lose." He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, considered it, and put it back. "More dangerous than money. More dangerous than people. More dangerous than time. Because once it's gone, everything that depended on it goes with it."

I stared at him. "That's either very profound or very pretentious."

"Probably both."

"Who are you?"

He straightened off the wall. He was taller than I'd realized — at least six feet, maybe more — and when he moved, it was with a fluidity that reminded me of a predator uncoiling. Not threatening. Just aware. Aware of every molecule of space he occupied and every molecule he didn't.

"Nobody important," he said.

"That's not an answer."

"It's the most honest answer I can give you." His eyes drifted to my bag, to the stuffed bear poking out of the top, and something shifted in his expression. Not pity. Not curiosity. Recognition. Like he'd seen that bear before, or something like it, in a life he didn't talk about.

His gaze returned to mine. "You shouldn't be out here alone."

"I'm not alone. You're here."

Something flickered behind his eyes. "That might be worse."

I wanted to ask what he meant. I wanted to ask a hundred questions — about the tattoos and the scar and the way he spoke about faith like he'd lost it too and spent years learning to live in the wreckage. But the vodka was fading and the heat was pressing down and somewhere inside the gas station, the hot dog display made a grinding noise that sounded like the universe clearing its throat.

"I have to go," I said, grabbing my bag.

"Wait."

I stopped. Not because he told me to. Because his voice changed when he said it. Softer. Almost careful.

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled something out. A piece of paper, folded with a precision that seemed impossible for hands that big. He unfolded it once, twice, then held it up.

A paper rose.

Intricate. Delicate. Every petal creased at exactly the right angle, so real-looking that for a second I thought he'd actually pulled a flower out of his pocket, which would have been both insane and the most interesting thing that had happened to me in three years.

He held it out to me. "For you."

I stared at it. "You just carry paper roses around?"

"I make them when I'm thinking."

"What were you thinking about?"

His eyes held mine. Hazel, gold, steady. "Whether the universe has a sense of humour."

I took the rose. Our fingers didn't touch, but the space between them was charged with something — static, energy, the ghost of a connection that hadn't happened yet. The paper was warm from his hands.

"Thank you," I said. And I meant it in a way that scared me, because I hadn't meant anything in three years.

He nodded once. "Go home, Snowflake. Get some rest."

Snowflake.

The word landed on me like the first snow of winter — unexpected, cold, and strangely beautiful. I wanted to ask why. I wanted to ask how he could look at me — messy hair, vodka breath, three-day-old t-shirt with a Tardis on it — and see anything resembling snow.

But he was already turning away, another cigarette appearing between his fingers like a magic trick, and the moment was closing like a book I hadn't finished reading.

I walked home.

Eighteen blocks through the sticky July dark, the milk warming against my hip, a paper rose in my hand, and for the first time in three years, I felt the wire hum.

Not reconnect. Not yet. But hum. Like a dead machine remembering that it used to be alive.

I didn't know his name.

I didn't know that in two months, he'd walk into my writing class wearing a suit that cost more than my rent and announce that he was my new professor.

I didn't know that he'd save my life, ruin my life, and rebuild it from the wreckage all in the span of six months.

I didn't know that he was the most dangerous man I'd ever meet.

All I knew was that the paper rose smelled like smoke and cologne and something I couldn't name, and when I got home, I put it on my nightstand next to Charlie's bear and stared at it until the sun came up.

Jordan was passed out on the couch with an empty bottle of Jim Beam. He didn't stir when I put the milk away.

I locked my bedroom door.

I put on the Doctor Who Christmas special.

And for the first time in three years — for one stupid, irrational, chemically indefensible moment — I thought:

Maybe tomorrow will be different.



Grey

July 7th, 2021 — 1:14 AM

She smelled like vodka and synthetic sugar and something underneath both of those things that I couldn't place. Something clean. Something sad.

I watched her walk away from behind the gas station, her bag slung over one shoulder, the stuffed bear visible through the half-open zipper, and I stood there until she rounded the corner and disappeared into the dark.

Then I lit my cigarette and stared at the empty lot and tried to understand what had just happened.

I'd come here to breathe. That was all. A ten-hour drive from the coast, Malachi's latest assignment completed with the kind of clinical precision that used to make me feel competent and now just made me feel hollow. I'd stopped for gas. I'd gone around back to smoke because the fluorescent lights inside made my head ache and the teenager behind the counter kept staring at the tattoos on my forearms like he was trying to decode them.

There was nothing to decode. They were reminders. Every single one. But that was nobody's business.

And then she was there.

Small. Sharp-edged in the way that broken things are sharp-edged — not because they were made to cut, but because something shattered them and the pieces didn't know how to be soft anymore. Hair that hadn't been brushed. Eyes that had. Blue. The kind of blue that poets and liars spend their entire careers trying to name.

She was drunk and sad and eating gummy worms behind a gas station at midnight on the anniversary of whatever had hollowed her out, and she was the most real thing I had encountered in years.

The bear in her bag told me loss. The sleeves pulled down to her wrists in ninety-degree heat told me something worse.

She had no faith.

I understood that. Faith was the first thing you buried after the people who gave it to you. The world didn't take it all at once — it chipped away, year by year, grief by grief, until you woke up one morning and reached for it and found nothing but dust.

I knew that dust. I'd been breathing it since I was sixteen.

The paper rose was a reflex. I'd been folding it while I smoked, the way I always folded when my hands needed something to do that wasn't violent. Beckett taught me when I was seventeen, said it was the only art form a man like me would ever be capable of. He'd been wrong about a lot of things, but not about the roses. They calmed something in the reptilian part of my brain that was always, always, always ready to kill.

I gave it to her because she looked like she needed something to hold that wouldn't hurt her.

Snowflake.

The word came out before I could stop it. Not a nickname — a recognition. She was cold. Frozen. Preserved in whatever grief had stopped her life. But snowflakes are also intricate. Unique. Beautiful in ways that only become visible when you slow down enough to look.

I didn't know her name.

I didn't know that in two months, the university would assign me to a course I didn't ask for because a professor had resigned and Malachi thought it would be good cover.

I didn't know that she'd walk into that classroom with those same blue eyes and that same stuffed bear hidden in her bag and sit in the back row like she was trying to disappear.

I didn't know that she would become the only thing in my life worth protecting.

My phone buzzed. Malachi.

"Conference in two months. We need you teaching at Calloway. Cover for Diamond surveillance. Jeremy will handle logistics."

I took a drag, exhaled, and watched the smoke dissolve into the dark.

Two months.

In two months, I'd be a writing professor at a university I'd never heard of, watching a drug ring implode from behind a desk while pretending to care about thesis statements and literary analysis.

In two months, I'd see her again.

I didn't know that yet.

But something in the July air — something that smelled like burnt coffee and sour candy and a sadness so profound it had its own gravitational pull — told me that the universe was not done with me tonight.

I stubbed out my cigarette. Pocketed the butt. Got in my car.

The engine turned over with a sound like a sigh.

I drove south toward the coast, the highway empty, the stars overhead doing what stars always do — burning and dying and burning again in an endless cycle that most people mistook for permanence.

Collapsing stars can be reborn.

I'd read that somewhere. Believed it for a while. Stopped believing it around the same time I stopped believing in anything.

But the girl behind the gas station — the one with the dead eyes and the gummy worms and the bear named after someone she'd lost — she took my paper rose and said "thank you" like she meant it.

And for a fraction of a second — brief, irrational, completely inconsistent with the person I had become — I thought:

Maybe she's proof that they can.


  
    Chapter 2: The Professor

    
    
  
  Emily

September 1st, 2021

Calloway University looked like a postcard designed by someone who'd never experienced actual human suffering.

Manicured lawns. Brick buildings covered in ivy that had been strategically cultivated to look wild. A clock tower that chimed every hour as if reminding you that time was passing, which was either poetic or sadistic depending on your relationship with mortality. Students in groups of three and four, carrying coffee cups and textbooks and the unshakable belief that these four years mattered.

I was late.

Not fashionably late. Not "I lost track of time" late. I-almost-didn't-come-at-all late, because Jordan had thrown a bottle at my head at 7 AM and the cleanup had taken forty minutes and the concealer had taken twenty more and by the time I'd gotten on the bus my hands were still shaking so badly that I'd dropped my phone twice.

Ash was waiting outside the humanities building with her arms crossed and her eyebrows doing that thing they did when she was two seconds from murdering someone.

"You look like shit."

"Thank you. I dressed up."

She fell into step beside me, her boots thudding against the sidewalk. Ash Redding was five-foot-six of compressed fury — tawny skin, hair that was auburn at the roots and blonde at the tips and occasionally red depending on what mood she was in, dimple piercings, tattoos climbing up both arms, and an energy that suggested she had been a Valkyrie in a past life and was still pissed about the demotion.

She'd been my best friend since second grade, when she'd punched Tyler Brennan in the nose for stealing my lunch and declared, "You're mine now." I hadn't argued. Some relationships are forged in fire. Ours was forged in a seven-year-old's blood.

"You're twenty minutes late," she said. "Creative Writing started at nine."

"I'm aware."

"Professor Holliday resigned. They've got some new guy. Apparently he's hot."

"I don't care if he looks like Henry Cavill. I'm here for the credit."

"He doesn't look like Henry Cavill. Remi says he looks like 'if a knife were a person,' which is specific and also concerning."

Remi. I pressed my lips together. Remi Harris had been hovering around our circle since freshman year with the persistence of a housefly and the subtlety of a car alarm. She was pretty in a calculated way — blonde, sharp-featured, always dressed like she was about to walk into a board meeting at a company that sold essential oils and lies. She had a habit of befriending people who were useful to her and discarding them when they stopped being so.

I didn't trust her. Ash didn't trust her either, but Ash tolerated her because Remi was in three of Syn's classes and Syn — Ash's girlfriend, a woman made entirely of patience and warm light — had asked nicely.

"Where's Syn?"

"Bio lab." Ash held the door open. "She says hi and that you need to eat more."

"I ate."

"A gummy worm doesn't count."

"Three gummy worms."

We climbed the stairs to the second floor. Room 214. The door was already closed, which meant the new professor had started, which meant I was about to walk in twenty minutes late on the first day, which was exactly the kind of impression that would guarantee I spent the rest of the semester invisible.

Good.

Invisible was my default setting. Invisible meant nobody asked questions. Nobody noticed the bruise on my collarbone. Nobody wondered why I flinched when someone raised their hand too fast.

Ash pushed the door open without knocking because Ash had never knocked on a door in her entire life.

The room was a standard lecture hall — tiered seating, whiteboard at the front, that specific academic smell of old carpet and new anxiety. Twenty-odd students scattered across the rows, mostly looking at their phones. Remi was in the front row, which was on brand. Cam and Katelyn were a few rows back, whispering.

And at the front of the room, leaning against the desk with his arms crossed and his sleeves rolled to his elbows, was him.

I stopped walking.

My lungs stopped working.

My brain did that thing it does when reality and memory collide — a full-system crash, blue screen, every cognitive process grinding to a halt as the universe rearranged itself around a single, impossible fact.

The man from the gas station was standing at the front of my classroom.

He was wearing a dark gray suit — no tie, top button undone, the kind of deliberate casualness that cost more than it looked. Same dark hair pushed back. Same sharp jaw. Same tattoos climbing up his forearms, visible below the rolled cuffs of his shirt. Same scar through his left eyebrow.

Same hazel eyes.

Those eyes found mine the moment I walked through the door, and something passed between us — a current, a pulse, a recognition that hit me in the sternum and radiated outward until my fingertips buzzed.

He didn't smile.

He didn't flinch.

He looked at me the way you look at a equation you've been trying to solve for months, and the answer just walked through the door wearing a Tardis t-shirt and yesterday's jeans.

"Nice of you to join us," he said. His voice. That voice. Low, quiet, the kind of voice that made you lean forward without realizing you were doing it. "Take a seat."

I took a seat. Back row. Corner. As far from the front as I could get without climbing out the window.

Ash dropped down next to me, completely oblivious. "See? Remi was right. Knife-person energy."

I couldn't speak.

My hands were shaking, so I shoved them under my thighs and stared at the desk and tried to breathe like a normal person while the man I'd given my three-years-of-nothing speech to — the man who'd given me a paper rose and called me Snowflake and asked me about faith like it was the most important question in the world — introduced himself to the class.

"My name is Professor Navarro. I'll be teaching Creative Writing 301 this semester. I don't do safe spaces. I don't do trigger warnings. I don't do extensions unless someone is actively dying, and even then, we'll negotiate."

A nervous laugh rippled through the room. He didn't join it.

"Writing is not therapy," he continued, pushing off the desk to pace the front of the room with that same fluid predator-walk I remembered from the gas station. "It's not journaling. It's not an exercise in making yourself feel better about your damage. Writing is the act of opening a vein and bleeding onto the page, and if you're not willing to bleed, you're in the wrong room."

He stopped pacing and his eyes swept the class. They landed on me for half a second — maybe less — and in that half-second, something in his expression softened by a degree so small that nobody else would have noticed it.

But I noticed it.

Because I'd spent three years studying faces for threats, and this wasn't a threat. This was something else entirely.

"Your first assignment," he said, turning to the whiteboard, "is to write about the thing you're most afraid of. Not the surface fear. Not spiders. Not heights. The real one. The one you don't talk about. The one that lives in the part of your mind you pretend doesn't exist." He uncapped a marker and wrote in sharp, angular letters:

WHAT IS THE THING THAT KEEPS YOU AWAKE?

"Two thousand words. Due Thursday. If I catch anyone writing about public speaking, I'll fail you on the spot."

More laughter. Still no smile from him.

He recapped the marker and turned back to face the room. "Any questions?"

Remi's hand shot up. She was leaning forward in her seat with that expression she used when she wanted something — a specific intensity in her eyes that had nothing to do with academics and everything to do with the fact that Professor Navarro looked the way he looked and she was Remi.

"What if the thing we're most afraid of is something we can't put into words?"

He looked at her. Through her, more accurately — past the blonde hair and the strategic smile and the carefully constructed facade, the way you look through a window without noticing the glass.

"Then you haven't tried hard enough," he said.

I sank lower in my seat and pulled my sleeves down further.



After class, I practically sprinted for the door.

Ash caught my arm in the hallway. "Hey, are you okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I'm fine."

"You're doing that thing where you say you're fine and your left eye twitches."

"My eye is not twitching."

"It's a little twitchy."

I pulled my arm free, gently, because Ash meant well and it wasn't her fault that my entire nervous system had just been set on fire. "I need to go to the library. I'll text you."

"Emily—"

"I'm fine, Ash. I promise."

She studied me the way she always studied me — with the forensic attention of someone who had spent years learning to read between my lines. Ash knew about the depression. She knew about the medication. She suspected about the cutting but hadn't confirmed it, and I intended to keep it that way.

She did not, however, know about the man behind the gas station. The paper rose. The Snowflake.

"Lunch?" she asked.

"Yeah. Noon."

"If you're not in the cafeteria by 12:05, I'm coming to find you."

"I know you will."

She squeezed my hand once — warm, firm, alive — and headed down the hallway toward the science building where Syn had her next class.

I stood there for a moment, breathing, waiting for the hallway to empty, waiting for the earthquake in my chest to settle into something manageable. Then I turned around and walked back toward Room 214.

The door was open.

He was sitting at the desk now, reading something on his laptop, a pen between his teeth. The room was empty. Just him and the whiteboard and the faint smell of dry-erase marker and whatever cologne he wore — something dark and warm with an undertone of smoke that I'd recognize in a room of a thousand people.

I knocked on the doorframe.

He looked up. The pen dropped from his mouth. His expression was careful — controlled, measured, the face of a man who had spent a lifetime managing what the world was allowed to see.

"Miss Glass," he said. He knew my name. Of course he knew my name — he had the roster.

I stepped inside. Closed the door behind me. My heart was doing something medically inadvisable.

"You're the man from the gas station."

He leaned back in his chair. Studied me. The seconds stretched. "Yes," he said.

"You're my professor."

"Yes."

"You called me Snowflake."

Something flickered behind his eyes — the same thing that had flickered at the gas station, that recognition, that pull. He pressed his lips together and nodded once. "I did."

"Did you know?" I asked. "When you saw me that night — did you know you'd be teaching here?"

He was quiet for a moment. Long enough that I could hear the clock tower chime through the window, marking 10 AM with the same tone it had used for a hundred years. "No," he said. "I didn't."

I believed him. I don't know why. Every rational part of my brain — the part that had been trained by Jordan's lies and my father's silence and three years of learning that people will always disappoint you — told me not to. But his eyes were steady. Honest in a way that felt costly, like honesty was something he rationed carefully and had just spent more than he intended.

"This doesn't change anything," he said. His voice was different now. Softer. Not the professor voice — the gas station voice. The one that had asked about faith. "I'm your professor. You're my student. Whatever happened that night—"

"Nothing happened."

"—was a conversation between strangers," he finished. "This is a different context."

"I know."

"Good."

I should have left. The conversation was over. Boundaries had been established. The universe had played its joke and we were both going to pretend we were mature enough to handle the punchline.

Instead, I said: "The paper rose. I still have it."

His expression didn't change. Not outwardly. But something behind his eyes — something deep and quiet and possibly broken — shifted. Like a gear catching after years of rust.

"I'm glad," he said.

I turned to leave.

"Miss Glass."

I stopped at the door.

"The assignment. Write the truth. Not what you think I want to hear. Not what your therapist has heard a hundred times. The truth."

I looked back at him over my shoulder. He was watching me with that same excavating focus — not looking at me but into me, past the concealer and the long sleeves and the careful performance of alive, into the place where the wire had snapped.

"What if the truth is ugly?" I asked.

"The truth is always ugly," he said. "That's how you know it's real."

I left.

I walked to the bathroom at the end of the hall and locked myself in a stall and pressed my forehead against the cold metal door and breathed until my hands stopped shaking.

The paper rose was in my bag. I'd been carrying it every day since July 7th, tucked between the pages of my notebook, flattened but intact. A flower made of nothing but patience and paper and the hands of a man who made weapons out of words and somehow, inexplicably, also made roses.

I pulled out my phone.

Ash: you okay?

I stared at the screen for a long time.

Emily: the new professor is the guy from the gas station

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Ash: WHAT

Ash: THE HOT ONE???

Ash: EMILY BELLE GLASS

Ash: ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME

I almost smiled. Almost.

Emily: tell me I'm an idiot

Ash: you're an idiot

Ash: but also the universe is clearly trying to tell you something

Emily: the universe can mind its own business

Ash: it literally cannot. that's the whole point of the universe

I locked my phone and leaned my head against the stall door.

Outside, the clock tower chimed again.

And somewhere in Room 214, a man who smelled like smoke and made paper roses was reading the roster and learning the name of the girl who'd eaten gummy worms behind a gas station at midnight and told him she had no faith.

Emily Belle Glass.

I wondered if he said it out loud.

I wondered if it sounded different in his mouth than it did in mine.

I wondered a lot of things.

Then I pulled my sleeves down, shouldered my bag, and walked to the library, because I had an assignment about fear to write and the thing I was most afraid of had just given it to me himself.


  
    Chapter 3: The Alcove

    
    
  
  Emily

September 8th, 2021

There was a place in the East Wing that nobody knew about.

Not nobody — that was dramatic. The janitors knew. The maintenance guys who came to fix the heating vents every November knew. And one raccoon had definitely known, because I'd found its droppings behind the radiator during sophomore year and had to have a very serious conversation with myself about whether I was willing to share my hiding spot with a feral animal.

The raccoon won. I cleaned up after it. We coexisted for three months until it disappeared — moved on to better opportunities, presumably, because even raccoons had more ambition than I did.

The alcove was on the third floor of the East Wing, past the music rooms that nobody used after 4 PM and through a door that was supposed to be locked but hadn't been since 2018. It was a strange little pocket of space — a wide windowsill below a stained-glass window that someone had installed in the 1940s and then forgotten about. The window depicted a woman holding a book, which seemed on-brand for a university. The glass turned the afternoon light into patches of amber and blue and blood-red that moved across the floor like slow-motion fireworks.

I'd been coming here since freshman year.

It was the only place on campus where the noise stopped. Not just the external noise — the students, the announcements, the perpetual construction on the new science building — but the internal noise. The grinding, relentless monologue in my skull that narrated my failures on a loop. You should have gone with them. You said no. They're dead because you said no. You're alive because you were lazy and selfish and now you're here and they're not and every breath you take is a breath they can't—

In the alcove, that voice got quieter. Not silent. Never silent. But quieter.

I'd been eating lunch here for three semesters. Ash knew where it was. Syn had been here once, for a nap during finals week. That was it. My kingdom. Population: one depressed woman and the ghost of a raccoon.

Until the second week of September, when the door opened and the kingdom was invaded.

I was lying on the windowsill with my headphones in, a granola bar resting on my chest, and my eyes closed. The Doctor Who soundtrack was playing — the Eleventh Doctor's theme, all violins and wonder and the kind of optimism I could only access through other people's music. Charlie's bear was tucked under my arm. My feet were bare because I'd kicked off my shoes an hour ago and the stone floor was cool and perfect.

The door creaked.

I didn't move. Didn't open my eyes. If it was a janitor, they'd leave. If it was a student, they'd take one look at the clearly unhinged woman using a windowsill as a bed and retreat. Either way, the problem would solve itself.

Footsteps. Not heavy. Not light. Precise. Each one placed with the deliberate awareness of someone who had been trained to walk without making noise and was only making noise now because he wanted to.

The footsteps stopped about six feet from me.

I pulled one earbud out.

"The East Wing is closed after 3 PM," said the voice I'd been hearing in my sleep for the past week.

I opened one eye. Professor Navarro was standing in the doorway with a leather briefcase in one hand and a coffee cup in the other, looking at me with an expression that might have been amusement if it hadn't been so carefully controlled.

He was wearing a dark blue shirt today. No jacket. Sleeves rolled. Tattoos on display. There was a pen behind his ear and a crease between his eyebrows that suggested he'd been grading papers, which was impressive given that he'd only assigned one.

"The lock's been broken since 2018," I said.

"I'm aware. I broke it yesterday."

I opened both eyes. "You broke it?"

"I needed a place to think. Jeremy — the department secretary — mentioned this wing was mostly unused. I tested the lock. It was already compromised, but I made sure it stayed that way." He lifted his coffee cup in a kind of salute. "I wasn't expecting company."

I sat up slowly, swinging my legs off the windowsill. The stained-glass light painted stripes across my arms. I pulled my sleeves down reflexively. "How long have you been coming here?"

"Since Monday."

"That was two days ago."

"And in those two days, I've gotten more thinking done than in the last two years." He stepped into the room, his eyes moving across the space — the window, the radiator, the pile of granola bar wrappers I hadn't cleaned up because I was a goblin and this was my goblin lair. "You've been here longer."

It wasn't a question. I watched him as he set his briefcase on the floor and leaned against the opposite wall, sipping his coffee. There were five feet of space between us and it felt like both too much and not enough.

"Since freshman year," I said.

"The raccoon?"

I stared at him. "How do you know about the raccoon?"

"There are claw marks on the baseboard behind the radiator. Small, consistent with a medium-sized procyonid. Either a raccoon was living here or this building has a very unusual mouse."

"It was a raccoon. His name was Terry."

"You named the raccoon."

"He responded to it."

"Raccoons don't respond to names."

"Terry did."

Something shifted in his expression. Not a smile — he didn't seem to do those — but a loosening. A fractional relaxation of whatever iron grip he kept on his own face. It happened fast. Blink and you'd miss it.

I didn't blink.

"Here's my proposal," he said, his tone shifting to something almost businesslike. "I need a place to work during my free periods. You, apparently, need a place to hide. We share."

"What makes you think I'm hiding?"

His eyes moved to my hands — the sleeves pulled down over my knuckles, my fingers laced together, the defensive posture I adopted whenever anyone got close enough to see. Then back to my face.

"Everyone's hiding from something, Miss Glass. Some people are just more honest about it than others."

The wire hummed.

I didn't want it to. I wanted it to stay dead and quiet and safe in its deadness, because humming meant feeling, and feeling meant vulnerability, and vulnerability in my world meant getting hurt. Jordan had taught me that. My father's silence had taught me that. Three years of grief had taught me that.

But the wire hummed anyway, and I couldn't make it stop.

"Fine," I said. "But I get the windowsill."

"Agreed." He pulled the pen from behind his ear and uncapped it, already reaching for the stack of papers in his briefcase. "One condition."

"What?"

"You eat an actual lunch. Not a granola bar. Food."

I looked down at the half-eaten bar on my chest. "This is food."

"This is what food becomes after it gives up on being food. There's a sandwich place across the street. I'll buy."

"I'm not letting my professor buy me lunch."

"Then buy your own. But eat." He met my eyes. Steady. Serious. "You're thin, Miss Glass. Thinner than you should be."

The observation landed with the force of a slap, not because it was cruel but because it was precise. Nobody said that to me. Ash tiptoed around it. My therapist used phrases like "nutritional awareness" and "mindful eating habits." Even Jordan, for all his brutality, never commented on my body — he had other targets.

But Professor Navarro said it the way he said everything: directly, without decoration, like the truth was a blade and he didn't believe in sheaths.

"I'll eat," I said. "But not because you told me to."

"I don't care why you eat. I care that you do."



That's how it started.

Not with a bang or a confession or a sweeping romantic gesture. With a broken lock, a shared alcove, and an unspoken agreement that we would occupy the same space without acknowledging why it mattered.

He came every day during his free period — fourth hour, 1 to 2 PM. I was already there. Always already there, because I'd started skipping the cafeteria entirely to get to the alcove first, which was pathetic and obvious and I didn't care.

He worked. I pretended to read.

He graded papers with a red pen and a focus so absolute that a bomb could have gone off and he would have finished his sentence before looking up. I sat on the windowsill with Charlie's bear and a book I wasn't reading and stole glances at him when the stained-glass light hit his jaw at the right angle.

He brought coffee. Always black, always from the same shop. After the first week, he started bringing two cups. The second one was light with cream and two sugars. He never asked how I took my coffee. He just knew.

I didn't ask how he knew. Some questions are more beautiful unanswered.

On the third day, I found a paper rose on the windowsill when I arrived.

On the fourth day, two.

By the end of the second week, I had seven paper roses in a jar under my bed in Jordan's apartment, and the jar was becoming the most valuable thing I owned, and the wire in my chest was humming so loudly I was afraid someone would hear it.

We talked. Carefully at first — academic things, safe things. He asked about my writing. I told him about the novel I'd been failing to start for two years, the one about a girl who loses her twin sister and has to learn how to be a singular person after spending her entire life as a plural. He listened without that expression people got — the soft-eyed, head-tilted, "oh you poor thing" look that made me want to throw furniture.

He just listened. And then he said, "Write it."

"I can't."

"Why?"

"Because it's too close."

"That's exactly why you should write it."

"What if it's terrible?"

He set his pen down and looked at me — really looked at me — with those hazel eyes that made me feel like I was standing in a room where all the walls had been removed. "The worst thing a writer can do isn't write something terrible," he said. "It's write nothing at all. Terrible can be fixed. Nothing is permanent."

I thought about that for a long time after he said it. Sitting on the bus back to Jordan's apartment, staring at my reflection in the window, I thought about permanence and nothingness and whether the same principle applied to people.

Could terrible be fixed?

Could I?



Grey

September 15th, 2021

Jeremy knocked on my office door at 6:47 PM. I knew this because I'd been staring at the clock for the past twelve minutes, trying to decide whether to call Malachi about the Diamond situation or whether to let it rot for another day.

"What?" I called without looking up.

The door opened. Jeremy Holt — sandy-haired, blue-eyed, irritatingly competent — stepped inside carrying a tablet and the expression of someone who had bad news and was trying to figure out how to make it sound like good news.

"Diamond made another move," he said. "A kid. Fourteen. Overdosed on something his people cut with fentanyl. She's in the ICU."

My pen snapped in my hand. I set both halves down on the desk and stared at the ink spreading across the paper I'd been marking. "Where?"

"St. Mary's. About twenty minutes north of campus."

"And Eris?"

"Gone. He's been moving product through the Southside distribution chain. We think Remi Harris is involved — she's been on campus, getting close to students. Could be recruiting."

Remi Harris. The blonde with the calculated smile who sat in the front row of my creative writing class and looked at me the way a person looks at something they want to acquire.

I'd been watching her. Not for the reasons she probably hoped. She had connections to Diamond's network — Malachi had flagged her six weeks ago during initial surveillance. Her presence in my class wasn't a coincidence. She was either there to watch me or to use the students around her as cover for distribution.

Either way, she was a problem.

"Keep surveillance on her," I told Jeremy. "Don't approach. I want to know everyone she talks to, everywhere she goes, every cent she spends."

"Already on it." He paused. Tapped the tablet against his palm. "There's something else."

I looked up.

"Emily Glass."

The name hit me the way it always hit me — like a fist to the solar plexus that I refused to acknowledge. "What about her?"

"She came in late this morning. Bruise on her collarbone, concealed poorly. Favouring her left side. Flinched when Cam dropped a textbook two rows behind her." He pulled up something on the tablet. "I ran a background. Her stepbrother, Jordan Glass — twenty-eight, unemployed, history of DUI arrests and domestic disturbance calls that never went anywhere because the old man paid them off. He lives with Emily in an apartment on West 34th."

I was standing before I realized I'd moved. My hands were flat on the desk, my knuckles white. The ink from the broken pen was smearing under my palm.

"How bad?" I asked. My voice was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that Malachi had taught me to recognize as the calm before something irreversible.

Jeremy met my eyes. He'd worked with me long enough to know the voice. "I don't have confirmation. Just the physical evidence. She's careful — covers everything, deflects, avoids physical contact. But the pattern is consistent with ongoing domestic abuse. Probably been happening for a while."

A while.

She'd been walking into my classroom for two weeks with bruises under her concealer and exhaustion in her bones and that careful, practiced blankness on her face that said she'd been hurt so many times she'd stopped expecting anything else.

And I'd been grading papers.

"Grey," Jeremy said carefully. "We're here for Diamond. The girl isn't—"

"Finish that sentence and you'll regret it."

He closed his mouth. Wise.

I sat back down. Picked up a new pen. Tried to focus on the stack of assignments in front of me — twenty mediocre essays about fear, most of them lies wrapped in adequate grammar. I'd read them all. I'd given them all Cs because C was what cowardice earned and these students were writing about spiders and public speaking and the dark while the girl in the back row with the dead eyes and the hidden bruises was bleeding into her notebook and calling it fiction.

Her essay was at the bottom of the stack. I'd saved it for last. Not because it was the best — though it was — but because reading her words felt like trespassing on sacred ground, and I wanted to be alone when I did it.

I pulled it out after Jeremy left.

Two thousand words about fear. No title. No pretense. No literary tricks or clever metaphors to hide behind. Just the raw, ugly, undeniable truth.

The thing I'm most afraid of is that I will always be like this.

Not sad. Not broken. Not grieving. Those words have exit strategies. Those words imply a before and an after, a starting point and an ending, and maybe that's true for other people, but the thing that keeps me awake is the possibility that this is just who I am now.

Hollow.

Like someone reached in and scooped out everything that made me a person and left the shell walking around, going to classes, eating meals, sleeping, breathing, existing in the technical sense while being absolutely absent in every way that matters.

The thing I'm most afraid of is that I'll feel like this forever. That this is permanent. That terrible can't be fixed because it isn't terrible — it's nothing. And nothing, I've learned, is the scariest thing of all.

I set the paper down.

I stared at the wall.

Then I picked up my phone and called Malachi.

"I need to stay at Calloway longer than planned."

A pause. "The Diamond situation?"

"That too."

Another pause. Longer. Malachi had a gift for reading the silences between words. "Greyson," he said carefully, "don't do anything foolish."

"I won't."

"You're a terrible liar."

"I learned from the best."

He sighed — the sigh of a father who had watched his sons make the same mistakes he'd warned them about and was tired of being right. "Be careful. She's a civilian."

"I know."

"Do you?"

I hung up. Set the phone down. Read her essay again.

The thing I'm most afraid of is that I'll feel like this forever.

I folded a paper rose.

Then another.

Then another.

By midnight, there were twelve paper roses on my desk and I still hadn't solved a single thing, but I knew — with the absolute certainty of a man who had spent his entire life navigating darkness and had just spotted a light — that I was not going to let Emily Glass feel like nothing forever.

That was either the most noble decision I'd ever made or the most dangerous.

Knowing my track record, probably both.


  
    Chapter 4: Purple Bruises

    
    
  
  Emily

September 15th, 2021

The thing about bruises is that they change colour.

Not the way sunsets change colour — gradually, beautifully, the kind of transition that makes people stop and stare. Bruises change the way lies change: messily, in stages, each one uglier than the last until the original truth is so buried under layers of purple and yellow and green that you forget what the skin looked like before it was hit.

Jordan's latest contribution to my colour palette was on my left wrist. Fingerprint-shaped. Four ovals and a thumb, perfectly preserved, like a forensic exhibit. He'd grabbed me last night because I'd put the dishes away wrong — apparently the mugs go on the left side, not the right, and apparently this was a mistake worth correcting with his hand around my arm and his whiskey breath in my face and his voice, always his voice, that snarling tenor that said you're nothing, you're worthless, nobody will ever want you, you should have been in that car.

I'd heard it so many times it had become background music. Elevator muzak for the damned.

The problem with today's bruise was its location. It was below the cuff of my sleeve, right on the wrist, in the exact spot that would be visible if I reached for anything — a pen, a coffee cup, a gummy worm. I'd wrapped it with an ace bandage and told Ash I'd tweaked it at the gym.

Ash didn't go to the gym. She didn't know I didn't go to the gym either. But she'd accepted the explanation with that tight-lipped expression that said she was filing it away for later cross-examination.

The alcove was warm today. Late September light poured through the stained glass, casting the room in gold and crimson. I was on the windowsill, legs tucked under me, trying to write. The novel. My novel. The one about the girl who loses her twin — the one Professor Navarro had told me to write with such casual authority that I'd gone home and stared at a blank document for four hours before typing a single sentence.

The sentence was: She died on a Tuesday.

I'd been stuck on the second sentence for three days.

The door opened. He walked in carrying two coffees, his briefcase, and a paper rose tucked behind his ear like a pencil. It had become routine now — the two weeks of shared alcove time had calcified into something approaching ritual. He brought coffee. I occupied the windowsill. We existed in the same space and said enough to matter without saying enough to be dangerous.

"How's the novel?" he asked, handing me my coffee.

"It's a sentence."

"One more than yesterday."

"It's the same sentence as yesterday."

He settled into his usual spot — the floor against the opposite wall, back against the stone, legs stretched out, briefcase open beside him. "Read it to me."

"No."

"Why?"

"Because it's one sentence and it's terrible."

"I'll be the judge of that." He pulled his red pen out and twirled it between his fingers with the dexterity of someone who'd spent years manipulating objects smaller and more dangerous than pens. "Read."

I stared at the screen. The cursor blinked. Patient. Mocking.

"'She died on a Tuesday,'" I said.

Silence.

I risked a glance at him. He was watching me with that expression — the one that wasn't quite a smile, wasn't quite anything, but made me feel like he was listening with more than his ears.

"Keep going," he said.

"That's it. That's the whole thing."

"I know. Keep going."

"There's nothing to keep going to."

"There's always something. You've stopped because you're afraid of what comes after Tuesday. So tell me — what comes after?"

I looked at the screen again. The cursor. The white space. The vast, empty nothing that stretched out after that single sentence like a desert I didn't have the water to cross.

"Wednesday," I said. "Wednesday comes after Tuesday."

"And?"

"And everything is exactly the same except she's gone and you're still here and you don't understand why and you keep breathing even though you've forgotten the reason."

The words fell out of me like stones from a broken wall. I hadn't planned them. Hadn't curated or edited or softened them. They just came, raw and artless and true, and the second they hit the air, I wanted to grab them and shove them back in.

He was quiet for a long moment. The stained-glass light moved across the floor between us. My coffee steamed.

"That's your second sentence," he said. "Write it down."

I typed it with shaking fingers. Two sentences. The novel was two sentences now and they were both terrible and they were both true, and that combination made my chest ache in a way I couldn't medicate.

He went back to his grading. I went back to staring at the screen. The silence settled around us like snow.

Then he said, without looking up: "Let me see your wrist."

I froze.

"The left one," he clarified, pen still moving across a student's paper. "The one you've had wrapped in an ace bandage for two days. The one you said you tweaked at the gym."

My heart rate spiked. I could feel it in my temples, in my throat, behind my eyes. "I did tweak it."

"You don't go to the gym."

"You don't know that."

He set his pen down. Looked at me. Not with accusation — with that steady, excavating focus that saw through concealer and bandages and years of carefully constructed walls. "Emily."

Not Miss Glass. Emily.

The use of my first name cracked something. A seam in the armour that I'd been welding shut since the first time Jordan hit me — since the night Charlie and Mom died and my father stopped speaking to me and the world decided that Emily Glass was a thing to be broken rather than held.

"It's nothing," I said. My voice was thin. I hated it.

He stood. Crossed the room. Not fast — deliberately, carefully, the way you approach something fragile. He stopped at the windowsill, close enough that I could smell his cologne — dark, warm, that undertone of smoke that I'd started associating with safety, which was ironic and probably a sign of poor psychological health.

He held out his hand. Palm up. An offering, not a demand.

"Show me," he said.

I stared at his hand. The tattoos across his knuckles. The calluses on his fingers. The paper rose he'd placed on the windowsill that morning, sitting there like a small, patient miracle.

I could have said no. I could have pulled away and deflected and performed fine the way I always performed fine — convincingly enough that most people accepted it because most people didn't want to know the answer when they asked how you were doing.

But he wasn't most people.

And I was so tired of performing.

I placed my wrist in his palm.

His fingers were warm. Gentle. He unwound the ace bandage slowly, each layer revealing more of the bruise — the sickening gradient from purple at the centre to yellow at the edges, the unmistakable shape of fingers pressed into flesh.

He stared at it.

I watched his face.

Something happened behind his eyes. Not anger — or not just anger. It was deeper than that. Older. A violence that had been trained into composure, that lived in the spaces between breaths and waited for permission to exist.

His jaw tightened. A muscle in his cheek twitched. His thumb hovered over the bruise, not touching it, tracing the outline in the air as if mapping it for future reference.

When he spoke, his voice was a whisper. "Who did this?"

"It doesn't matter."

"It matters more than anything you will ever tell me."

"It's my stepbrother. He's—" I pulled my wrist back, rewrapping it quickly, clumsily. "He drinks. He gets angry. It's not a big deal. It's been happening since I moved in and it's—"

"How long?"

"Since my mom died. Three years."

The silence that followed was the loudest thing I'd ever heard.

He was standing very still. The kind of still that had nothing to do with calm and everything to do with control — the deliberate immobility of a man who was choosing, in this exact moment, not to do something. I didn't know what that something was. I didn't want to know.

"Does anyone else know?" he asked.

"No. Ash suspects but I've never confirmed it."

"Your father?"

I laughed. It came out broken. "My father hasn't spoken to me in two years. He has a new wife. Helen. She's nice. She tries. But my dad — he checked out the night Mom died and never checked back in."

"And the police?"

"Jordan's father — my father — paid to make the complaints disappear. Twice. After that, I stopped calling."

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, the violence was still there, but it was contained now — caged behind whatever discipline he'd spent his life building. "Listen to me," he said, and his voice was so carefully controlled that it vibrated with the effort of restraint. "This is not your fault. This has never been your fault. And this will not continue."

"You can't—"

"I can," he said. Quietly. Simply. With the kind of certainty that closed doors on arguments before they started.

I looked at him. At this man who was technically my professor, who had given me paper roses and black coffee and the first two sentences of a novel that might save my life, who was standing in a forgotten alcove in the East Wing looking at the bruises on my wrist with the expression of someone who had just decided to go to war.

"Why do you care?" I asked.

The question was honest. Nakedly, desperately honest. Because people didn't care about Emily Glass. People tolerated Emily Glass. People felt sorry for Emily Glass. But care? Active, invested, I-will-change-things care? That was a currency nobody spent on me.

He was quiet for a long time. The stained-glass light moved across his face, amber and red, and for a moment he looked like something out of a painting — a saint or a sinner, impossible to tell which.

"Because you remind me of collapsing stars," he said.

I blinked. "What?"

"Collapsing stars. When a star runs out of fuel, it collapses in on itself. Everything it was — all that light, all that fire — gets crushed into something impossibly small and impossibly dense. Most people see that as an ending." He picked up the paper rose from the windowsill and held it between his thumb and forefinger, studying it as if he'd never seen one before, even though he'd made hundreds. "But the collapse is what creates the conditions for rebirth. A new star can form from the debris. Smaller. Different. But burning."

He held the rose out to me.

"You're collapsing, Emily. And everyone around you has decided that's the end of your story. But I've read your sentences. I've watched you carry that bear and eat those gummy worms and show up to class every single day even when your body is covered in bruises and your soul is running on fumes. That's not an ending."

I took the rose. My vision was blurring. My throat was closing. Something was happening in my chest that I couldn't name and didn't trust.

"That's the debris," he said. "And debris, given the right conditions, burns brighter than the original star ever did."

A tear slid down my cheek. I wiped it away fast, angry at it, angry at myself for feeling anything at all.

"I have to go," I said. "Ash is waiting."

He stepped back. Gave me space. "Thursday's assignment is about beauty. Find something beautiful and write about it. And Emily—"

I paused at the door.

"If he touches you again, call me." He pulled a card from his pocket and held it out. A phone number, handwritten. Nothing else. "I don't care what time it is. I don't care why. Call."

I took the card. Tucked it into the back of my phone case, where Jordan wouldn't find it, where Ash wouldn't ask about it, where it could sit against the warmth of the battery and hum with the same frequency as the wire in my chest.

"Thank you," I said.

He nodded once. "Write your second sentence."

I left the alcove. Walked down the stairs. Passed the music rooms. Pushed through the East Wing doors into the September sun.

My phone buzzed.

Ash: where are you??? it's been an hour

Emily: on my way

Ash: you okay?

I looked at the paper rose in my hand. Number eight. I was running out of room in the jar.

Emily: yeah. I think I am.

Ash: that's new

Emily: tell me about it

I walked across campus with a paper rose and a phone number and two sentences of a novel and a bruise on my wrist that was shifting from purple to yellow, which meant it was healing, which meant it was changing, which meant — according to a man who saw collapsing stars where everyone else saw ruins — that something new might be forming from the wreckage.

I didn't believe it yet.

But for the first time in three years, I wanted to.


  
    Chapter 5: Drowning

    
    
  
  Emily

October 9th, 2021

The bathroom floor was cold.

That was the first thing I noticed. Not the blood — that came later. Not the pills scattered across the tile like tiny white planets in a solar system that had lost its sun. Not the way my phone screen glowed in the dark, casting everything in that sickly blue light that made the world look like it was already underwater.

The floor was cold, and I was lying on it, and somewhere above me the ceiling fan was turning in slow, lazy circles that I could track with my eyes if I tried hard enough, and I was trying hard enough because focusing on the fan meant not focusing on the thing I'd just done.

Jordan had been bad tonight.

Not the usual bad. Not the grab-your-arm, slam-you-into-the-wall, call-you-worthless kind of bad. That was baseline Jordan. That was Tuesday. That was the background radiation of my existence, as constant and predictable as gravity.

Tonight was different.

Tonight he'd come home at 11 PM with whiskey on his breath and something new in his eyes — not just anger but a kind of gleeful cruelty, the look of a person who had decided to enjoy what they were about to do. He'd found the jar.

The paper roses.

He'd gone into my room — my locked room, which meant he'd picked the lock or broken it, I didn't know which — and he'd found the jar on my nightstand and he'd dumped them out onto my bed and stared at them with that twitching muscle in his jaw that always preceded the worst of it.

"Who gave you these?" he'd asked, his voice almost pleasant. Almost friendly.

"Nobody."

"Nobody." He picked one up. Turned it between his fingers. "These are pretty. Somebody made these. Somebody cares about little Emily enough to fold paper flowers." He crushed it in his fist. "Who?"

"A friend."

"You don't have friends."

"I have Ash."

"Ash doesn't make paper roses." He crushed another. Then another. Methodically, the way a child pulls wings off flies — not in anger but in curiosity, wanting to see what would happen, wanting to see if the thing would still try to fly.

I watched my paper roses die in his hands and something inside me — some last, stubborn thread of self-preservation that had been fraying for three years — snapped.

"Stop it," I said.

He looked at me. Surprised. I didn't say stop. I didn't fight back. That was our arrangement, the unspoken contract of abuse — he broke me and I let him and the world kept turning.

"Excuse me?"

"Stop. Fucking. Crushing. Them."

The first hit knocked me into the wall. My head connected with the doorframe and the world went bright white and then dark red and then nothing for a second — just a gap, a missing frame in the film, a moment of blessed emptiness.

Then I was on the floor and he was standing over me and the remaining roses were scattered around us like the aftermath of a wedding that ended in murder.

He kicked me once in the ribs. Casually, the way you'd kick a bag of trash to see if it was full.

"You're pathetic," he said. "You think some guy with paper flowers is going to save you? You're as dead as your sister. The only difference is she had the decency to actually die."

He left.

I stayed on the floor for a while. I don't know how long. Time didn't work properly when Jordan was done — it stretched and compressed and folded in on itself until minutes and hours were interchangeable. Eventually, I crawled to the bathroom. Closed the door. Locked it. Sat on the cold tile with my back against the tub and my head pounding and the taste of blood on my lip where I'd bitten through it.

The razor was on the top shelf. Behind the mouthwash. Where it always was.

My hands were moving before my brain caught up. Reaching for the shelf. Fingers closing around the handle. Not thinking — that was the key. You couldn't think about it. Thinking introduced reason, and reason introduced guilt, and guilt introduced the image of Charlie's face, and Charlie's face introduced the question she'd ask if she could see me right now: Em, what are you doing?

But Charlie wasn't here. Charlie was dead. Charlie was dead because I said no, because I was lazy, because I stayed home eating gummy worms while the drunk driver ran his red light, and no amount of paper roses or collapsing star metaphors could change the fundamental, irreducible fact that I was the one who was supposed to die that night and I didn't and now I was here, on a bathroom floor, bleeding from my lip and my pride and about to add my wrist to the list because the pressure in my skull had reached a level that only the blade could relieve.

I made the first cut.

Shallow. Careful. On the inside of my left forearm, below the crook of my elbow, where the sleeves would hide it. The sting was immediate and clarifying — a bright, clean pain that cut through the fog of everything else. The blood welled up in a thin red line and I watched it with the detached fascination of a scientist observing a chemical reaction.

Then I made a second cut. Deeper.

Then I reached for the pills.

Not to die. Not exactly. Not in the deliberate, planned, note-on-the-nightstand way that people imagined when they thought about suicide. More like... not caring if I woke up. Reaching into the medicine cabinet and grabbing whatever was closest — antidepressants, Tylenol, Jordan's leftover Ambien — and shaking a handful into my palm and staring at them the way you'd stare at a door that might lead somewhere better.

I swallowed them with water from the tap, cupping it in my shaking hands because I couldn't find a cup, and the water tasted like copper and chlorine and defeat.

Then I sat back down on the floor.

Then I waited.

The ceiling fan turned. The blood dried on my arm. The pills sat in my stomach like a fist, heavy and warm and purposeful.

My phone was on the counter. The screen lit up with a text from Ash.

Ash: movie tomorrow? Syn's making popcorn

I couldn't respond. My hands were shaking too badly. My vision was blurring at the edges — whether from tears or pills or the concussion that was probably forming behind my right eye, I didn't know.

But through the blur, I could see the card.

It was tucked into my phone case, visible through the clear back, a phone number in sharp handwriting. No name. No explanation. Just digits, written with the precision of someone who didn't waste ink on anything that wasn't essential.

If he touches you again, call me. I don't care what time it is.

2:26 AM.

My fingers found the number. Dialed. Pressed the phone to my ear with a hand that was slippery with blood and water and the residue of whatever chemicals I'd just ingested.

It rang twice.

"Emily." Not a question. Not surprise. Just my name, spoken at 2:26 AM with the immediate alertness of someone who didn't sleep or who had been waiting for this call since the day he gave me the number.

"Hi," I said. My voice sounded like it was coming from far away. From underwater. "I did something stupid."

A beat of silence. One second. Two. "What did you take?"

"I don't know. Some pills. Not a lot. Maybe a lot. I don't know how to quantify what constitutes a lot."

Movement on his end. Fast. Purposeful. A door opening. Keys. "Emily, I need you to listen to my voice. Can you do that?"

"I can hear you."

"Good. That's good. How many pills?"

"Maybe eight. Maybe ten. They were mixed. Some of mine, some of Jordan's Ambien."

"Fuck." The word was quiet. Controlled. The curse of a man who didn't waste profanity any more than he wasted ink. An engine turned over. "Emily, I need you to stay on the phone with me. I'm coming to you. Don't hang up."

"I'm not trying to die," I said. The words felt important to clarify. Essential, even, though I wasn't sure they were true. "I just... stopped caring if I didn't."

"I know." His voice was steady. An anchor thrown into churning water. "That's the most dangerous version, Snowflake. The not-caring is what kills people. The wanting-to-die at least has the dignity of intent. Not-caring is just... drift."

"That's very poetic for 2 AM."

"I'm a writing professor. It's contractually obligated." A beat. "Tell me about the ceiling fan."

"What?"

"Your ceiling fan. In the bathroom. Describe it to me."

I looked up. The fan was still turning, slow and hypnotic, its blades casting shadows that rotated across the ceiling like the hands of a clock that had given up on keeping time. "It's white. Four blades. One of them has a chip in it from when Jordan threw a beer bottle at the wall and the ricochet caught it."

"Keep talking. What else do you see?"

"The floor. It's cold. There's a crack in the third tile from the left. It's shaped like a river. Or a vein."

"Veins carry blood back to the heart," he said. His voice was close to the phone, intimate, as if he were speaking directly into my ear instead of through a signal bouncing between satellites. "Even when the body is shutting down, the veins keep carrying. They don't stop. They don't decide it's not worth the effort. They just keep doing their job."

"That's either inspiring or morbid."

"Like I said. Probably both."

My eyes were getting heavy. The pills were pulling me down, wrapping me in a warmth that felt like drowning and sleeping at the same time. "Grey," I mumbled, using his first name for the first time, not even conscious of the boundary I was crossing.

"I'm here."

"I don't want to be like this anymore."

"I know."

"I mean it. I don't want to — I'm so tired of being broken. I'm tired of pretending I'm not. I'm tired of the medication and the concealer and the sleeves and I'm so fucking tired of this bathroom floor. I've been on this floor so many times. So many times. And every time I think it's the last time and it never is."

"It is this time."

"You can't know that."

"I know things." I heard his car accelerate, tires on asphalt, the engine pushed past its comfort zone. "I know that the pills you took are going to make you drowsy but probably won't kill you because Ambien and SSRIs in moderate quantities cause sedation, not respiratory failure. I know that the cuts on your arm are shallow because you're too careful to go deep — that's not cowardice, Emily, that's the part of you that doesn't want to die fighting the part of you that doesn't want to live. And I know that you called me instead of letting the drift take you, which means there is something inside you — something small and stubborn and unbreakable — that chose to reach for the phone instead of surrendering."

Tears were sliding down my face. Warm. Relentless. "I called because you were the only number I could see."

"Or because I was the number you wanted to see."

I closed my eyes. The room was spinning. Slowly, gently, like a carousel winding down. "Tell me something brilliant," I whispered.

He was quiet for a moment. Just the sound of the engine and his breathing and the vast, humming distance between wherever he was and wherever I was lying on a bathroom floor with blood on my arm and chemicals in my blood.

Then he said: "When I was seventeen, I found a cat. Black. Feral. Missing half an ear and most of its trust in humanity. It was living behind a dumpster in an alley where I was doing things I won't tell you about yet. Every day, I'd go to that alley, and every day, the cat would hiss at me from behind the dumpster like I was the worst thing it had ever seen."

"What did you do?"

"I sat down. Every day. Same spot. Didn't move. Didn't try to touch it. Just sat. For weeks. Until one day, the cat walked up to me and pressed its face against my knee. Not because I'd earned it — I hadn't. But because it was tired. Tired of being feral. Tired of the dumpster. Tired of hissing at every hand that came near it. And in that moment of exhaustion, it chose to trust."

My breathing was slowing. The room was still spinning but softer now. Like being rocked.

"I named her Sirius," he said. "After the star. Because she was small and black and she burned brighter than anything else in that alley."

"Where is she now?"

"Asleep on my pillow. She's thirteen. Still feral. Still missing half an ear. Still the most important relationship I've ever had."

I almost laughed. Almost. "You're comparing me to a feral cat."

"I'm comparing you to the bravest thing I've ever known. Stay with me, Emily. Stay on the line. I'm twelve minutes away."

"Eleven," I murmured. "You're driving too fast."

"I'm driving exactly the right speed."

I pressed the phone closer to my ear and listened to his engine and his breathing and the occasional whisper of something he was saying under his breath — counting, maybe, or praying, or threatening the traffic lights — and I stayed.

Not because I wanted to live.

But because a man who made paper roses and named his cat after a star had told me to, and for reasons I couldn't explain and didn't want to examine, I trusted him.

The bathroom floor was cold.

But his voice was warm.

And for now — just for now — that was enough.



Grey

October 9th, 2021 — 2:41 AM

I broke three traffic laws getting to her.

Possibly four. The last red light was debatable — it was more orange than red and I was already in the intersection when it changed and the philosophical argument about whether a traffic light constitutes a binding legal agreement when there's a girl bleeding on a bathroom floor felt like a conversation I could have with the municipal court at a later date.

Jordan's apartment was on the third floor of a building that smelled like mildew and domestic violence. I could hear a television through one of the doors — some late-night show, laughter track, the sound of people pretending that everything was fine.

Her door was locked. I picked it in six seconds. Malachi would have been disappointed — my record was four.

The apartment was dark. Small. A living room that doubled as a kitchen, a hallway with two doors, the kind of space that felt like it was designed to make people feel trapped. Beer bottles on the counter. A hole in the wall, recently patched, badly. Jordan's room was to the left, his door open, snoring audible from the hallway.

I stood outside his door for three seconds.

Three seconds to decide whether to go right — to Emily — or left — to him.

Left would be easier. Left would be permanent. Left would solve the problem with a pillow and ninety seconds and Jordan Glass would never throw another bottle or crush another paper rose or put his hands on a girl who weighed half of what he did.

Malachi's voice in my head: Don't do anything foolish.

Right.

I went right.

The bathroom door was locked. I knocked softly. "Emily. It's me."

Rustling. A whimper. The lock clicked.

She was on the floor. Exactly where I'd pictured her — back against the tub, legs out in front of her, phone in one hand, the other arm streaked with dried blood from two shallow cuts below her elbow. Pale. Trembling. Eyes half-closed, pupils wide from the sedatives.

The pill bottles were scattered across the counter. I counted quickly — her antidepressants, Tylenol PM, generic Ambien. The Ambien was the concern but the bottle was mostly full, which meant she'd taken maybe five or six, and with her weight, that was sedation, not death.

She'd live.

That fact settled into my chest with a force that almost buckled my knees.

"Hey," she murmured, looking up at me with those blue eyes — glazed, heavy, but present. Still present. "You came."

"I told you I would." I crouched in front of her. Assessed. The cuts were superficial — clean, intentional, the work of someone who knew exactly how deep to go and exactly how deep was too deep. She'd been doing this for a while. Long enough to develop technique. Long enough that her forearm, when I gently pushed her sleeve up, revealed a constellation of old scars — thin white lines, dozens of them, overlapping, forming a map of every night she'd spent on this floor before tonight.

My hands didn't shake. I didn't allow them to.

"Let me see," I said, taking her arm carefully.

She let me. No resistance. The fight had gone out of her.

I cleaned the cuts with water from the sink and strips torn from a clean towel. I flushed the remaining pills. I checked her pupils, her pulse, her breathing — all within survivable parameters. She was going to be miserable tomorrow, but she was going to wake up.

"I'm going to lift you," I told her. "We're leaving."

"I can't leave. Jordan—"

"Jordan is asleep. And by the time he wakes up, you'll be somewhere he can't reach you."

Her eyes filled. Not with gratitude — with something more complicated. Fear and relief and shame and the bottomless exhaustion of a person who had been carrying themselves for so long that the idea of someone else holding the weight was almost incomprehensible.

"Where?" she whispered.

"Somewhere safe. I promise."

I picked her up. She weighed nothing — not in the poetic sense, in the medical sense. She was thin in the way that people became thin when eating felt like a chore and the body ran on adrenaline and sugar and antidepressants. I could feel her ribs through her shirt. Her shoulder blades like wings that had forgotten how to open.

She pressed her face into my chest. Her hand found my shirt and held on with a grip that was weak and desperate and heartbreaking.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"Don't. Don't ever apologize for surviving."

I carried her out of the apartment. Past Jordan's door, where the snoring continued, oblivious. Down three flights of stairs. Into my car, where I laid her in the passenger seat and buckled her in and drove to the only place I could think of.

My apartment.

Temporary. Off campus. A one-bedroom that Malachi paid for, filled with books and paper roses and a thirteen-year-old cat who would either love Emily Glass or try to murder her.

Sirius chose love.

The second I carried Emily through the door and laid her on the couch, the cat jumped up and pressed herself against Emily's side and began to purr — a sound like a small, furry engine, constant and warm and unreasonably comforting.

Emily's hand found the cat's fur. Her eyes were closed. The sedatives were winning.

"She likes you," I said, pulling a blanket over her.

"She's warm," Emily mumbled.

"She's a terror. But yes. She's warm."

I sat on the floor next to the couch with my back against the wall and my phone in my hand and I watched her breathe.

In. Out. In. Out.

Each breath a small, ordinary miracle.

I texted Jeremy: Emily Glass is at my apartment. Possible overdose — Ambien and SSRIs, moderate quantity. Self-harm, superficial cuts. She's stable. I need you to run a full background on Jordan Glass by morning. Everything. Finances, criminal record, contacts, the works.

Jeremy: Copy. On it.

I set the phone down.

Sirius purred.

Emily breathed.

And I sat there in the dark, in the glow of the streetlight coming through the window, and I folded paper roses until the sun came up, because my hands needed something to do that wasn't violent, and the girl on my couch needed something to wake up to that wasn't ugly.

By dawn, there were twenty-three paper roses arranged on the coffee table in the shape of a constellation.

Sirius. The star.

The brightest one in the sky.


  
    Chapter 6: The Party Night

    
    
  
  Emily

October 14th, 2021

Five days after the bathroom floor, I was alive.

Not metaphorically. Not in the poetic, aspirational, self-help-book sense of "alive." I mean literally, medically, irritatingly alive, which was a state I was still adjusting to, the way you adjust to a new pair of shoes — aware that they fit, suspicious of the comfort.

Grey had kept me at his apartment for two days. Two days of sleeping on his couch while Sirius purred against my ribs and paper roses accumulated on every flat surface like origami mushrooms after a rain. Two days of eating toast and soup because my stomach had declared war on anything more ambitious. Two days of him checking my pupils every three hours with a penlight he produced from a drawer that also contained, as far as I could tell, three handguns, a passport in a name that wasn't his, and a novel by Dostoevsky.

I didn't ask about the guns. Some questions were better left unasked, at least until you were confident the answer wouldn't change everything.

On the third day, he drove me back to campus. Not to Jordan's apartment — to the student housing office, where Jeremy Holt, the department secretary who apparently moonlighted as some kind of logistical wizard, had arranged an emergency room transfer citing "unsafe living conditions" backed by documentation I hadn't provided and signatures I hadn't signed.

"How?" I'd asked.

"Don't worry about how," Grey had said. "Worry about eating lunch."

I was now in a temporary dorm room on the north side of campus. Single occupancy. Lock on the door. No Jordan. No whiskey bottles. No holes in the walls. Just a narrow bed, a desk, a window that overlooked the quad, and the suffocating, disorienting silence of a space where nobody was going to hit me.

The silence was the hardest part. Not because I missed the noise — I didn't. But because the noise had been my compass. I'd organized my entire life around avoiding Jordan's rage: when to come home, when to eat, when to breathe, when to disappear. Without it, I was a ship that had lost its storm, and the calm was so unfamiliar it felt like its own kind of danger.

Ash had noticed the change. Of course she had.

"You look different," she said, studying me across the cafeteria table with the intensity of a jeweler examining a suspect diamond. "Like, your eyes are doing a thing."

"My eyes are always doing a thing."

"No. Your eyes are usually doing a dead thing. Today they're doing a slightly-less-dead thing. Syn, back me up."

Syn looked up from her biology textbook with the patient smile of a woman who had learned long ago to pick her battles with Ash. "You do look a little brighter, Em."

"I moved out of Jordan's," I said.

Ash's fork stopped halfway to her mouth. She set it down. Her eyes went wide, then narrow, then wide again, cycling through emotions like a slot machine until it landed on furious relief. "When?"

"This week. Emergency housing. I'm in the north dorms."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"I'm telling you now."

"Emily." She reached across the table and grabbed my hand. Hard. Her dimple piercings caught the cafeteria light. "I've been trying to get you out of there for two years. Two years. I've offered you my couch, my floor, Syn's grandmother's spare room. You always said no."

"I know."

"What changed?"

Grey. Grey changed it. Grey carried me out of a bathroom at 3 AM and installed me in a dorm room with a lock on the door and paper roses on the nightstand and the quiet, unshakable promise that Jordan Glass would never touch me again.

But I couldn't say that. Not yet. Not to Ash, who would have questions I couldn't answer, about a man I couldn't explain, in a relationship that didn't have a name.

"I just... reached a point," I said. Which was true. The floor of a bathroom with blood on your arm and pills in your stomach was certainly a point.

Ash squeezed my hand. Her eyes were bright. Not crying — Ash didn't cry in public, she considered it a tactical vulnerability — but close. "I'm glad," she said. "I'm so fucking glad, Em."

"Me too."

"Can I see the room?"

"It's tiny."

"I don't care if it's a closet. I want to see where you're sleeping. I want to know you're safe."

"I'm safe."

She studied me for another long moment, searching for the lie, the deflection, the performance. She must not have found it, because her grip loosened and her expression softened into something that looked almost like peace. "Okay. Movie tonight? Syn found a horror movie that's supposed to be actually scary."

"Every horror movie Syn picks is 'actually scary' and every one of them is about a haunted house and somebody's grandmother."

"This one's about a haunted asylum."

"Sold."



The movie night happened at Ash's off-campus apartment — a two-bedroom she shared with Syn that was small, cluttered, warm, and smelled permanently of Syn's lavender candles and Ash's leather jacket. I arrived at eight with a bag of gummy worms and a six-pack of Redbull, which Syn confiscated immediately.

"You're not drinking four Redbulls before bed," Syn said, her brown eyes gentle but immovable. "You can have one."

"I'll die."

"You'll sleep. Novel concept."

Ash was in the kitchen, attempting to make popcorn in a pot because she didn't own a microwave and considered microwaves to be "corporate propaganda." The result was a fifty-fifty split between perfectly popped kernels and charcoal briquettes, which she dumped into a bowl with the confidence of a Michelin-star chef.

"Masterpiece," she announced.

"It's literally burnt," Syn said.

"It's rustic."

I settled into the couch with my gummy worms and my single permitted Redbull and felt, for the first time in weeks, something approximating normal. Not happy — I wasn't there yet, might never be — but normal. The couch was soft. The apartment was warm. Ash and Syn were arguing about popcorn with the comfortable ferocity of people who loved each other enough to fight about nothing.

My phone buzzed.

Unknown Number: How are you feeling?

Grey. He'd been texting me from a different number than the one on the card — "precaution," he'd said, without elaborating. His texts were always brief, always specific, always at exactly the right moment.

Emily: alive. movie night with Ash and Syn

Grey: What movie?

Emily: haunted asylum. Syn's pick. I give it 20 minutes before someone's grandmother appears

Grey: 15.

I smiled at my phone. Small. Private. The kind of smile that happens before you're aware of it, that your face commits to before your brain gives permission.

"Who are you texting?" Ash asked, dropping onto the couch beside me with the burnt popcorn.

"No one."

"Your face says otherwise. Your face is doing the slightly-less-dead thing again."

"I have a crush on the haunted asylum," I said, pocketing my phone.

Ash narrowed her eyes but let it go. For now. Ash always let things go for now, which was her way of saying she was building a case.

The movie was terrible. Syn loved it. Ash fell asleep twenty minutes in, her head on Syn's shoulder, snoring softly. I watched the screen without seeing it, my mind somewhere else entirely — in an alcove with stained-glass light, on a bathroom floor with blood on my arm, in the passenger seat of a car at 3 AM with a man who smelled like smoke and made paper roses and saw collapsing stars where everyone else saw wreckage.

Emily: the grandmother appeared at minute 17. you were closer

Grey: I'm always close.

I stared at that text for a long time.

Then I turned off my phone and watched the rest of the movie and ate gummy worms until my tongue was raw and let the warmth of Ash's apartment and Syn's candles and the predictable stupidity of horror movie characters soak into my skin like sunlight after a long winter.



October 15th, 2021 — 1:12 AM

It was past midnight when Ash's phone rang.

I was still awake — I was always awake at this hour, my brain didn't understand the concept of voluntary unconsciousness — sitting on the couch in the dark with a blanket around my shoulders and Ash's cat, a tabby named Ripley who was arguably more feral than Sirius, asleep on my feet.

Ash stumbled out of the bedroom, phone in hand, hair a disaster. "Hello?" A pause. "Now? Are you serious? It's 1 AM." Another pause. "Fine. Yeah. We'll be there."

She hung up and looked at me with the expression of someone who had just been invited to do something stupid and was already committed. "Remi's throwing a thing. At the music hall on campus. She says it's a 'creative expression gathering.'"

"It's a party."

"It's a party. Cam and Katelyn are already there. She wants us to come."

"I don't want to go."

"I know. But you've been on this couch for five hours and I'm worried about the indentation you're making in the cushion."

"I'm comfortable."

"You're hiding."

I opened my mouth to argue and closed it because she was right. I was hiding. I'd been hiding for three years, and the only thing that had changed in the last five days was the location. Different couch, same impulse.

"Thirty minutes," Ash said. "If it sucks, we leave."

"It's going to suck."

"Then we leave in thirty minutes. Come on, Em. For me."

Syn appeared in the bedroom doorway, already dressed because Syn was the kind of person who could go from asleep to presentable in four minutes flat. "I think it could be fun," she said, which coming from Syn was the equivalent of a ringing endorsement.

I looked at Ripley. Ripley looked at me. Neither of us wanted to move.

"Fine," I said. "Thirty minutes."



The music hall was not a music hall tonight. Tonight it was a dimly lit cavern of bass-heavy music, coloured lights, and the specific energy of college students who had convinced themselves that 1 AM on a Thursday was a reasonable time to make life decisions.

Remi was at the centre of it, of course. Blonde hair loose, wearing something that was technically a dress in the same way that a postage stamp was technically mail. She spotted us immediately and materialized with drinks.

"Emily! You came!" She air-kissed my cheek, her perfume cloying and aggressive. "I was hoping you would. Professor Navarro might stop by."

My stomach dropped. "What?"

"Jeremy mentioned he was working late in the East Wing. I told Jeremy to invite him. I think he's interested." She flipped her hair. "In the event, I mean."

In you, I thought. She thinks he's interested in her.

The thought produced an emotion I wasn't prepared for. Not jealousy — I didn't have the right to be jealous, I was his student and he was my professor and whatever existed between us was undefined and undefinable and certainly not something that entitled me to feelings about who else might be circling him.

But the emotion was there anyway. Hot. Sharp. Unwelcome.

"I need a drink," I told Ash.

"No alcohol. You're on medication."

"Gummy worms, then."

"You ate them all."

"Then I need to leave."

"It's been four minutes."

The music was too loud. The lights were too bright. There were too many people and not enough walls and I could feel the panic building under my skin — the familiar electric hum that preceded the shutdown, the moment when my brain decided it had processed enough stimuli and began closing doors one by one until I was standing in a room full of people and feeling absolutely nothing.

I pushed through to the back of the hall. Past the speakers, past the clusters of students swaying to music I couldn't hear anymore, past Cam and Katelyn who were doing something with their phones that might have been dancing, to the corridor that led to the East Wing.

The door was unlocked. Of course it was.

The alcove was dark. The stained-glass window was black without the sun behind it, and the radiator ticked quietly, and the windowsill was empty except for a single paper rose that hadn't been there yesterday.

I sat on the windowsill. Drew my knees up to my chest. Pressed my forehead against them and breathed.

In. Out. In. Out.

The wire hummed.

"You left the party."

His voice. Behind me. In the doorway.

I didn't look up. "It wasn't a party. It was an assault on my senses wrapped in bad music."

Footsteps. That deliberate, careful walk. He sat on the floor against the opposite wall — our usual positions, our usual distance, five feet of stone and shared silence.

"Jeremy told me Remi invited you," he said.

"Remi invited you too."

"Remi invites everyone. It's a strategy, not hospitality."

I lifted my head. He was a shadow against the wall, his face half-lit by the distant glow of the party bleeding through the windows. He'd loosened his tie. His sleeves were rolled up. He looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.

"Why are you here?" I asked.

"I work here."

"At 1 AM?"

"Time is a construct."

"That's not an answer."

He was quiet for a moment. The music from the party was a distant pulse, a heartbeat in another room. "I came because Jeremy said you were here. And because Remi has been getting closer to certain people on campus that I'm watching, and I wanted to make sure you weren't one of them."

"One of who?"

"Not tonight, Emily. That conversation requires daylight and significantly more context than I'm prepared to give right now."

I didn't push. I was learning that about Grey — he gave you information in doses, like medicine, precisely calibrated, never too much, never too fast. You could trust the dosage even when you couldn't see the full prescription.

"How are you sleeping?" he asked.

"I'm not."

"The dorm room is safe."

"I know it's safe. That's the problem. My body is used to being scared. Take the fear away and it doesn't know what to do, so it just... stays awake. Waiting."

He nodded. Not with sympathy — with understanding. The kind that came from experience rather than empathy. He knew what it was like to sleep with one eye open. He knew what it was like to be so accustomed to danger that safety felt like a trap.

"It takes time," he said. "The body has to learn that the absence of threat is not the same as the presence of danger. They feel identical at first. But eventually, the nervous system recalibrates."

"How long?"

"Depends on the person. Weeks. Months. Sometimes years."

"Great. That's very encouraging."

"I didn't say it was encouraging. I said it was true."

The silence stretched. Comfortable. Warm. The radiator ticked. Outside, someone laughed — bright and careless, the laugh of a person who had never been hit.

"Can I tell you something?" I said.

"Always."

"I haven't cut since that night. Five days. That's the longest I've gone in two years."

The silence that followed was different from the others. Heavier. More deliberate. Like he was choosing not just his words but the space between them.

"I'm proud of you," he said. Simply. No fanfare. No "that's great" or "keep it up" or any of the emptily enthusiastic responses that therapists used like currency. Just: I'm proud of you.

Three words. They hit me like a wave.

"Thank you," I whispered.

He stood. Crossed the room. Sat on the windowsill beside me — not touching, but close enough that I could feel the warmth of him, that dark cologne cutting through the dust and stone.

"Look up," he said.

I looked up. Through the stained-glass window, past the dark shapes of the woman and her book, I could see the sky. Clear. Stars. A universe of burning, dying, burning-again lights that most people mistook for permanence.

"The Sirius star," he said, pointing. "There. The brightest one."

I found it. A steady white point in the chaos. "I see it."

"In ancient Egypt, Sirius was called the 'Dog Star.' Its appearance marked the flooding of the Nile, which was both destructive and essential — the floods destroyed everything on the banks, but the silt they left behind made the soil fertile. Without the destruction, nothing could grow."

"You're doing the collapsing stars thing again."

"I'm doing the truth thing. The same truth. That destruction precedes growth. That the flood has to come before the harvest." He turned to look at me, and in the starlight that filtered through the stained glass, his eyes were gold. Pure gold. "Five days, Emily. That's your flood receding."

I looked at him. At this man who was all contradictions — gentle hands that I suspected had done violent things, a poet's vocabulary in a soldier's body, a professor who carried guns and folded paper roses and named his cat after the brightest star in the sky.

"Halfway out of the dark," I said. Not a question. A recognition.

His expression shifted. Surprise. Not at the words — at the fact that I'd found them on my own. "Where did you hear that?"

"Doctor Who. Season seven, Christmas special. The Doctor says it to a woman who's lost her family. He says, 'We're halfway out of the dark.' It means... the worst part is over. Or maybe it means the worst part is behind you even if you can't see the light yet. I'm not sure. I've watched it a hundred times and I'm still not sure."

He smiled.

Not the almost-smile. Not the fractional loosening I'd been cataloguing for weeks. A real, actual, unmistakable smile that transformed his face from sharp and guarded to something that looked like joy and took ten years off his age.

"Halfway out of the dark," he repeated. "I like that."

"It's the truest thing I know."

He looked at me for a long time. The smile faded, but what replaced it was better — a steadiness, a warmth, a promise made without words.

Then he said, "Goodnight, Snowflake," and stood, and walked to the door, and paused with his hand on the frame.

"Emily."

"Yeah?"

"Write that. 'Halfway out of the dark.' That's your title."

He left.

I sat in the alcove for another hour, staring at the stars through stained glass, Sirius burning steady above me, and I opened my laptop and typed:

Halfway Out of the Dark

Chapter One

She died on a Tuesday. And Wednesday came, and everything was exactly the same except she was gone and I was still here and I didn't understand why and I kept breathing even though I'd forgotten the reason.

Two sentences.

Then a third.

Then a fourth.

By the time I left the alcove at 3 AM, I had four pages. They were raw and ugly and real and they were the best thing I'd ever written.

The paper rose was in my pocket. Number nine.

The wire in my chest was humming.

And somewhere above me, Sirius was burning.


  
    Chapter 7: Aftermath

    
    
  
  Emily

October 18th, 2021

Monday morning came with rain.

Not the gentle, cinematic kind that made you want to curl up with tea and a novel. The angry kind. The kind that hammered the windows of my dorm room like fists demanding entry, that turned the quad into a swamp and the sidewalks into rivers and the sky into a solid grey ceiling that pressed down on the world like a lid on a coffin.

I loved it.

Rain meant the campus was quiet. Rain meant everyone was inside, hunched over their phones, complaining about the weather, performing misery as if they understood what the word meant. Rain meant I could walk to class with my hood up and my head down and nobody would notice the bags under my eyes or the bandage on my arm or the fact that I was wearing the same jeans for the third day in a row because laundry required a level of executive function I hadn't unlocked yet.

Creative Writing 301 was at nine. I arrived at 8:47 — early, which was new, which was a direct consequence of sleeping in a dorm room where nobody kicked the door at 6 AM demanding breakfast.

The classroom was empty except for Grey.

He was at his desk, reading, a coffee in one hand and a red pen behind his ear. He looked up when I walked in and something crossed his face — quick, suppressed, the ghost of an expression that might have been relief.

"Miss Glass. You're early."

"Is that a problem?"

"It's a deviation. I was beginning to think punctuality offended you."

I sat in my usual spot. Back row. Corner. Set my bag down, Charlie's bear nestled inside it, and pulled out my notebook. The pages were filling up. Not with class notes — with the novel. Four pages had become twelve since the night in the alcove. Twelve pages of raw, ugly, unedited truth about a girl who lost her twin sister and was learning, slowly, painfully, that being a singular person didn't have to mean being an empty one.

Grey watched me settle in. Then he stood, crossed the room, and set something on my desk.

A photograph.

Printed on glossy paper, the colours rich and saturated. It showed the stained-glass window in the alcove — the woman with the book — lit from behind by morning sun, the light fractured into a thousand shards of amber and crimson and cobalt that looked like the inside of a kaleidoscope.

"I took this yesterday," he said. "Thought you should see what your hiding spot looks like when you're not in it."

I stared at the photo. At the beauty of it — the way the light broke apart and reassembled into something more complex than its original form. Like prisms. Like grief. Like the way a person could shatter and the pieces could catch the light differently than the whole ever did.

"It's beautiful," I said.

"Yes," he said. And he was looking at me, not the photo.

He walked back to his desk before I could respond, which was probably for the best because my response would have been a strangled noise and possibly tears, and the other students were starting to file in.

Remi arrived last. Front row, as always, her smile aimed at Grey like a weapon. She turned and caught my eye — something sharp in her expression, territorial, as if she'd noticed the photo on my desk and was cataloguing it for later.

Class was about dialogue. How to make characters sound like themselves. Grey paced the front of the room with his hands in his pockets and his sleeves rolled up and spoke about voice the way other people spoke about religion — with conviction, with reverence, with the underlying suggestion that getting it wrong was a form of blasphemy.

"Every character has a fingerprint," he said. "Not just what they say — how they say it. The rhythm. The vocabulary. The things they leave out. You should be able to cover the character's name and know who's speaking by the cadence alone."

He made us read dialogue aloud. Remi read like she was auditioning — performance over substance, every word polished to a high shine that reflected nothing. Cam read with the monotone enthusiasm of someone counting down to lunch. Ash, who'd joined the class as an audit because she was "curious" (meaning she wanted to keep an eye on me), read with a rawness that made three people tear up.

When it was my turn, I read from my novel. Not the published pages — the new ones. The ones about the girl standing in a kitchen watching her sister paint her toenails red.

My voice shook.

I didn't stop.

When I finished, the room was quiet. Not the uncomfortable quiet of people waiting for it to be over. The held-breath quiet of people who had just heard something real.

Grey was standing at the front of the room with his arms crossed, his expression unreadable. He held my gaze for three seconds. Then he said, "That's voice. That's what it sounds like when a writer stops hiding behind technique and starts bleeding."

He moved on to the next student. But the three seconds stayed with me for the rest of the day — warm, heavy, precious, like a stone heated by the sun and placed in my palm.



After class, I checked my phone. Three texts.

Ash: you made cam CRY. cam hasn't cried since Finding Nemo

Syn: That was beautiful, Em. I'm so proud of you.

Grey (from the other number): You look fucking beautiful when you read your own words.

I stared at the third text for a long time. My heart was doing that thing again — the medically inadvisable thing, the too-fast, too-hard, arrhythmic percussion that felt less like a heartbeat and more like a drum solo.

I didn't respond.

I wanted to. God, I wanted to. I wanted to text back something witty and disarming that would make him almost-smile at his phone. I wanted to text back you look fucking beautiful when you teach, which was true and devastating and would have crossed every line that existed between us.

Instead, I pocketed my phone and walked to the cafeteria and ate lunch with Ash and Syn and pretended that my world hadn't just tilted on its axis, that the man who folded paper roses and named his cat after stars hadn't just called me beautiful through a phone, that the careful, deliberate boundaries he'd established in the alcove — I'm your professor, you're my student — hadn't just cracked.

"You're smiling," Ash said.

"I'm not."

"You are. You're doing the thing where you try not to smile and it makes the smile worse. Syn, she's smiling."

"She's smiling," Syn confirmed.

"I'm having a stroke," I said. "It's a facial spasm."

"It's a crush," Ash said, pointing her fork at me. "You have a crush and I will find out who and I will investigate them thoroughly and if they don't meet my standards, I will destroy them."

"That's very sweet and also terrifying."

"Thank you. I've been practicing."



That afternoon, I went to the alcove.

He was already there. Floor. Wall. Briefcase. Red pen. Coffee. Our routine, performed with the precision of a ritual neither of us had formally agreed to.

I sat on the windowsill. Opened my laptop. Typed.

"My mom was a writer," I said, not looking up.

He set his pen down. I could feel his attention — that focused, excavating presence that made the air in the room feel heavier.

"She wrote romance novels. Self-published. Never made any money, but she didn't care. She said writing wasn't about money — it was about making someone feel something they'd forgotten they could feel." I paused. The cursor blinked. "She would have liked my novel. The two sentences, even. She would have said, 'That's your voice, baby. Now give it room to breathe.'"

The stained-glass light moved across the floor. Red, amber, blue. A slow kaleidoscope.

"What happened to her manuscripts?" Grey asked.

"Jordan threw them away. Her computer, her notebooks, her printed drafts — he put them in trash bags and took them to the dumpster the week after she died. He said he was 'clearing space.'"

I heard Grey inhale. Sharp. Controlled. "All of them?"

"I saved one." I unzipped my bag and pulled out a notebook — not mine, my mother's. Battered, dog-eared, the cover stained with coffee and the pages filled with her handwriting, which was looping and generous and nothing like mine. "She kept her outlines by hand. This was her last one. I grabbed it before Jordan could."

"May I see it?"

I hesitated. This notebook was the most private thing I owned — more private than my scars, more precious than Charlie's bear. It was my mother's voice preserved in ink, her thoughts and plans and dreams for stories she would never finish.

I held it out.

He took it with the care of someone handling something sacred. He opened it slowly, read the first page — I knew what it said, I'd memorized it: Margaret Glass, Outline for "The River House," Draft 3 — and his expression changed.

Not into pity. Not into that soft-eyed, head-tilted thing that people did when confronted with other people's grief. Into respect. Pure, undiluted respect for a woman he'd never met, expressed through the reverence with which he held her notebook.

"She had beautiful handwriting," he said.

"She had beautiful everything."

He closed the notebook and handed it back. "Write the novel, Emily. Not for the class. Not for me. Write it for her."

I took the notebook and held it against my chest. "I'm trying."

"You're succeeding. Twelve pages in five days is more than most writers produce in a month."

"How do you know I have twelve pages?"

"Because I can hear you typing from down the hall, and you type approximately 800 words per session, and you've been here five sessions."

"That's either impressive observational skills or slightly creepy surveillance."

"Probably both."

I almost laughed. The almost-laugh was becoming a thing — a frequency I could access in his presence that didn't exist anywhere else. Not joy, exactly. But the scaffolding for joy. The foundation on which joy might, eventually, cautiously, build.

We sat in the alcove for another hour. He graded. I typed. The rain hammered the stained-glass window, and the light dimmed, and the room filled with the comfortable silence of two people who had stopped needing words to communicate.

At 2 PM, he stood. Packed his briefcase. Picked up his coffee cup.

"Emily."

"Yeah?"

"The assignment. About beauty. Did you find something?"

I looked at him. At his face, half-lit by the grey afternoon light, the scar through his eyebrow, the shadow of stubble on his jaw, the hazel eyes with their gold flecks that saw through concealer and bandages and three years of carefully constructed emptiness.

"Yeah," I said. "I found something."

He studied me. For a moment — one unguarded, uncontrolled moment — his expression opened. The walls came down and what was behind them was raw and complicated and terrifying in its intensity.

Then the walls went back up and he was Professor Navarro again, briefcase in hand, tie loosened, walking toward the door with that deliberate, measured stride.

"Good," he said. "Write it well."

He left.

I sat on the windowsill and opened a new document and typed:

Assignment 3: Beauty

He makes paper roses. That's where it starts. Not with the face or the voice or the way he stands — though those things are beautiful in the way that dangerous things are beautiful, the way storms are beautiful, the way the edge of a cliff is beautiful because the fall would be spectacular.

No. It starts with the roses. Because a man who can fold paper into something that looks like it grew from the earth instead of being shaped by his hands — a man who does this not for anyone to see but because his fingers need something to do that isn't destructive — that man contains a contradiction that is more beautiful than any face or voice or storm.

Beauty isn't the absence of darkness. It's the defiance of it. It's the paper rose made by hands that have done terrible things. It's the choice to create when everything in your life has taught you to destroy.

That is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

I saved it. Closed my laptop. Pulled my sleeves down. Shouldered my bag.

On the windowsill, where he'd been sitting, there was a paper rose. Number ten.

I put it in my pocket and walked out into the rain.


  
    Chapter 8: Jordan's Escalation

    
    
  
  Emily

October 22nd, 2021

Jordan found me on a Wednesday.

I'd been in the dorm for thirteen days. Thirteen days of sleeping without fists on doors. Thirteen days of eating meals at regular intervals because Syn had made me a schedule and taped it to my mini-fridge with a magnet shaped like a sunflower. Thirteen days of typing my novel in the alcove while Grey graded papers and Sirius — the star, not the cat — burned steady through the stained-glass window every night I stayed past dark.

Thirteen days of almost feeling like a person.

Then the knock came.

Not on my door. On my life. In the form of a text from my father at 6:14 AM — the first communication from Richard Glass in seven months.

Dad: Jordan tells me you moved out. He's very upset. You need to come home and apologize.

I read it three times. Each time, the words rearranged themselves into something more absurd. Apologize. As if I'd committed a crime by removing myself from the vicinity of the person committing crimes against me. As if the bruises and the broken roses and the bathroom floor were a disagreement that could be resolved with a sorry and a handshake.

Emily: I'm not coming back.

Dad: He's your brother.

Emily: He's your son. And he's been hitting me for three years. But you know that.

No response.

I sat on my bed with the phone in my hands and waited for the screen to change, for my father to say something — anything — that suggested he existed on the same moral plane as the rest of humanity. Something like I didn't know or are you okay or even the pathetic, insufficient I'm sorry.

Nothing.

Richard Glass had entered the chat and left without a word, which was the most honest thing he'd done in years. At least silence was consistent. At least silence didn't pretend.



I went to class. Sat in my seat. Wrote in my notebook. Pretended the text hadn't happened, which was a skill I'd been perfecting since childhood — the art of compartmentalization, of stuffing the grenade back in the box and sitting on the lid and smiling like the box wasn't ticking.

Grey noticed.

Of course he noticed. The man had the observational range of a satellite and the emotional radar of someone who'd spent his life cataloguing threats. He looked at me once during lecture — one sweeping glance that lasted half a second — and I watched him recalibrate. His jaw tightened. His hand paused on the whiteboard marker. Then he continued teaching as if nothing had happened, which was his own version of compartmentalization, performed with significantly more grace than mine.

After class, a folded note appeared under my coffee in the alcove.

What happened?

I wrote back on the same paper.

My father texted. Wants me to go back to Jordan's. To apologize.

His response was immediate — he'd been watching me write. The pen moved with the sharp, controlled strokes of a man exercising extreme restraint.

You're not going back.

I know.

If he contacts you again, tell me.

Why? What would you do?

He looked at me. Across the five feet of stone floor. Through the stained-glass light. With eyes that were hazel and gold and contained something that I was only beginning to understand — a violence that was not reckless but precise, not angry but purposeful, a weapon that existed solely in service of the people he'd decided to protect.

He didn't answer the question.

He didn't need to.



October 25th, 2021

Jordan came to campus.

I was leaving the library at 4 PM, backpack slung over one shoulder, earbuds in, Doctor Who soundtrack playing — the Twelfth Doctor's theme this time, all electric guitar and defiance — when I saw him.

He was standing by the fountain in the quad. Six-foot-one, 210 pounds, unwashed hair, a flannel shirt that was probably clean a week ago. He had a Dunkin' coffee in one hand and his phone in the other and he was scanning the students walking past with the focused intent of a predator at a watering hole.

My body reacted before my brain did. Every muscle locked. My breath stopped. The fight-or-flight response — or in my case, the freeze-and-pray response — activated with the suddenness of a circuit breaker tripping, shutting down everything except the animal instinct that said danger, danger, danger.

I ducked behind the library pillar. Pressed my back against the stone. Pulled out my earbuds with shaking hands.

He hadn't seen me. He was still scanning. Waiting.

I texted Ash.

Emily: jordan is on campus. by the fountain.

Ash: WHAT

Ash: don't move. I'm coming.

Ash: where are you

Emily: behind the library pillar. hiding like a reasonable adult.

Then I texted Grey.

Emily: Jordan is here. Campus fountain. I'm behind the library.

His response was instantaneous.

Grey: Stay there. Don't move. I see him.

I peered around the pillar. Grey was walking across the quad from the humanities building, his pace unhurried, his posture relaxed — the studied casualness of someone who was anything but casual. He was wearing a charcoal suit, no tie, sleeves rolled. His hands were in his pockets.

He walked directly to the fountain. To Jordan.

My breath stopped.

From where I was standing, I couldn't hear what was said. But I could see. Grey positioned himself between Jordan and the library — between Jordan and me — with the territorial precision of a chess piece placed to block a line of attack. He stood close. Closer than social convention permitted. Close enough that Jordan, who had four inches and forty pounds on him, took a step back.

Grey spoke. Low. Brief. His expression didn't change — it remained locked in that careful neutrality that I was learning to read as dangerous. Jordan's face, however, cycled through a rapid series of emotions: confusion, recognition, anger, and finally — the one I'd never seen on him before — fear.

Jordan said something back. Louder. I caught fragments — "my sister" and "none of your business" and something else that was swallowed by the wind.

Grey didn't raise his voice. He leaned in. Said something directly into Jordan's ear. One sentence. Maybe two.

Jordan went white.

Not pale. White. The colour of someone who has just been told something that rearranges their understanding of their own mortality. His coffee cup crumpled in his hand, brown liquid spilling over his fingers, and he took three steps backward like he'd been physically pushed.

Grey straightened. Adjusted his cuffs. Said one more thing — short, final, the period at the end of a sentence that had no room for a comma.

Jordan turned and walked away.

Not walked. Fled. The loose-limbed, over-the-shoulder, trying-not-to-run gait of a man who had just encountered something he couldn't bully, couldn't intimidate, couldn't overpower. He crossed the quad at speed, reached the parking lot, got in his truck, and left.

Grey watched him go. Then he turned, found me behind the pillar, and walked toward me with that same unhurried stride, as if he hadn't just stared down a 210-pound abuser in broad daylight and sent him running.

"He won't come back," Grey said.

My hands were shaking. My whole body was shaking. "What did you say to him?"

"Nothing important."

"He looked like he was going to vomit."

"Some people have weak constitutions."

"Grey."

He stopped. Stood in front of me. Close. His cologne — dark, warm, smoke — cut through the cold October air and wrapped around me like a blanket.

"I told him," Grey said quietly, "that I know what he did. All of it. Every bruise, every bottle, every night. I told him that if he comes within fifty miles of you again, I will personally ensure that the documentation of his domestic abuse history — which I've had compiled in detail — reaches every employer, every landlord, and every law enforcement agency in the state. And I told him that if documentation isn't sufficient, I have other methods of persuasion that he would find significantly less pleasant."

"That's... a lot of words for 'nothing important.'"

"I'm a writer. We're verbose."

I stared at him. At this man who had just threatened my stepbrother on my behalf with the casual efficiency of someone ordering coffee. Who had walked across a quad in a charcoal suit and dismantled the person who had been terrorizing me for three years using nothing but his voice and whatever lived behind his eyes.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't thank me. This is baseline. This is what should have been done years ago by every person in your life who saw what was happening and chose to look away."

The wire hummed. Loudly. So loudly that I was afraid he could hear it.

"I should get to the dorm," I said.

"I'll walk you."

"You don't have to—"

"I'll walk you."

He walked me. Across the quad, past the fountain where Jordan had stood, through the October wind that smelled like wet leaves and woodsmoke. He walked beside me with his hands in his pockets and his eyes scanning the perimeter — not obviously, not dramatically, but with the habitual vigilance of someone who had spent years assessing threats in every environment he entered.

At the dorm entrance, he stopped. "Lock your door."

"I always lock my door."

"Lock it twice."

"There's only one lock."

"Then I'll have Jeremy install a second one."

I almost smiled. "Goodnight, Grey."

He looked at me. For a moment — half a second, maybe less — the walls dropped and what was behind them was not the professor or the protector or the man with the charcoal suit and the paper roses. It was just him. Raw. Open. Looking at me the way you look at something you're terrified of losing.

"Goodnight, Emily."

He turned and walked away into the October dark.

I went inside. Locked my door. Sat on my bed. Pulled out my phone.

Ash: WHERE ARE YOU. I HAVE A BASEBALL BAT AND A PLAN.

Emily: I'm safe. he left. Grey handled it.

Ash: who is GREY

Emily: long story.

Ash: I have TIME.

Emily: I'll tell you tomorrow. I promise.

Ash: if you don't tell me tomorrow I'm going to hire a private investigator and that's not a threat it's a schedule.

I put my phone down. Opened my laptop. Typed.

The novel was thirty pages now. Thirty pages of a girl learning that the world contained people who would stand between you and the thing that was hurting you. Not because you asked. Not because they owed you. But because that was who they were.

I wrote until midnight.

Then I put Charlie's bear on my pillow and the paper rose on my nightstand and I turned off the light and I slept.

No nightmares.

For the first time in three years, no nightmares.


  
    Chapter 9: The Move

    
    
  
  Emily

October 28th, 2021

Grey's apartment was on the fourth floor of a converted warehouse on the east side of the city, fifteen minutes from campus if you drove and thirty if you walked and approximately infinity if you were carrying two suitcases and a stuffed bear and trying not to cry.

I wasn't moving in. That's what I told myself while Grey carried the second suitcase up the stairs. That's what I told Ash on the phone while she made noises that oscillated between skepticism and barely contained excitement. That's what I told the mirror in Grey's bathroom while Sirius sat on the counter and judged me with her one-and-a-half ears.

"I'm not moving in," I said to the cat.

Sirius blinked. Slowly. Deliberately. The blink of a creature who had seen many things in her thirteen years and was not impressed by any of them, least of all my capacity for self-deception.

"It's temporary," I added. "The dorm had a plumbing issue."

The dorm did not have a plumbing issue. The dorm had a Jordan issue — specifically, Jordan had shown up outside the building at 2 AM, drunk, screaming my name, and throwing empty bottles at the entrance until campus security escorted him away. The incident report was filed. The restraining order was in process. But the dorm no longer felt safe, because safe was a feeling and feelings didn't care about incident reports.

Grey had said one word. "Come."

And I had.

Because the alternative was another night of staring at the ceiling, listening for footsteps, my hand wrapped around my phone with his number ready to dial. Because the alternative was the bathroom floor and the razor and the drift. Because the alternative was being alone, and I was so fucking tired of being alone.

His apartment was nothing like I expected.

I'd imagined something spare. Clinical. A man's apartment — leather couch, flat screen, the aesthetic of a person who used furniture as a function rather than a statement. Instead, I walked into a space that felt lived in. Warm. The walls were exposed brick, the floors dark hardwood, the furniture a mix of vintage and modern that shouldn't have worked together but did, the way contradictions in people sometimes did.

Books everywhere. Not arranged — accumulated. Stacked on the coffee table, piled on the nightstand, wedged between couch cushions, crammed into a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf that took up one entire wall of the living room. Philosophy, fiction, poetry, true crime, history, astrophysics. Dog-eared, annotated, loved in the specific way that readers loved their books — not as objects but as companions.

Paper roses in a bowl on the kitchen counter. Dozens of them. Different sizes, different paper — some white, some cream, some made from pages torn from books. A cemetery of flowers that had never been alive and would never die.

And the loft. His bedroom was above — accessible by a narrow industrial staircase — and the loft space opened over the living room with a railing that Sirius liked to walk along, because she was a cat and cats understood that the most elegant route between two points was the one most likely to cause cardiac arrest in the humans below.

"The couch pulls out," Grey said, setting my suitcase by the door. "Sheets are in the closet. Kitchen's yours — eat whatever you want, though I should warn you my culinary range consists of coffee, toast, and whatever Jeremy brings when he decides I'm not feeding myself."

"Where do you sleep?"

"The loft."

"Where does Sirius sleep?"

"Wherever Sirius wants. She's a cat. Democracy does not apply."

I looked around the apartment. At the books and the roses and the brick walls and the way the late afternoon light came through the industrial windows and painted everything in gold. At the cat on the bookshelf, grooming her remaining ear with the focused intensity of a surgeon. At the man standing in his kitchen, sleeves rolled, making coffee, as if having a twenty-three-year-old student in his apartment was the most normal thing in the world.

"Grey."

He looked up.

"Why are you doing this?"

He set the coffee pot down. Leaned against the counter. Crossed his arms — a posture I was learning to recognize as his thinking stance, the physical expression of a man arranging his words with the same precision he used to fold paper.

"Because you deserve a door that locks," he said. "Because the dorm wasn't enough and we both know it. Because I've spent three months watching you fight for your life with nothing but gummy worms and a stuffed bear and a stubbornness that would put most soldiers to shame, and the least I can do is give you a place where the fight gets a little easier."

"That's a very long answer."

"It's a very important question."

I held his gaze. Hazel, gold, steady. The wire in my chest was doing something new — not just humming but singing, a frequency that felt less like electricity and more like warmth, less like a warning and more like a welcome.

"Okay," I said.

"Okay?"

"Okay. I'll stay. But I'm paying rent."

"You're not paying rent."

"Then I'm buying groceries."

"You eat gummy worms."

"Then I'm buying gummy worms."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Almost-smile number forty-seven. I was keeping count. "Deal."



The first night, I didn't sleep.

Not because of fear. Not because of Jordan or nightmares or the cold dread that had been my constant companion for three years. I didn't sleep because the apartment was quiet — not the hostile quiet of Jordan's place, where silence was just the pause between explosions, but a real, genuine, deep-in-your-bones quiet that felt like being underwater without the drowning.

Sirius was on my chest. She'd claimed me approximately thirty seconds after I'd pulled the couch out and gotten under the covers — padded across the apartment in the dark, jumped up, circled twice, and collapsed on my sternum with the gravitational authority of a small, furry planet.

Her purr was a metronome. A heartbeat. A proof of life that vibrated through my ribs and settled into the part of my brain that managed fear.

Above me, in the loft, Grey was awake. I could hear his pen scratching. He wrote at night — not the academic writing, not the grading. Something else. Something personal. I'd caught glimpses of a leather notebook that he kept in his desk drawer, separate from everything else, handled with the same reverence I used for my mother's notebook.

I lay in the dark and listened to his pen and Sirius's purr and the distant sound of the city outside the windows — sirens, traffic, the ambient hum of a world that continued existing regardless of whether you participated in it — and for the first time in three years, the wire in my chest did something I didn't recognize.

It went quiet.

Not dead. Not the snapped-wire silence that had been my default since the night Charlie died. A different kind of quiet. The quiet of a machine at rest. The quiet of something that had been running on emergency power for so long that it had forgotten what normal felt like, and was now, tentatively, carefully, remembering.

I slept.



Grey

October 29th, 2021

She slept for fourteen hours.

I know because I checked. Not obsessively — every two hours, which was reasonable surveillance protocol and had nothing to do with the fact that Emily Glass was asleep on my couch with my cat on her chest and her face soft and unguarded for the first time since I'd met her.

She looked different when she slept. Younger. The tension that lived in her jaw and her shoulders and the tight lines around her eyes dissolved, and what was left was the face of a woman who might have been happy once, before grief and violence and loneliness had reshaped her into something sharper.

I folded paper roses at the kitchen counter and watched her breathe and tried very hard not to think about what I was doing.

Because what I was doing was stupid. Monumentally, catastrophically, career-endingly stupid. She was my student. I was her professor. The power dynamic alone was a minefield, and the fact that I was also a member of an underground criminal organization currently surveilling a drug operation on the same campus where she attended classes added a layer of complication that would have made Machiavelli weep.

Malachi had called last night. He'd used his concerned voice, which was more dangerous than his angry voice because it meant he was actually worried.

"Greyson. She's living with you."

"It's temporary."

"Everything you've done regarding this girl has been 'temporary.' The coffee was temporary. The alcove was temporary. Moving her out of her brother's apartment was temporary. At what point does temporary become permanent?"

"When she's safe."

"She'll never be safe around you. You know that."

I did know that. Malachi was right — he was always right, which was the most infuriating thing about him. Emily was safer in my apartment than in Jordan's, but she wasn't safe. Not really. Not when Diamond's network was circling the campus and Remi was in my classroom and Eris had been leaving coded messages that suggested he knew more about my personal life than a drug dealer should.

She wasn't safe because I wasn't safe. I was a weapon in a suit. I carried three guns and a conscience that had been selectively deactivated for the purpose of doing the things Malachi needed done. I had killed people. Not many, but enough. Enough that the blood was permanent, soaked into my hands the way ink soaks into paper, and no amount of paper roses would wash it out.

Emily deserved better. Emily deserved a man without guns in his desk drawer and a passport in a name that wasn't his. She deserved a man whose idea of conflict resolution didn't involve Jeremy's background files and Malachi's network and the unspoken threat of violence that followed me like a shadow.

But Emily also deserved to sleep for fourteen hours without flinching.

And she was doing that. Right now. On my couch. With my cat.

So Malachi could take his concerned voice and his correct assessment and his decades of wisdom and he could wait. Because I wasn't giving this up. Not yet. Not until she was ready to stand on her own. Not until the wire in her chest — the one she thought I didn't know about, the one she described in her novel as a broken connection between herself and the world — was humming steadily enough to sustain her without me.

Then I'd step back. Then I'd be the professor again, appropriate and distant. Then I'd fold my feelings into paper and leave them in the dark like everything else I couldn't keep.

But not yet.

Jeremy texted at 7 AM. Eris meeting confirmed for Friday. He's using the abandoned lot on Meridian. Remi is expected. I have surveillance set up.

Grey: Keep me updated. And Jeremy — the girl is off limits. If Eris's people come anywhere near her, I want to know immediately.

Jeremy: Understood. Also — you should know that Jordan Glass filed a report with campus police claiming harassment. He's accusing you of threatening him.

Grey: Let him. The counter-documentation will bury him.

Jeremy: Already prepared. I also took the liberty of having his truck towed. It was in a no-parking zone.

Grey: Was it?

Jeremy: It is now.

I almost smiled. Jeremy was the best thing Malachi had ever given me — a brother by choice, loyal to the marrow, with a talent for bureaucratic warfare that rivaled his talent with a firearm.

At 10 AM, Emily woke up.

I heard her before I saw her — a sharp intake of breath, the rustle of sheets, the soft thud of Sirius jumping off her chest and landing with the offended dignity of a cat who had been involuntarily relocated. Then a sound I hadn't heard from her before.

Laughter.

Not a full laugh. Not yet. A half-laugh, a breath-laugh, the tentative sound of a person remembering how the mechanism worked. She was looking at the coffee table, where I'd arranged twelve paper roses in a circle while she slept, and in the center of the circle was a bag of sour gummy worms with a note that said: Breakfast of champions. -G

"You're insane," she called up to the loft.

"Probably," I called back. "Coffee's on the counter."

She appeared in the kitchen doorway wearing the oversized t-shirt she'd slept in — my t-shirt, actually, which she'd pulled from the clean laundry because she'd forgotten to pack pajamas, and the sight of her in my clothes with her hair tangled and her eyes soft and Sirius weaving between her ankles did something to my chest that I refused to name.

"I slept fourteen hours," she said, pouring coffee into the mug I'd left out — her mug now, cream and two sugars.

"You needed it."

"I haven't slept more than four hours in a row since Charlie died."

"I know."

She looked up at me. Over the railing. Through the morning light that came through the industrial windows and turned everything gold. "How do you know?"

"Because you have the eyes of someone who hasn't slept in three years. And because your novel — the pages you read in class — described insomnia with the specificity of someone who has memorized every pattern on their ceiling."

She held her coffee with both hands. Steam curled around her face. "You really pay attention."

"It's either a gift or a curse, depending on who you ask."

"Which is it for you?"

I looked at her. In my kitchen. In my shirt. With my cat and my coffee and a circle of paper roses on the table that I'd folded in the dark while she slept.

"Both," I said.

She smiled. Small. Careful. A thing built of equal parts warmth and wariness, like a fire lit in a room that had been cold for so long it had forgotten that fire was possible.

"I need to write today," she said. "The novel. I have thirty pages and I can feel the next thirty. My mom used to call it 'the hum' — when the story is ahead of you and you just have to keep your hands on the keyboard and let it pull."

"Use the alcove. I have a meeting at the university until noon, but the door is open."

"What kind of meeting?"

"The boring kind that involves other professors and a budget and the dean's opinion on creative writing as a discipline, which is approximately as valuable as his opinion on quantum physics."

She almost laughed again. That half-breath, that tentative exhale. Closer to the real thing this time.

"Emily."

"Yeah?"

"The novel is good. The pages you've written — they're not just good. They're necessary. The kind of writing that changes people. I've been teaching for years and I've read thousands of student manuscripts, and yours is the first one that made me forget I was reading."

She stared at me. Her eyes filled. She blinked fast — once, twice — and the tears didn't fall but they were there, suspended, waiting.

"My mom used to say that too," she whispered. "That good writing makes you forget you're reading."

"Your mom was right."

She set her coffee down. Crossed her arms. Uncrossed them. Looked at Sirius, who was sitting on the counter with the serene indifference of a creature who understood that all human emotion was temporary and breakfast was not.

"I'm going to feed this cat," Emily said. "And then I'm going to the alcove. And then I'm going to write thirty pages and they're going to be terrible and beautiful and real."

"Good."

"And Grey?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you. For the roses. And the gummy worms. And the couch. And the fourteen hours." She paused. "And for whatever you said to Jordan that made him look like he was going to vomit."

"You're welcome for all of it. Especially the vomiting."

She fed Sirius. She went to the alcove. She wrote thirty-one pages.

And I went to my meeting and sat through two hours of bureaucratic tedium while thinking about a girl in my shirt with morning light on her face and her mother's words in her mouth, and I folded a paper rose under the table and put it in my pocket because my hands needed something to do that wasn't reaching for her.


  
    Chapter 10: First Time

    
    
  
  Emily

November 3rd, 2021

I kissed him on a Wednesday.

Not the poetic, movie-trailer kind of kiss — the kind with swelling music and perfect lighting and two people who have been circling each other for ninety minutes finally colliding in slow motion while the audience holds its breath.

This was messier than that. Rawer. More honest.

It happened in the loft.

I'd been living in Grey's apartment for six days. Six days of the couch that pulled out and the coffee that appeared every morning and Sirius's purr against my ribs and the slow, terrifying process of learning that safety was not a trap. Six days of writing my novel in the alcove during the day and reading on the couch at night while Grey worked in the loft above me, his pen scratching, his presence a warm gravity that held me in orbit.

Six days of wanting to touch him and not touching him.

The wanting had become a physical thing — a weight in my chest that grew heavier with each paper rose, each almost-smile, each time his hand brushed mine when he handed me coffee and the contact lasted a fraction of a second longer than necessary. I was twenty-three years old and I had been touched for three years by nothing but fists, and my skin was so starved for gentleness that every accidental contact with Grey felt like standing too close to a bonfire.

On the sixth night, I couldn't sleep.

Not the usual insomnia — the Jordan-fear, the grief-spiral, the 2 AM negotiation with the razor. This was different. This was lying in the dark, listening to his pen scratching above me, my body humming with an energy that had nothing to do with anxiety and everything to do with the fact that the man I was falling for was fifteen feet above me and the distance was unbearable.

I got up. Crossed the apartment in the dark. Climbed the narrow staircase to the loft.

He was at his desk. Leather notebook open. Pen in hand. He'd changed into a t-shirt and sweatpants, and the tattoos on his arms were fully visible — sleeves of ink that I'd been cataloguing for weeks but had never seen in their entirety. Wolves. Stars. Latin text along his forearm that I couldn't read from the stairs. And roses. Paper roses, rendered in ink on his skin, scattered among the violence of the other images like wildflowers growing through concrete.

He looked up when he heard me. His expression shifted — from focused to alert to something softer, something unguarded, something that he might have hidden if he'd had more warning.

"Can't sleep?" he asked.

"No."

"Bad dreams?"

"No dreams. Just..." I stood at the top of the stairs, my hands at my sides, wearing his t-shirt and a pair of borrowed shorts and nothing else, and I looked at him in the lamplight and I said the truest thing I'd said since the night Charlie died.

"I'm tired of being afraid of this."

He set the pen down. Slowly. He knew what I meant. He'd known for weeks — maybe longer, maybe since the gas station, since the paper rose, since the first time he'd looked at me and seen something worth looking at.

"Emily." His voice was careful. Measured. The voice of a man standing at the edge of a cliff and trying to decide whether the fall was worth it. "I'm your professor."

"I know."

"I'm eight years older than you."

"I know."

"There are things about me — about my life — that you don't know. Things that would change how you see me."

"I know that too."

He stood. The chair scraped against the floor. He was tall — taller than he seemed behind a desk, taller than he seemed in the alcove where we were always sitting — and in the lamplight, with the shadows carving his face into planes of light and dark, he looked like something carved from stone. Beautiful and dangerous and immovable.

"If we do this," he said, and his voice was barely above a whisper, "I can't undo it. I can't go back to being your professor who brings you coffee and folds paper roses and keeps a clinical distance. If we cross this line, it stays crossed."

"I don't want to go back."

"You might. When you find out—"

"Grey." I stepped toward him. One step. Two. Close enough to smell his cologne — smoke and something darker, something that lived underneath the smoke like embers under ash. "I've spent three years going back. Back to the bathroom floor. Back to the grief. Back to the version of myself that exists only to survive. I'm done going back. Whatever this is — whatever you are, whatever you've done — I want to go forward. With you."

He looked at me. Into me. Through all the layers — the scars, the medication, the sleeves pulled down, the performance of alive — into the place where the wire lived, the wire that had been dead for three years and was now humming so loudly that surely he could hear it.

His hand came up. Slowly. Like he was giving me time to pull away. His fingers touched my jaw — featherlight, barely there, the gentlest contact I'd felt from another human being since the night Charlie hugged me from behind and said love you, loser.

My breath caught.

"You're shaking," he whispered.

"I know."

"We can stop."

"I don't want to stop."

He kissed me.

Not hard. Not desperate. Not the way I'd imagined it in the dark, which was all urgency and collision and the catastrophic release of weeks of wanting. He kissed me the way you handle something that has been broken and is learning to be whole — carefully, precisely, with the absolute attention of someone who understood that the wrong amount of pressure could shatter everything.

His lips were warm. Soft. His hand moved from my jaw to the back of my neck, fingers threading into my hair, and the other hand found my waist and pulled me closer — not possessively, but protectively, as if he were trying to hold me and hold back at the same time.

I kissed him back. Clumsily at first — I hadn't kissed anyone in years, hadn't wanted to, had forgotten how the mechanics worked. But the mechanics didn't matter. What mattered was the heat of his mouth and the strength of his hands and the sound he made when I pressed closer — a low, quiet sound that came from somewhere deep in his chest and vibrated against my lips.

"Emily," he breathed against my mouth. Not a name. A prayer.

I pulled back enough to look at him. His eyes were dark — the gold swallowed by the black of his pupils, which were blown wide in a way that made my stomach flip. He was breathing hard. His hand was still in my hair, his thumb tracing circles behind my ear.

"Don't fold me into paper," I said. "I'm not a rose. I'm not fragile."

Something shifted in his expression. The careful restraint cracked, and what leaked through was heat — pure, undiluted, terrifying heat that I felt all the way to my toes.

"You're the furthest thing from fragile I've ever encountered," he said.

Then he kissed me again, and this time it wasn't gentle.



We didn't make it to the bed. Not at first.

He lifted me onto his desk and the leather notebook fell to the floor and neither of us cared. His mouth found my neck, my collarbone, the hollow of my throat where my pulse was hammering so hard I was sure he could feel it against his lips. His hands mapped me — shoulders, ribs, waist, hips — with the same precision he used for everything, as if he were memorizing the geography of me, committing every curve and angle to a memory he intended to keep forever.

"Wait," I said.

He stopped instantly. Pulled back. Eyes searching mine for the no.

But it wasn't a no. I pulled up the hem of my shirt — his shirt — and held my arms out. The scars. All of them. The old white lines and the newer pink ones and the two from the bathroom night that were still healing. An atlas of damage, mapped across the inside of my forearms like roads to places I'd rather forget.

"These are part of me," I said. My voice didn't shake. I needed it not to shake. "If you're going to touch me, you need to see all of me. Not just the parts that are easy to look at."

He looked at my arms.

Then he did something I didn't expect.

He lifted my left wrist to his mouth and pressed his lips against the scars. Not a kiss — something more. An acknowledgment. A consecration. He pressed his mouth to every line, every mark, every scar, and he did it slowly, with his eyes open, looking at me the entire time.

"These are proof that you survived," he said against my skin. "And surviving is the bravest thing you'll ever do."

I shattered.

Not the bad kind of shattering — not the bathroom floor, not the pills, not the grey, endless erosion of grief that had been wearing me down for three years. This was the other kind. The kind where something breaks because it needs to. The way ice breaks in spring. The way a shell breaks when something inside it is ready to emerge.

I kissed him. Hard. With everything — all the wanting, all the loneliness, all the years of being untouched and unloved and unseen. I kissed him like he was the last real thing in a world made of cardboard and performance, and he kissed me back like I was the first thing he'd ever been afraid to lose.

We made it to the bed eventually.

The loft. His sheets, which smelled like him — smoke and soap and that dark cologne I'd been breathing for weeks. Sirius had retreated to the bookshelf below, offended by the disruption to her sleeping schedule.

He was careful. Deliberate. Every touch preceded by a look — is this okay? Is this where you want me? — and when I nodded, when I pulled him closer, when I said yes and there and please, he gave me exactly what I asked for, nothing more, nothing less, with the focused attention of a man who understood that this was not just sex but excavation. Recovery. The reclamation of a body that had been used as a punching bag and a cutting board and a vehicle for survival, never as a source of pleasure.

He found the places that made me gasp and memorized them. He found the places that made me flinch — Jordan-places, fear-places, the spots where touch had always meant pain — and he avoided them with the precision of someone navigating a minefield. And when I cried — not from sadness but from the overwhelming, devastating relief of being held by someone whose hands existed to protect rather than destroy — he held me and pressed his forehead against mine and whispered, "I've got you. I'm here. I'm not leaving."

Afterward, we lay in the loft. The industrial windows let in the city lights — amber and white and the distant blue of a phone tower blinking on the horizon. Sirius had reclaimed her spot on the bed, curled between our feet, purring like a furry generator.

My head was on his chest. I could hear his heartbeat. Steady. Slower than mine. The heartbeat of a man who had learned to control even the involuntary.

"Grey," I whispered.

"Hmm."

"What's in the leather notebook?"

He was quiet for a moment. His fingers were in my hair, tracing slow patterns against my scalp. "Letters," he said.

"To who?"

"To you."

I lifted my head. Looked at him. His face was open in the way it only was when the walls were down — the post-sex honesty, the vulnerability of a man who had just let someone see him without his armor.

"Since when?"

"Since the gas station. Since July." His eyes found mine. "I've been writing letters to a girl I met behind a gas station who had no faith and dead eyes and a stuffed bear in her bag, because from the moment I saw her, I knew she was going to either save me or destroy me, and either way, I wanted to document the process."

"That's the most romantic and slightly unhinged thing anyone has ever said to me."

"I contain multitudes."

I laid my head back on his chest. Listened to his heartbeat. Felt Sirius purr against my ankles.

"I'm falling in love with you," I said.

The words fell out before I could stop them. Uncurated, unedited, unfiltered — the same way I'd started writing my novel, just bleeding onto the page and trusting that the truth was worth the mess.

His heartbeat didn't change. His breathing didn't change. But his arms tightened around me — a fractional increase in pressure that said more than words.

"I know," he said. "I've been falling since July."

I closed my eyes.

The wire in my chest was singing.

Not humming. Singing. A full, resonant, unbroken note that I hadn't heard since the night Charlie threw a pillow at my face and everything was loud and messy and alive.

I fell asleep in his arms.

No nightmares.

No dreams at all.

Just the dark, and his heartbeat, and the quiet, extraordinary miracle of being held.



Grey

November 3rd, 2021 — 4:17 AM

She was asleep.

Her breathing had settled into that deep, even rhythm that meant real sleep — not the light, surface-level unconsciousness she'd been managing on the couch, where every creak of the building or honk of a taxi pulled her halfway back to alert. This was different. This was surrender. Total, complete, the sleep of a person who had decided, consciously or not, that the body pressed against hers was safe.

I didn't sleep.

I lay in the dark and held her and thought about what I'd done.

Crossed the line. Obliterated the line. Taken the line and folded it into a paper rose and set it on fire.

She was my student. I was her professor. Malachi would be furious. Jeremy would be diplomatic about it, which was worse than furious because it meant he'd already seen it coming and had been waiting for me to catch up. The university, if they found out, would terminate my contract. The mission — Diamond, Eris, Remi, the entire surveillance operation — would be compromised.

I should have stopped it. I should have said no. I should have sent her back down the stairs with a kind word and a paper rose and the professional distance that was supposed to be my armor.

But she'd stood at the top of those stairs in my t-shirt and said I'm tired of being afraid of this, and the part of me that had been holding back — the rational, disciplined, mission-first part that Malachi had spent fifteen years building — crumbled like paper in a fist.

Because I was tired too.

Tired of the distance. Tired of folding feelings into paper because I didn't know what else to do with them. Tired of writing letters I never sent to a girl I couldn't have, in a notebook I hid in a drawer like evidence of a crime.

She showed me her scars.

All of them. Held her arms out in the lamplight and said these are part of me with a voice that didn't shake, and the courage of that gesture — the absolute, naked bravery of it — undid me more completely than any weapon ever had.

I kissed every scar because each one was proof. Proof that she'd been in the dark and chosen, over and over, to stay. Not because she wanted to — she'd told me, that night on the bathroom floor, that she'd stopped wanting. But because some stubborn, indestructible core of Emily Glass — the part that ate gummy worms and named raccoons and watched Doctor Who Christmas specials and carried her dead sister's bear — refused to give up, even when every other part of her had surrendered.

That core was the most beautiful thing I'd ever encountered.

More beautiful than the stars I'd named my cat after. More beautiful than the paper roses I folded in the dark. More beautiful than any of the books that lined my shelves or the words I'd written in the leather notebook that was now on the floor with a cracked spine and I didn't care, I didn't care about any of it, because she was asleep in my arms and her scars were against my skin and the sound she'd made when I held her — that broken, releasing, devastated exhale — was the most important sound I'd ever heard.

I called Malachi at 4:30 AM because I owed him the truth.

"She's with me," I said. "Not temporary."

A long silence. Malachi's silences were the most eloquent thing about him — each one calibrated, each one communicating a specific shade of disapproval or concern or resignation.

"Does she know what you are?" he asked.

"Not yet."

"And when she does?"

"I'll deal with it then."

"Greyson." His voice was soft. The soft that preceded the hard. "You are my son. I have loved you since the day Beckett brought you to me, a sixteen-year-old with blood on his hands and nowhere to go. I have watched you become something extraordinary — a protector, a strategist, a man of principle in a world that rewards the unprincipled. Do not let this girl be the thing that unmakes you."

"She won't unmake me. She's the reason I'm still made."

Another silence. Longer than the first.

"You have my blessing," Malachi said finally. "Not my approval — my approval would be conditional on circumstances that don't exist. But my blessing. Because I've heard your voice every day for sixteen years, and I have never heard it sound the way it does right now."

"How does it sound?"

"Alive."

He hung up.

I set the phone down. Looked at Emily. At the way the city light painted her face in amber and shadow. At her hand, resting on my chest, her fingers curled against my skin.

Alive.

Yes. That was the word. Not the operational, functional, mission-focused alive that I'd been performing for sixteen years. The real kind. The kind that came with risk and fear and the terrifying possibility of loss.

The kind that was worth it.

I pressed my lips to the top of her head. She stirred. Murmured something unintelligible. Burrowed closer.

Sirius purred at our feet.

Outside, the stars did what they always did — burned and died and burned again, in an endless cycle that most people mistook for permanence.

But I knew better now.

It wasn't permanence. It was persistence. The stubborn, irrational, magnificent refusal to stop burning even when the fuel ran out.

Like her.

Like us.

I closed my eyes and, for the first time in years, I slept.


  
    Chapter 11: New Normal

    
    
  
  Emily

November 8th, 2021

The new normal looked like this:

Wake up in the loft. Grey's arm across my waist, heavy and warm, his face pressed into the curve of my neck. Sirius at the foot of the bed, grooming herself with the focused indifference of a creature who had witnessed our entire descent into codependency and refused to be emotionally involved.

Coffee. His — black, two sugars, the cup he'd had since college. Mine — cream, two sugars, the mug he'd bought for me the day after I moved in, deep blue with a gold constellation printed on the side. Sirius. Of course.

Breakfast. Not gummy worms — Syn had staged an intervention, arriving at the apartment with grocery bags and a laminated meal plan and the quiet, unstoppable determination of a woman who would see me fed if it killed us both. Grey had watched this with his arms crossed and his almost-smile twitching, which meant he approved but would never admit to needing backup.

Classes. I went to his. He taught. We performed the distance — Miss Glass in the back row, Professor Navarro at the front, five feet of academic propriety between us like a moat around a castle that was already on fire. Nobody noticed. Or if they did, they chose not to notice, because the alternative — acknowledging that the professor and the student with the dead eyes had found something in each other that defied every rule of professional conduct — was too complicated for a Tuesday morning.

The alcove. Still ours. The stained glass, the windowsill, the radiator that ticked like a patient clock. But different now. His grading happened with one hand; the other rested on my ankle, my knee, whatever part of me was closest, as if he needed the contact to concentrate. I wrote my novel with my feet in his lap and his thumb tracing absent circles on my shin and the words came faster and truer than they ever had.

Sixty pages. Then seventy. Then eighty.

The novel was becoming something. Not just therapy disguised as fiction — though it was that too — but a real, breathing story about a girl who lost everything and was learning, slowly, painfully, beautifully, that the wreckage contained seeds.

"Read me the new pages," Grey would say.

And I would. Sitting on the windowsill with my laptop, my voice steadier than it used to be, reading sentences that bled and burned and said the things I'd been too afraid to say for three years.

He'd listen with his eyes closed. When I finished, he'd be quiet for a moment — processing, weighing, the silence of a man who took words seriously — and then he'd say something precise. Not praise. Precision.

"The scene with the kitchen. When the sister throws the pillow. You shifted tenses. Past to present. It works, but it needs to be intentional. Make it a choice, not a mistake."

"The father. He's too flat. Give him one moment of humanity — not redemption, just humanity. A flash that shows he was a person before he was a ghost."

"The grief. It's beautiful but it's relentless. Give the reader a beat. A moment of light between the dark. Not hope — just air. Let them breathe before you drown them again."

He made me better. Not by softening the edges or teaching me tricks or dressing my damage up in literary finery. By seeing the truth in what I wrote and demanding that I see it too.



The paper rose was on my pillow when I woke up on November 8th. Number fourteen. I'd stopped putting them in a jar — the jar was at Jordan's apartment, and those roses were gone, crushed and thrown away like everything Jordan touched. Instead, I'd started pressing them into the pages of my mother's notebook, each one marking a chapter, a milestone, a day when the wire hummed louder than the grief.

I found Grey in the kitchen, phone pressed to his ear, his posture rigid in the way that meant the call was important and not academic.

"I understand," he was saying. "Friday. Yes. I'll handle it." A pause. "And Jeremy? Keep her out of it. Completely." He glanced at me, and something flashed across his face — not guilt, exactly, but awareness. The awareness of a man maintaining two lives and watching them inch toward collision.

He hung up. Set the phone down. Turned to me with a smoothness that would have been seamless if I hadn't been studying his face for two months.

"Morning," he said. Normal voice. Coffee-offering voice. Nothing-happened voice.

"Who was that?"

"Work."

"Which work? Professor work or the other kind?"

He went still. Not freeze-still — Grey didn't freeze. He went contained-still, the kind of stillness that meant he was making decisions at high speed behind a face that showed nothing.

"What makes you think there's another kind?" he asked.

I poured my coffee. Sat on the counter — a habit I'd inherited from my mother, who believed chairs were a suggestion. "You have three phones. One for the university. One for me. One that you never use in front of me but that rings at 2 AM and makes you pace on the balcony for an hour. You have guns in your desk drawer. You have a passport in a different name. Jeremy is not a department secretary — department secretaries don't have the ability to forge housing documentation and tow trucks on speed dial."

He was watching me with an expression I hadn't seen before. Not surprise — he was too controlled for surprise. But something adjacent to it. Reassessment, maybe. The recalculation of a man who had underestimated the person in front of him.

"You're observant," he said.

"I've been surviving an abuser for three years. Observant is a prerequisite."

Silence. The coffee pot gurgled. Sirius jumped onto the counter and inserted herself between us with the diplomatic neutrality of a cat who understood that breakfast was more important than revelations.

"I can't tell you everything," Grey said. Slowly. Carefully. Selecting each word with the deliberation of a surgeon selecting instruments. "Not yet. Not because I don't trust you — I trust you more than I've trusted anyone in sixteen years. But because knowing puts you at risk, and keeping you safe is more important to me than keeping you informed."

"That's patriarchal bullshit."

"It's operational security."

"Same thing."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Almost-smile number sixty-two. "There are things about my life that exist outside the university. People I work with. Obligations I have. Some of those things are dangerous. Most of those things are illegal. All of those things are being handled by people who know what they're doing."

"Are you one of the people who know what they're doing?"

"On my better days."

I sipped my coffee. Processed. The information wasn't new — I'd been assembling the pieces for weeks, fitting them together in the background of my consciousness the way you assemble a puzzle when you don't have the picture on the box. The guns. The passport. The calls. Jeremy's military-grade competence. The way Grey moved through the world — constantly assessing, constantly aware, the hyper-vigilance of someone who had been trained to survive environments significantly more hostile than a university campus.

"Okay," I said.

He blinked. "Okay?"

"Okay. You have a dangerous life that you can't fully explain. I have eighty pages of a novel about loss and survival. Sirius has half an ear and a personality disorder. We're all works in progress." I set my mug down. "I'm not going anywhere, Grey. Not because I'm naive and not because I don't understand the implications. Because I chose this. I chose you. And I'd rather be in this kitchen with you and your three phones and your secrets than in any other kitchen in the world without them."

He crossed the room. Took my face in his hands. Kissed me — deep, urgent, the kiss of a man who had been holding his breath and had just been told he could exhale.

"You're extraordinary," he said against my mouth.

"I'm a mess."

"You're an extraordinary mess."

I laughed. Actually laughed. Not the half-breath, not the tentative exhale — a real, full, out-loud laugh that startled Sirius and surprised me and made Grey pull back and look at me with an expression that I would carry in my chest for the rest of my life.

Wonder.

Not the academic kind. Not the philosophical kind. The raw, human, helpless kind — the wonder of a man watching something happen that he'd stopped believing was possible.

"What?" I asked.

"You laughed," he said. "Actually laughed."

"People laugh."

"You haven't. Not like that. Not since I've known you."

He was right. The last time I'd laughed like that — full, involuntary, the kind that came from somewhere deeper than performance — was the night Charlie threw the pillow. The night before everything ended.

"I guess you're funny," I said.

"I've never been funny in my life."

"Then I guess I'm healing."

He kissed me again. Softer this time. The tenderness version. And I held onto his shirt and felt his heartbeat against mine and thought: this. This is what Wednesday looks like when you stop waiting for Tuesday to end.



That afternoon, my phone buzzed with a text from my father.

Dad: Jordan is dead. Helen found him this morning. He's gone, Emily. I hope you're satisfied.

I stared at the screen.

The words rearranged themselves and re-rearranged and still didn't make sense. Jordan. Dead. Jordan, who was 28 years old and 210 pounds and so violently, relentlessly alive that the idea of his absence was like imagining a world without gravity.

Emily: What happened?

Dad: They're saying suicide. Pills and alcohol. He did this because you left.

The accusation landed with surgical precision. My father knew exactly where to cut — not the body, like Jordan, but the soul. The weapon of a quiet man was his silence, and the weapon of a broken man was his blame.

I set the phone down. Picked it up. Set it down. My hands were shaking.

Grey found me in the bathroom. Not the floor — I'd promised myself, promised him, that I was done with floors. I was sitting on the edge of the tub, staring at the tile, my phone face-down on the counter.

"Emily." He crouched in front of me. Read my face the way he read everything — quickly, thoroughly, with a precision that left no room for misinterpretation. "What happened?"

"Jordan's dead."

A beat. His expression didn't change. Not even a flicker. "How?"

"Suicide. According to my dad. Pills and alcohol."

He was quiet for a moment. The kind of quiet that I was learning to recognize as his processing silence — not empty but full, packed with calculations and assessments and the rapid-fire decision-making of a mind that never stopped working.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"Are you?"

The question came out sharper than I intended. But it was honest. Because Grey had threatened Jordan. Grey had documentation on Jordan. Grey had a life that involved guns and passports and 2 AM phone calls, and Jordan was dead, and the timing was—

"I didn't do this," Grey said. Reading me again. Seeing the thought before I'd fully formed it. "I promise you, Emily. I didn't do this."

"But you know who did."

Silence. The loudest kind. The kind that was an answer even when it wasn't.

"Jordan was involved with people," Grey said carefully. "People connected to the drug operation I've been surveilling on campus. Eris. Diamond. The same network that Remi is part of. Jordan owed them money. A lot of money. And people who owe money to people like Eris tend to—"

"Die?"

"Find themselves in situations where living becomes difficult."

I laughed. Bitter. Wrong-shaped. The anti-laugh. "So my stepbrother who beat me for three years was also a drug addict who owed money to criminals, and the criminals killed him and made it look like suicide, and my father thinks it's my fault because I moved out."

"Your father is wrong. About everything. He's been wrong about everything since the night your mother died."

"I know that." My voice cracked. "But he's my father, and he just told me that the death of his son is my fault, and even though I know it's not true — even though I know that Jordan was a monster and the world is objectively safer without him — I can't stop the part of my brain that agrees with my father. That part is loud, Grey. That part has been writing the script for three years."

He sat beside me on the edge of the tub. Put his arm around me. Drew me into his side.

"The part of your brain that agrees with your father is the part that Jordan built," he said. "Three years of conditioning. Three years of being told you were worthless, that everything was your fault, that your existence was the problem. That voice isn't yours, Emily. It's his. And it will fade."

"When?"

"When you stop listening to it. When you replace it with a different voice." He pressed his lips to my temple. "Let me be that voice. Not forever — you'll find your own. But for now, let me."

I leaned into him. Let his warmth and his solidity and his cologne — smoke and something darker, something that lived underneath everything he showed the world — wrap around me like armor.

"I don't feel anything," I said. "About Jordan. I should feel something — grief, relief, anger, something. But there's nothing. Just... flatness."

"That's normal. Grief for an abuser is the most complicated grief there is, because it requires you to mourn someone who didn't deserve your mourning while simultaneously recognizing that your survival depended on their absence. The feelings will come. They'll be ugly and contradictory and they won't make sense. But they'll come."

"You sound like my therapist."

"Your therapist and I would have a lot to talk about."

"Please never meet my therapist."

He almost smiled. Number sixty-three. "Deal."

We sat on the edge of the tub for a long time. The bathroom was warm. The tile was clean. The razor was not on the shelf — Grey had removed it the first day I'd moved in, replaced it with an electric one, and I hadn't said anything because the gesture was so quietly enormous that acknowledging it would have broken me.

"I want to go to the alcove," I said. "I want to write."

"Then let's go."

We went. I wrote. Not about Jordan — not yet. About the sister. About the girl in the novel who was learning that the death of the people who hurt you didn't make the hurt go away, it just changed the shape of it, turned it from something sharp and immediate into something dull and permanent and heavy.

I wrote ten pages.

Grey sat across from me and graded papers and folded paper roses and didn't say a word, because he understood — better than anyone, better than Ash, better than Syn, better than my therapist — that sometimes the best thing you could do for someone in pain was simply be present.

At 6 PM, he drove us home. Made dinner — toast and soup, his culinary range, unapologetic. We ate on the couch with Sirius between us and a Doctor Who episode on the laptop, the one where the Doctor says goodbye to Amy and Rory, and I cried, and he held my hand, and it was the first time I'd ever cried about something fictional since the night Charlie died.

"I'm back," I whispered.

He squeezed my hand. "You never left."

But I had. For three years, I had. And now I was here, on a couch, with a man and a cat and a novel and a grief so complicated it would take years to untangle.

It was the most alive I'd felt since July 6th.

The wire sang.


  
    Chapter 12: The Threat Deepens

    
    
  
  Emily

November 15th, 2021

Two things happened on November 15th that changed the shape of my life.

The first was small. Domestic. The kind of thing that would never make it into a novel because it was too quiet, too ordinary, too devoid of the drama that readers demanded and writers manufactured.

Grey made me pancakes.

Not well. The man could disassemble a handgun in under four seconds — I'd seen him do it, accidentally, when he thought I was asleep and was cleaning his weapon at the kitchen counter with the focused efficiency of a mechanic servicing an engine — but he could not make pancakes. The first batch was charcoal. The second was raw in the middle. The third was lopsided and slightly burned on one edge and absolutely, irrefutably perfect.

He set the plate in front of me with the gravity of a man presenting a doctoral thesis. "Eat."

"These are beautiful."

"They're catastrophic."

"Catastrophically beautiful." I poured an obscene amount of maple syrup over them — the real kind, from Vermont, because Grey didn't keep the artificial stuff in his apartment on principle — and took a bite. Warm. Sweet. The texture of something that had been made by hands that were learning to be gentle after a lifetime of precision.

"My mom made pancakes every Sunday," I said, chewing. "She'd burn the first batch and nail the second and by the third, Charlie and I would be full and she'd end up eating the rest standing at the stove, reading her manuscript with syrup on her fingers."

Grey leaned against the counter. Watching me. Not eating — he never ate breakfast, which was a battle I was losing to his metabolism and his stubbornness. "What were her manuscripts about?"

"Love, mostly. Not the easy kind — the kind that costs something. The kind where the people are broken and the world is against them and they choose each other anyway, knowing it might destroy them." I paused. "She would have loved this. Us. She would have said, 'Emily, this is the kind of story I've been trying to write my whole life.'"

"She sounds like a wise woman."

"She was the wisest person I ever knew. And she died on a dark road in July because a man with a blood alcohol level of .18 decided to run a red light." I set my fork down. The pancakes were getting cold. "I used to think the universe was punishing me. For saying no. For staying home. For not being in that car."

"And now?"

"Now I think the universe doesn't punish or reward. It just is. Things happen. Stars collapse. Cars crash. People die. And the people who are left have to figure out how to keep breathing in a world that doesn't care whether they do or not."

"That's the most nihilistic optimism I've ever heard."

"I'm a work in progress."

He crossed the room. Leaned down. Kissed the top of my head. His lips were warm and his hands were on my shoulders and for a moment — one small, infinite moment — I was my mother at the kitchen counter, reading her manuscript with syrup on her fingers, surrounded by love and laughter and the unbearable, priceless normalcy of a Sunday morning.

Then his phone rang.

The third phone. The one that lived in the drawer of his nightstand, the one with no label and no contact names and a ringtone that sounded like the beginning of something bad.

Grey pulled back. His expression shifted — the domestic softness hardening into the operational mask I was learning to recognize. "Give me a minute."

He went to the balcony. Closed the door. I watched him through the glass — pacing, phone to his ear, his free hand running through his hair in the gesture that meant the news was bad.

Sirius jumped onto the counter and ate the rest of my pancakes. I let her.



The second thing that happened on November 15th was not small.

Grey returned from the balcony ten minutes later. His face was composed — carefully, deliberately, the way a surgeon's face is composed before telling a family something they don't want to hear.

"We need to talk," he said.

"That's never the beginning of a good conversation."

He sat across from me. Set the phone on the table. Looked at me with those hazel eyes — gold, serious, the walls partially down but the guard partially up, a man balancing truth and protection on a razor's edge.

"What I'm about to tell you doesn't leave this apartment. Not Ash. Not Syn. Not your therapist. This stays between us."

"Okay."

"I work for an organization called The Family. We're not government. We're not military. We operate in the spaces between — the things that need to be done that nobody official is willing to do. Surveillance. Extraction. Occasionally, elimination."

The word sat between us like a live grenade.

"Elimination," I repeated.

"People who traffic drugs to fourteen-year-olds. People who sell weapons to war zones. People who destroy lives for profit and hide behind money and lawyers and systems designed to protect them." His voice was even. Not defensive. Not apologetic. Factual. "Malachi — the man who leads our family — built this organization to fill the gap between what the law can do and what the law should do."

"And the teaching?"

"Cover. Diamond — the drug ring on campus — has been pushing fentanyl-laced product through student distributors. Remi Harris is one of them. Eris runs the distribution network. My job was to embed at the university, identify the players, and dismantle the operation from the inside."

I stared at him. At this man who had made me pancakes and kissed my scars and named his cat after a star. At this man who had saved my life on a bathroom floor and moved me out of an abuser's apartment and folded paper roses in the dark while I slept.

At this man who had just told me he killed people.

"Emily." His voice was careful. "Say something."

"I'm processing."

"Take your time."

"How much time do I have?"

"As much as you need."

I looked at Sirius, who had finished the pancakes and was now bathing on the counter with the serenity of a creature unburdened by moral complexity. I looked at the paper roses in the bowl. I looked at the bookshelf — Dostoevsky, Rumi, Camus, the philosophy of men who had spent their lives examining the boundary between right and wrong and had concluded, unanimously, that the boundary was imaginary.

"The night on the bathroom floor," I said. "When you came to get me. You picked my lock in six seconds."

"Yes."

"You've done that before."

"Many times."

"Not on bathroom doors."

"No. Not on bathroom doors."

"And Jordan. When you talked to him at the fountain. You didn't just threaten him with documentation."

Grey's jaw tightened. "I told him that I knew people who would make his life very difficult if he came near you again. People who operated outside the boundaries of what he understood. He believed me because he was already involved with those people — Eris's network — and he knew what they were capable of."

"And they killed him."

"Eris killed him. Because Jordan owed money he couldn't pay, and dead men don't collect debts. His death was staged as suicide. I had nothing to do with it."

"Would you have? If Eris hadn't gotten there first?"

The longest silence of the morning. Sirius stopped grooming. Even the city outside seemed to pause.

"I would have done whatever was necessary to keep you safe," Grey said. "And I would have lived with the consequences."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the most honest answer I've ever given anyone."

I should have been afraid. A rational person — a person who hadn't spent three years being conditioned to expect violence from the people closest to her — would have been afraid. Would have stood up, walked out, called the police, done any of the reasonable things that reasonable people do when they discover that the man they're sleeping with is a professional killer affiliated with a criminal organization.

But I wasn't rational. I was Emily Glass. I was the girl who named a raccoon Terry and watched Doctor Who to process grief and ate gummy worms for breakfast and wrote novels about dead sisters on the windowsill of an alcove in a wing of a university that nobody knew existed.

And the truth — the ugly, complicated, unreasonable truth — was that I had never felt safer than I did in this apartment, with this man, surrounded by his guns and his paper roses and his three phones and the stubborn, impossible fact that he had chosen to protect me when the entire rest of the world had chosen to look away.

"Okay," I said.

His eyebrows rose. A fraction. The Grey equivalent of shock. "Okay?"

"Okay. You're a criminal. You kill people. You work for an organization that operates outside the law. You embedded at my university to dismantle a drug ring. You made me pancakes." I picked up my fork. "The pancakes were better than the disclosure, but both are appreciated."

"Emily—"

"I'm not going anywhere, Grey. I told you that. I chose this. And by 'this,' I didn't mean the version of you that folds paper roses and quotes poetry. I meant all of you. The roses and the guns and the 2 AM phone calls and the parts you're still afraid to show me." I took a bite of the remaining pancake — the edge Sirius hadn't gotten to. Cold now. Still good. "My mother wrote about this. Love that costs something. Love where the people are broken and the world is against them and they choose each other anyway."

"Your mother was writing fiction."

"My mother was writing us."

He stared at me for a long time. The walls came down — not partially, not strategically, but completely. And what was behind them was not the professor or the protector or the operative. It was a man who had been carrying the weight of what he was for sixteen years and had just been told, by a girl eating cold pancakes in his kitchen, that the weight was shared now.

His eyes filled.

Grey — who controlled everything, who measured his words and managed his expressions and rationed his vulnerability like a limited resource — let his eyes fill with tears in his kitchen on a Monday morning while Sirius sat on the counter and I ate pancakes.

"Come here," I said.

He came. He stood in front of me and I pulled him down by his shirt and wrapped my arms around his neck and held him the way he'd held me — tightly, fiercely, with the absolute conviction that whatever came next, we would face it together.

"I love you," I whispered.

"I love you," he said. Into my hair. Against my skull. With a voice that shook — the only time I'd ever heard it shake. "More than I knew was possible."

We stood there for a long time. The coffee went cold. Sirius fell asleep on the counter. The city hummed outside the windows.

And the wire in my chest — the wire that had been dead and then humming and then singing — expanded. Grew. Became something bigger than connection, bigger than survival, bigger than the small, stubborn refusal to die that had been carrying me for three years.

It became love.

Not the easy kind. Not the kind in movies or greeting cards or the romance novels my mother used to read on Sunday mornings. The complicated kind. The kind that came with guns and secrets and a man who was simultaneously the safest and most dangerous thing in my world.

The kind that cost something.

The kind that was worth it.


  
    Chapter 13: Taken

    
    
  
  Emily

November 22nd, 2021

The call came at 3:47 PM on a Monday.

I was in the alcove. Sixty-three pages deep into Chapter Twelve of the novel, the part where the girl finds her sister's old journal in a box at the bottom of a closet and reads her handwriting for the first time in three years and realizes that grief isn't about missing the person — it's about missing the version of yourself that existed when they were alive.

My phone vibrated against the windowsill. Unknown number. I almost didn't answer — unknown numbers in my world were either Jordan's creditors (still calling, even though he was dead) or telemarketers trying to sell me car insurance for a car I didn't own.

But something made me pick up. Instinct. Stupidity. The universe's sense of humor, which had been particularly aggressive lately.

"Emily Glass?" A woman's voice. Professional. Clipped.

"Who is this?"

"This is Sarah, calling from St. Benedict's Hospital. I'm trying to reach the next of kin for Richard Glass."

My father.

"What happened?"

"Mr. Glass was admitted this afternoon following a cardiac event. He's stable but asking for family. Are you available to come in?"

I was already standing. Already grabbing my bag. Charlie's bear was inside it, pressed against my laptop, and the paper rose I'd been using as a bookmark fell to the floor.

"Where is St. Benedict's?"

"We're on Route 7, about forty minutes north of Calloway University. The cardiac unit is on the third floor."

"I'll be there."

I hung up and texted Grey.

Emily: my dad is in the hospital. cardiac event. I'm going to St. Benedict's.

No immediate response. He was in a meeting — the real kind, the Malachi kind, the kind that happened in locations without cell service and involved people whose names I didn't know.

I texted Jeremy.

Emily: Grey is in a meeting. My dad is at St. Benedict's Hospital, Route 7. Cardiac event. I'm taking a cab.

Jeremy: Wait for me. I'll drive you.

Emily: I can't wait. He's asking for me.

Jeremy: Emily. Wait.

But I didn't wait. Because my father — the man who had blamed me for Jordan's death, who had stopped speaking to me two years ago, who had let his son beat his daughter while he wrote checks to make the complaints disappear — was in a hospital asking for family, and despite everything, despite all of it, he was still my father, and some wires never fully snap.

I called a cab. Got in. Gave the address.

The driver was a middle-aged man with a Red Sox hat and the radio tuned to a classic rock station. Led Zeppelin. "Stairway to Heaven." Which was either appropriate or darkly ironic.

"Route 7?" he repeated. "That's a haul. Forty-five minutes, maybe an hour with traffic."

"That's fine."

The city gave way to suburbs, the suburbs to fields, the fields to the kind of rural nowhere that New England specializes in — stone walls, bare trees, the skeletal remains of summer farms waiting for spring like patients waiting for a diagnosis. The November sky was the color of old dishwater.

My phone buzzed.

Jeremy: Emily, St. Benedict's doesn't have a cardiac unit. I just checked. There's no record of a Richard Glass admission at any hospital in the area.

My stomach dropped.

Jeremy: Where are you? What cab company? I need your location NOW.

I looked at the driver. At his hands on the wheel. At the rearview mirror, where his eyes met mine — briefly, flatly, with an expression that had nothing to do with Red Sox baseball or Led Zeppelin.

The cab turned off Route 7.

Not at a hospital. Not at a building. At a gravel road that led into dense woods, the kind of road that existed on no GPS and served no purpose except to take people to places where they wouldn't be found.

"This isn't right," I said. My voice was thin. Calm. The calm of a person who had spent three years surviving and whose body knew, before her brain did, that survival mode was activating again. "Where are we going?"

The driver didn't respond.

"Where are we—"

Something hit the back of my head. Not the driver — someone behind me, in the trunk space, a person I hadn't seen because I'd been stupid, because I'd been in a hurry, because Jeremy had told me to wait and I hadn't listened.

The world went bright white. Then dark red. Then nothing at all.



Grey

November 22nd, 2021 — 5:12 PM

Jeremy's call came during the debrief.

I was in the warehouse on Meridian, the one Malachi used for operations meetings when he didn't want to be seen at the university. Eris's network was fracturing — we'd intercepted a shipment, turned two of his distributors, and the noose was tightening. Malachi was at the head of the table, his fedora on the chair beside him, mapping the next phase with the methodical patience of a chess player who could see twelve moves ahead.

My phone was off. Protocol. No phones during operational briefings.

When the briefing ended and I turned my phone on, I had seventeen missed calls from Jeremy and six texts that I read in the order they arrived and each one hit me like a bullet.

Jeremy: Emily's father reportedly at St. Benedict's. She's going alone.

Jeremy: No record of admission. St. Benedict's has no cardiac unit. This is a trap.

Jeremy: She's not responding. Cab company has no record of the dispatch.

Jeremy: Grey, pick up your fucking phone.

Jeremy: I traced her phone signal. Last ping was Route 7, two miles past the Meridian turnoff. Signal died at 4:23 PM.

Jeremy: She's gone.

I didn't remember leaving the warehouse. I didn't remember getting in the car. I didn't remember the drive — the speedometer climbing past 90, past 100, the engine screaming, the world reduced to a single point of focus so intense it burned everything else away.

She's gone.

Two words. The two worst words in any language. The words that meant the universe had done it again — taken the thing that mattered most and hidden it in the dark, and the dark was vast and I was one man and my hands were shaking on the wheel for the first time in sixteen years.

Jeremy met me at the Route 7 turnoff. He was calm — professionally calm, the calm of a man who had been trained to function in crisis and was doing so now with a precision that I envied and hated.

"Talk to me," I said.

"The call to Emily came from a burner. Untraceable. The 'hospital' story was designed to exploit the father connection — someone who knows her history, knows about Richard Glass, knows she'd respond to a family emergency. The cab was a setup. Driver matches the description of one of Diamond's mid-level operatives."

"Diamond is in prison."

"Diamond's network isn't. Eris has been restructuring. And there's someone new — we've been hearing the name Louis Nelson for weeks. I thought he was a ghost. He's not."

Louis Nelson. The name landed with the weight of a headstone.

"Who is he?"

"Former associate of Diamond's. We thought he was dead — you dealt with him three years ago in Lisbon. Apparently, the deal didn't take."

Lisbon. Three years ago. A mission that had gone sideways, a man I'd been sent to neutralize who had disappeared into the chaos of a port explosion. I'd reported him dead because the alternative — admitting failure — was something I hadn't been capable of at twenty-eight.

A mistake. My mistake.

And now Emily was paying for it.

"She's alive," Jeremy said. Not a question, not a hope — a statement of operational fact. "If they wanted her dead, they would have done it at the pickup point. They took her because she has leverage value. They took her because of you."

Because of me.

Because I had broken every rule Malachi had ever taught me. Because I had let a civilian into my life, into my apartment, into the part of me that was vulnerable, and someone had watched. Someone had waited. Someone had found the gap in my armor and driven a blade through it.

"How long?" I asked.

"Signal died at 4:23. That's fifty minutes ago. If they're moving by car, they're within a sixty-mile radius. If they've switched vehicles, wider."

"Malachi?"

"Already mobilizing. Azrael is en route from the coast."

Azrael. My brother. The one who wore masks and collected knives and existed in the space between sociopath and savant. If Azrael was coming, Malachi considered this critical.

"I want every camera on Route 7 pulled," I said. "Every gas station, every intersection, every traffic light. I want Diamond's network turned inside out. I want Remi Harris brought in — she knows something, she always knows something. And I want Louis Nelson's name in every database we have access to, which is all of them."

"Already done. Grey—" Jeremy paused. The professional calm flickered. Underneath it: worry. Real, human, unprofessional worry. "We'll find her."

"I know we will."

"How do you know?"

I looked at the road. At the gravel turnoff. At the tire marks in the mud that pointed into the woods like a finger pointing at the dark.

"Because if we don't, there's nothing left to find. Of her or of me."



Emily

Unknown date. Unknown location.

I woke up in pieces.

Not all at once — in fragments, like a film with frames missing. Ceiling. Concrete. The taste of blood. A zip tie around my wrists, plastic biting into the bruise Jordan had put there weeks ago, the universe's cruel joke: new restraints in the same spot as the old ones.

My head was a cathedral of pain. The blow had done something — cracked something, loosened something — and the world tilted when I turned my head, the room sliding sideways like a ship in a storm.

Room. It was a room. Small. No windows. A single bulb hanging from a wire, swinging slightly, casting shadows that moved like breathing. Concrete walls, concrete floor, the smell of damp and rust and something chemical that I couldn't identify.

I was lying on a cot. Thin mattress. No blanket. My jacket was gone. My phone was gone. Charlie's bear was gone.

The bear.

That's what broke me. Not the zip ties or the concrete or the swinging bulb or the pain in my skull that pulsed with every heartbeat. The bear. Charlie's bear. The one I'd carried every day for three years, the one that smelled like her bedroom and contained the last traces of a life I'd never get back.

I closed my eyes and breathed. In. Out. In. Out.

Deep breath, Snowflake.

Grey's voice in my head. Not a memory — a presence. As real and steady as if he were sitting beside me, his hand on my ankle, his almost-smile barely contained.

We've risen out of the dark.

Not yet. Not quite. But halfway. Always halfway.

The door opened.

A man walked in. Not the driver — someone else. Tall, thin, balding, with a face that reminded me of a bulldog left out in the rain. He was carrying a water bottle and a phone and an expression of professional boredom, as if kidnapping young women was an administrative task that had been delegated to him unfairly.

"You're awake," he observed.

"Where am I?"

"Somewhere your boyfriend won't find you for a while."

"He's not my boyfriend."

"No? What do you call the man who moved you into his apartment, threatened your stepbrother, and has been systematically dismantling our employer's operation for the last three months?"

I said nothing.

"His name is Greyson. He works for a man named Malachi. He's responsible for the deaths of seventeen people that we know of, including three associates of ours who were found in a shipping container in Lisbon with their throats cut. Shall I continue?"

I said nothing. My head was throbbing. The zip ties were cutting into my wrists. Somewhere, in a part of my brain that wasn't consumed by pain and fear, I was cataloguing — the man's voice, the room, the direction the shadows moved, the faint hum of machinery that suggested we were near an industrial area.

Matthew had taught me this. Not Matthew — I didn't know Matthew yet. Ash had taught me this. No. Nobody had taught me this. I was teaching myself, in real time, in a concrete room with a swinging light, because survival was something I'd been doing for three years and I wasn't going to stop now.

"Mr. Nelson will speak with you tomorrow," the man said. "He has questions about Greyson's operation. The more you cooperate, the sooner this ends."

"I don't know anything about his operation."

"We'll see." He set the water bottle on the floor. "Drink. You're dehydrated."

He left. The door locked. The lock was heavy — industrial, the kind you saw on storage units and holding cells.

I stared at the water bottle. Didn't touch it.

I closed my eyes.

Deep breath, Snowflake.

I breathed.



Time didn't work in the room.

Without windows, without my phone, without any reference point, the hours bled together into an undifferentiated mass. I slept, woke, slept again. The man came back twice — once with food I didn't eat and once with questions I didn't answer.

Another man came. Shorter. Rougher. He hit me once, across the face, when I refused to tell him Grey's third phone number. The blow was professional — designed to hurt, not to damage. Jordan's hits had been worse. Jordan's hits had been rage and whiskey and the unfocused violence of a man who couldn't control himself.

This was different. This was controlled. Purposeful. And somehow, that was scarier.

I retreated into myself. Into the place I'd built during three years with Jordan — the internal room where the wire lived, where the pain was distant, where the world was muffled and soft and nothing could touch me because I'd already been touched by worse.

I thought about Grey. About his hands folding paper roses. About his voice at 2 AM: Tell me about the ceiling fan. About the way he'd kissed my scars like they were something sacred.

I thought about Ash. About Syn's lavender candles and Ash's burnt popcorn and the couch that smelled like leather jacket and loyalty.

I thought about Charlie. About the pillow and the red sneakers and the grin that held twice the light.

Halfway out of the dark.

I held onto those words like a rope in a storm.

I didn't break.

I didn't bend.

I waited.

Because somewhere out there, a man with paper roses and three phones and a cat named after the brightest star in the sky was looking for me. I knew this with the same certainty that I knew the sun would rise and the stars would burn and the wire in my chest would keep humming even when the world went dark.

He was coming.

And when he got here, Louis Nelson was going to learn what happened when you took something from a man who had already lost everything else.



Grey

November 25th, 2021

Three days.

Seventy-two hours. 4,320 minutes. Every one of them a blade.

Jeremy tracked the cab to an abandoned property in Whitmore County — forty miles north, a decommissioned industrial complex that Louis Nelson had purchased through three shell corporations and a bank in the Caymans. Azrael confirmed the location through a network of contacts that I didn't ask about because Azrael's contacts operated in spaces that made our work look like community service.

Malachi coordinated. His men surrounded the complex at 3 AM on the fourth day. Silent. Professional. The kind of operation that left no trace and no witnesses and accomplished in thirty minutes what law enforcement would have spent months attempting.

I went in first.

Not because it was protocol. It wasn't. Malachi's protocol was systematic entry, threat neutralization, asset extraction. Cold. Clinical. Effective.

But she was in there. And I was done with protocol.

The complex was a labyrinth — concrete corridors, storage bays, the skeletal remains of machines that hadn't run in decades. Louis had six men. Had. By the time I reached the third corridor, he had two. Azrael handled the rest with the silent, methodical efficiency that made him both my brother and the thing that kept me awake at night.

The door was industrial. The lock was heavy.

I broke it in four seconds. Malachi would have been proud.

She was on the cot. Lying on her side, knees pulled to her chest, her hair matted, a bruise on her cheekbone that was already shifting from purple to yellow. Her eyes were closed. For one horrible, endless second, I thought—

But her chest was moving. Up. Down. Up. Down. The small, ordinary miracle of breathing.

I crossed the room. Dropped to my knees beside the cot. Cut the zip ties with a blade I kept in my sleeve. Her wrists were raw — red, swollen, the skin broken in places where the plastic had dug in.

"Emily."

Her eyes opened.

Blue. Glazed with pain and exhaustion and something else — something fierce and stubborn and unbroken that I recognized because I'd been seeing it since the night she'd eaten gummy worms behind a gas station and told me she had no faith.

"Hey," she whispered. Her voice was hoarse. Cracked. "You came."

"I always come."

"You took four days."

"I'm aware. I'll do better next time."

"Don't let there be a next time."

I picked her up. She weighed even less than before — four days without proper food or water, three of them spent on a cot in a concrete room. She pressed her face into my neck and her fingers gripped my jacket and I carried her out of the room, through the corridor, past the things I'd done to get to her, into the cold November air.

Malachi was by the car. His face, when he saw her, went through something I'd never seen on him before — a flash of raw, fatherly pain that he suppressed in the time it took to blink.

"Is she—"

"She's alive." I set her in the car. Wrapped a blanket around her. Jeremy appeared with water and a first-aid kit.

"The bear," she whispered. "Grey. Charlie's bear. They took it."

"I'll find it."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

I went back inside. Found the bear in a storage room, thrown in a corner, dusty and forgotten. I brushed it off and held it carefully, the way you hold something that weighs nothing and means everything.

I brought it back to her.

She clutched it to her chest and closed her eyes and cried — silent, shaking, the tears of a person who had been holding it together through sheer force of will and was finally, in the safety of the car, in the proximity of the bear and the man and the knowledge that it was over, letting go.

I held her while she cried. While Jeremy drove and Malachi sat in the passenger seat and Azrael vanished into the dark to do whatever Azrael did when the mission was complete.

"It's over," I told her. "I've got you."

She didn't respond. Just held the bear. Just cried.

Sirius was waiting at the apartment door when we arrived. She took one look at Emily, jumped into her lap, and began to purr.

The cat knew.

The cat always knew.


  
    Chapter 14: Recovery

    
    
  
  Emily

November 29th, 2021

The first thing I noticed when I woke up was the light.

Not the swinging bulb. Not the concrete-filtered grey that had been my sky for four days. Real light — warm, golden, pouring through Grey's industrial windows like liquid honey, painting the loft in shades of amber that I had never appreciated before and would never take for granted again.

The second thing I noticed was Sirius.

She was on my chest. Purring. Her single-and-a-half ears were flattened back in the way that meant she was actively choosing to love me, which for Sirius was the emotional equivalent of a standing ovation. Her fur was warm and her weight was real and she smelled like cat food and the lavender dryer sheets Grey used on his blankets.

The third thing I noticed was the gap.

Not a physical gap. A temporal one. A missing section in my memory that stretched from the concrete room to this bed, from the zip ties to the sheets, from the swinging bulb to the sunlight. I remembered Grey carrying me. I remembered the car. I remembered Sirius jumping into my lap and the bear in my arms and then — nothing. A void. A film with frames removed.

"What day is it?" I asked the ceiling.

"Saturday," Grey said. From somewhere below. The kitchen, by the sound of it — the coffee maker hissing, a cup being set on the counter. "November 29th. You've been sleeping for three days."

Three days.

"That's a lot of sleeping."

"You earned it."

I sat up. Slowly. My body was a catalogue of damage — the bruise on my cheekbone, still shifting through its colour palette like a time-lapse of violence. My wrists, wrapped in clean bandages that Grey had changed while I slept (I knew this because the bandages were fresh and I hadn't been conscious enough to change them myself). A headache that lived behind my right eye like a tenant who refused to pay rent.

But I was alive.

The word meant something different now. Before the concrete room, "alive" had been a default state — the thing that happened when you didn't die, the B-side of existence, the participation trophy of biology. Now it was a choice. A deliberate, active, moment-by-moment choice to be here, in this body, in this bed, in this world that had tried very hard to remove me from it and had failed.

I found Charlie's bear on the pillow beside me. Dusty. One eye slightly askew from its adventure in the storage room. But present. Accounted for. Rescued.

I held it to my face and breathed in and there it was — faint, almost gone, buried under dust and concrete and the chemical smell of wherever I'd been — the ghost of Charlie's bedroom. Vanilla fabric softener and the Yankee candle she kept on her nightstand (Clean Cotton, always Clean Cotton, because she said it smelled like possibility) and something underneath that was just her. Just Charlie.

"Hey," I whispered to the bear. "We made it."

The bear said nothing. The bear had never said anything. But his one good eye and his dusty fur and his stubborn, persistent presence in my life were the closest thing to a response I was going to get.

Grey appeared at the top of the stairs. Coffee in each hand. Hair pushed back. Shadows under his eyes that suggested he hadn't been doing much sleeping of his own over the past week.

He set my mug on the nightstand. Sat on the edge of the bed. Looked at me with an expression I was learning to translate — the layered communication of a man who felt things so intensely that his face could only show a fraction, like an iceberg, ninety percent submerged.

"How bad?" I asked.

"You have a mild concussion. Dehydration, malnutrition, bruising. The wrists will scar." He paused. "Do you remember what happened?"

I searched the gap. Prodded it the way you'd prod a loose tooth — carefully, expecting pain. "The call. The cab. Something hit me. Then... the room. The men. Questions about you. One of them hit me when I wouldn't answer." I frowned. "After that, it's pieces. You carrying me. The car. Sirius."

"That's normal. Concussions create gaps. The memories may come back, or they may not. Either way, you're safe now."

"Is he dead? The man who took me?"

Grey's expression didn't change. "Louis Nelson is no longer a threat."

"That's not what I asked."

"It's what I'm willing to answer."

I looked at him. At this man who had killed people — who had possibly killed people in the last week, for me, because of me — and I searched for the feeling that a normal person would have. Revulsion. Horror. The moral vertigo of loving someone capable of violence.

I found nothing.

Not nothing-nothing — not the dead wire, not the hollow. A different kind of nothing. An acceptance so complete it felt like peace. He had done what he had done because I was in that room, and I was no longer in that room, and the reasons for my liberation were ugly and necessary and I could not bring myself to condemn them.

"Come here," I said.

He set his coffee down. Moved closer. I took his face in my hands — my bandaged, damaged hands on his jaw — and looked at him.

"Thank you," I said. "For finding me. For bringing back the bear. For being the person who comes when everything is dark."

His eyes filled. Second time I'd seen it. The careful, controlled, rationed vulnerability of a man who couldn't afford to break and was breaking anyway.

"I should have been there," he said. His voice was rough. Raw. "I should have had someone watching you. I should have—"

"Stop."

"Emily—"

"Stop. You found me. That's what matters. Not the timeline, not the should-haves, not the operational review. You. Found. Me." I pressed my forehead against his. "I'm here. I'm alive. We're halfway out of the dark, remember?"

He exhaled. A long, shuddering breath that carried the weight of four days of terror and rage and the helpless, devastating fear of a man who had discovered, too late, that losing her would unmake him.

"I love you," he said.

"I know."

"I am in love with you. Not the careful version. Not the measured version. The kind that makes you stupid and reckless and willing to walk into a building full of armed men with nothing but a blade and the absolute certainty that the person inside is worth every risk."

"That is stupid and reckless."

"I'm aware."

"I love you too. The stupid, reckless, walk-into-buildings version."

He kissed me. Gentle. The recovery kiss — careful of the bruise on my cheek, careful of the headache, careful of everything that had been done to me and everything I was still processing. His hand cupped the back of my neck and his thumb traced circles behind my ear and I melted into him the way water melts into earth — completely, irreversibly, with the understanding that nothing would grow without the merging.



Recovery was not linear.

I learned this over the following days, which blurred together in a haze of sleep and soup and Sirius's purr and Grey's quiet, constant presence. Some hours I was fine — talking, eating, writing in my notebook, watching Doctor Who with my head on Grey's shoulder while Sirius slept on his lap and the apartment was warm and golden and safe.

Other hours, I was not fine.

The gaps in my memory had edges. Sharp, jagged edges that caught on things — a door closing too loudly, the buzz of a phone, the smell of concrete, the sensation of plastic on my wrists. Each trigger opened a window into the missing days, and what came through the window was not memory but feeling — terror, helplessness, the animal certainty of being trapped.

I'd freeze. Lock up. My body would go rigid and my breathing would stop and I'd be in the room again, the bulb swinging, the man's voice asking questions, the zip ties cutting.

Grey learned to read the freezes. He'd stop what he was doing, cross the room, and sit beside me — not touching, not speaking, just present. Occupying the same air. Waiting.

"Tell me five things you can see," he'd say when the freeze started to crack.

"The bookshelf. Sirius. Your coffee cup. The paper roses. The window."

"Four things you can feel."

"The couch. The blanket. Your hand. The bear."

"Three things you can hear."

"Sirius purring. The radiator. Your voice."

"Two things you can smell."

"Your cologne. The coffee."

"One thing you can taste."

"Gummy worms."

"You're not eating gummy worms."

"I can always taste gummy worms. It's a permanent condition."

The corner of his mouth would twitch. The almost-smile. And the room would come back — the real room, his room, with the books and the roses and the industrial windows and the cat — and the concrete room would fade, not disappearing but dimming, like a nightmare losing its grip in the first light of morning.



On December 1st, I wrote again.

Not the novel. Something else. Something that came from the gap — from the missing days, from the place where my memory had folded in on itself and compressed the terror into a shape I could hold without being cut.

I sat on the windowsill in the alcove — our alcove, unchanged, the stained glass and the radiator and the stone floor — and I opened my laptop and I typed:

The room was small.

That was the first thing she noticed. Not the pain — that came later. Not the darkness — that was already familiar. The room was small, and the ceiling was low, and the air tasted like concrete and fear, and she lay on a cot with her wrists bound and her sister's bear missing and she thought: I've been in rooms like this before.

Not physically. Not literally. But the room Jordan built — the one made of fists and whiskey and the grinding repetition of you're nothing, you're worthless, you should have been in that car — that room was small too. That room had no windows. That room had a lock.

The difference was that this time, someone was coming to break the door down.

And that changed everything.

I wrote for three hours. When I stopped, I had twenty pages. The novel was now 140 pages. Past the halfway mark. Past the point where most writers abandoned their manuscripts because the ending was too far away and the beginning was too far behind and the middle was a swamp that swallowed ambition.

But I wasn't most writers.

I was Emily Glass. I ate gummy worms and named raccoons and carried my dead sister's bear. I had survived an abuser, a bathroom floor, a concrete room, and the systematic dismantling of every illusion I'd ever had about the world.

The novel was not going to beat me.

The novel was going to be the thing that proved I was still here.

Grey found me in the alcove at 4 PM. He'd been in a meeting — the Malachi kind, tying up the loose ends of what had happened, ensuring that what remained of Louis Nelson's network couldn't regroup.

He sat on the floor. Our usual positions. Five feet of stone and shared silence.

"How many pages?" he asked.

"Twenty."

"Good?"

"Ugly and real."

"That's always good." He pulled a paper rose from his pocket. Set it on the floor between us. Number fifteen. "I spoke with Malachi. Diamond's network is finished. Eris has been... dealt with. Remi has been removed from campus."

"Removed how?"

"Transferred. With documentation that ensures she won't be distributing anything more dangerous than flyers for the remainder of her academic career."

"And us?"

"Us?"

"The professor-student thing. If Diamond's network is finished, do you still need the cover? The teaching?"

He was quiet for a moment. The stained-glass light moved across the floor — amber and crimson and cobalt, the same colours as always, unchanged by everything that had changed around them.

"No," he said. "I don't need the cover."

"So you'll stop teaching."

"At the end of the semester. Yes."

"And then?"

"And then I'll be whatever you need me to be. A partner. A protector. A man who makes terrible pancakes and folds paper roses and names his cat after stars." He looked at me. Walls down. Entirely down. "Whatever you'll have me be, Emily. That's what I'll be."

I picked up the paper rose. Pressed it between the pages of my mother's notebook.

"I'll have you be mine," I said.

"I already am."

The wire sang.

The light moved.

And somewhere in the gap — in the missing days, in the dark, in the concrete room where I'd held onto his voice like a rope — a new memory surfaced. Not from the kidnapping. From before. From the night at the gas station, two months and a lifetime ago, when a stranger asked me if I had faith in anything and I said no.

I had faith now.

Not in the universe. Not in God. Not in the abstract, philosophical sense that Grey had been probing for that night behind the gas station.

In him. In us. In the stubborn, impossible, magnificent fact that two broken people had found each other in the dark and chosen to stay.

That was my faith.

And it was enough.


  
    Chapter 15: The Charity Event

    
    
  
  Emily

December 14th, 2021

The dress was green.

Not a quiet green — not sage or olive or any of the muted, apologetic greens that hid behind other colours and hoped nobody would notice them. This was emerald. Vivid. The kind of green that demanded attention and then stared you down when you gave it, daring you to look away.

Ash had picked it out. Or rather, Ash had dragged me to a boutique downtown, shoved me into a dressing room with seven options, and informed me that I was attending Calloway University's Winter Charity Gala whether I wanted to or not, and I was going to look like "someone who has decided to rejoin the living, which, frankly, is long overdue."

"I don't go to galas," I'd said through the dressing room curtain.

"You also didn't go to parties, didn't eat proper meals, didn't leave your apartment, and didn't fall in love with your professor, and yet here we are."

"She makes a point," Syn called from the bench where she was reviewing fabric swatches for her and Ash's new curtains with the meticulous attention of a woman who understood that a home was built one deliberate choice at a time.

The emerald dress won. Not because it was the prettiest — though it was — but because when I put it on and looked at myself in the mirror, I didn't recognize the person looking back. She was thin. She had shadows under her eyes. She had scars on her wrists that the long sleeves almost covered and a bruise on her cheekbone that makeup had reduced to a whisper.

But she was standing straight. Her chin was up. Her eyes — blue, the same blue as always — had something in them that hadn't been there six months ago. Not light, exactly. Not yet. But the shadow of light. The echo of it. The space where light might go if it was given permission.

"That's the one," Ash said, peering around the curtain. "Grey is going to lose his entire mind."



The gala was held in the Calloway ballroom — a wood-paneled relic from the university's founding era, all chandeliers and wainscoting and the particular pretension of institutions that believed mahogany was a personality. Students, faculty, donors, and the university president milled about in formal wear, making the kind of conversation that existed solely to fill silence with the appearance of substance.

Grey was already there when I arrived with Ash and Syn. He was standing near the bar in a black suit — properly tailored, sharp-shouldered, the kind of suit that turned heads and raised questions about the salary of a creative writing professor. His tie was dark green.

The same green as my dress.

I hadn't told him what I was wearing. He hadn't asked. But Jeremy — who apparently functioned as Grey's intelligence network, personal assistant, and fashion consultant — had texted Ash, and Ash had texted back a photo, and the conspiracy had resulted in a coordinated colour scheme that I would have found romantic if it weren't also mildly unsettling.

He saw me from across the room. I watched his eyes track from the door to Ash to Syn to me, and when they landed, his entire body changed. Not obviously — Grey didn't do obvious. But his shoulders dropped a fraction. His jaw relaxed. The almost-smile appeared and, for the first time in my observation, tipped over into an actual smile.

Small. Private. A smile meant for one person.

I crossed the room. He met me halfway.

"You look—" He stopped. Recalibrated. The man who had a vocabulary for everything — collapsing stars and flooding Niles and the philosophical weight of faith — was searching for a word.

"Like someone who has decided to rejoin the living?" I offered.

"Like someone who never left." He took my hand. Lifted it to his lips. Pressed a kiss to my knuckles with a formality that was both old-fashioned and devastating. "You're extraordinary."

"You're biased."

"Thoroughly."

We moved through the gala together. Not as professor and student — that performance had ended with the semester, with Diamond's network, with the careful dismantling of every pretense that had allowed us to exist in the same orbit. We moved as partners. As the thing we were, undisguised, in front of the university and its donors and its mahogany-paneled expectations.

Some people stared. Let them.

Ash and Syn danced. Cam and Katelyn appeared, slightly drunk, enormously supportive. My novel had reached 180 pages and word had spread through the creative writing department that Emily Glass — the quiet one, the one who sat in the back row and never spoke — was writing something that made professors cry.

I found Grey by the bar during a lull, his jacket unbuttoned, a glass of whiskey in his hand that he wasn't drinking. He was watching the room with that habitual awareness — scanning, assessing, cataloguing threats that didn't exist in a university ballroom but that his body couldn't stop looking for.

"You're surveilling the catering staff," I said.

"The new server by the door has a suspicious bulge in his left pocket."

"That's his phone."

"Or a knife."

"It's his phone, Grey."

He almost smiled. "Probably."

I leaned against the bar beside him. Our shoulders touched. The point of contact was warm and electric and I wanted to expand it — to press into him, to fold myself against his side, to exist in the space where his cologne and his warmth created a microclimate that felt like home.

"There's something I need to tell you," he said.

My stomach tightened. The last time he'd said those words, he'd told me about The Family, about Malachi, about the guns and the missions and the part of his life that existed in the dark. I braced.

"Malachi is here."

I blinked. "Here? At the gala?"

"He arrived this afternoon. He wanted to meet you."

"The head of your criminal organization wants to meet me. At a charity event."

"Malachi appreciates irony."

Before I could respond, a man appeared at Grey's elbow. Not appeared — materialized, with the silent grace of someone who had spent decades entering rooms without being noticed and was now choosing to be noticed, which was infinitely more unsettling.

He was older than I expected. Late sixties, maybe. A bald head that gleamed under the chandeliers, a neatly trimmed beard, and eyes that were the bluest I'd ever seen — a deep, oceanic blue that reminded me, painfully, of Charlie's eyes in certain light. He was wearing a three-piece suit in charcoal with a pocket square in emerald green, and his smile was the warmest thing in the room.

"So," he said, extending a hand. "This is the famous Emily."

His voice was like aged wood — rich, solid, the kind of voice that made you want to sit down and listen to stories that lasted for hours. There was a faint accent underneath the English — European, I thought, but smoothed by years of practice into something that belonged everywhere and nowhere.

"Emily Glass," I said, taking his hand. His grip was firm but careful. The handshake of a man who understood the difference between strength and gentleness and chose both.

"Malachi," he said. Simply. No last name. No title. "I have heard a great deal about you. Greyson has been... unusually verbose."

"Greyson is never verbose."

"Exactly." His eyes twinkled. Actually twinkled, the way eyes did in fairy tales and nowhere else. "The fact that he has been speaks volumes about you, my dear."

I liked him immediately. Not cautiously, not strategically — immediately, with the instinctive trust that I'd learned, through years of reading people for threats, to recognize as rare and reliable. Malachi radiated a specific kind of energy: the energy of a man who had done terrible things and used the guilt to fuel extraordinary goodness.

"I understand you're writing a novel," he said. "About loss and recovery."

"About a girl who loses her sister and has to learn who she is without her."

"And is she learning?"

I glanced at Grey. At this man who had given me paper roses and grounding techniques and a cat named after the brightest star in the sky. "She's getting there."

Malachi smiled. It transformed his face — the lines around his eyes deepened, his whole expression opened, and for a moment he looked not like the head of a criminal organization but like someone's grandfather, the kind who kept butterscotch in his pockets and told stories about the war.

"Greyson," Malachi said, turning to Grey with the casual authority of a man who expected to be listened to. "Walk with me."

They stepped away. I watched them cross the ballroom — the tall, sharp-edged younger man and the compact, warm-eyed older one — and disappear through a door that led to the university gardens.

Ash appeared at my side. "Was that him? The crime boss?"

"He has a pocket square."

"Crime bosses can't have pocket squares?"

"He looked like someone's grandpa."

"Someone's grandpa who controls a network of assassins and intelligence operatives."

"Yes. But a very nice grandpa."



Grey

December 14th, 2021 — 9:47 PM

The garden was cold. December cold. The kind that cut through suit fabric and reminded you that comfort was a temporary state.

Malachi didn't seem to notice. He walked the gravel path between dormant rose bushes with his hands clasped behind his back and his breath forming clouds that dissolved the moment they formed.

"She's remarkable," he said.

"I know."

"She's also in danger."

I stopped walking. "Louis Nelson is dead."

"Louis Nelson is dead. Louis Nelson's network is not." Malachi turned to face me. The garden lights cast his shadow long across the gravel, a dark shape that extended further than the man who cast it. "Azrael intercepted communications last week. Someone within Nelson's former operation has been reaching out to contacts. Rebuilding. The target is still you, Greyson, but the method has changed. They're not coming for Emily again — they're coming for you directly. And they're patient."

"Who?"

"We don't know yet. Azrael is working it. But until we do, the situation is fluid. And fluid situations are the ones where people get hurt."

I absorbed this. Processed it with the clinical detachment that Malachi had trained into me — assess the threat, calculate the risk, determine the optimal course of action. The training was effective. It had kept me alive for sixteen years.

But it didn't account for Emily.

The training said: distance yourself. Cut the connection. Remove the vulnerability. Go dark, go mobile, become the weapon instead of the target.

Everything else said: no.

"What do you need?" I asked.

"I need you to come in. Not permanently — a mission. Azrael and I have identified Nelson's successor. He's operating out of Europe. We need to find him, and we need to end this before it circles back to her."

"How long?"

"Unknown. Weeks, possibly months. Possibly longer."

The word "months" landed on my chest like a stone.

"And Emily?"

"Jeremy and Matthew will stay. They'll watch over her. She'll be as safe as we can make her without you here."

"That's not safe enough."

"No. It's not. But it's the best option among a collection of bad options, and you know that." Malachi studied me. His blue eyes were gentle but immovable. "Greyson. You found her in a concrete room. You carried her out. You kissed her scars and held her while she cried and you are the reason she is standing in that ballroom wearing an emerald dress and looking like someone who has decided to live. But the threat to her is you. As long as Nelson's people are active, she is a target. The only way to remove the target is to remove the threat."

He was right. He was always right. That was the most infuriating thing about Malachi — his rightness was absolute, empirical, verified by decades of experience and a track record of decisions that had kept every member of The Family alive through situations that should have killed them.

"When?" I asked.

"December 21st. One week."

One week with Emily. And then darkness. Separation. The mission — the endless, grinding, necessary work of hunting men through unfamiliar cities and sleeping in places without names and wondering, every minute of every day, whether the girl with the paper roses and the stuffed bear and the wire in her chest was still singing.

"I'll tell her tonight," I said.

"Be gentle."

"I'm always gentle with her."

"I know." Malachi placed his hand on my shoulder. The weight of it — physical, emotional, paternal — was the heaviest thing in the garden. "That's why I worry."

He walked back inside. I stood in the garden among the dormant roses — the real ones, thorned and sleeping, waiting for spring — and I thought about collapsing stars and burning debris and the magnificent, terrible cost of loving someone in a world that punished love.

Then I went back inside to find Emily.

She was on the dance floor with Ash. Not really dancing — swaying, mostly, laughing at something Ash had said, her head tipped back and her emerald dress catching the chandelier light and turning it into something that looked like joy.

I watched her for a long time.

Then I crossed the room and took her hand and pulled her close, and we danced — slowly, badly, to music that was too fast for what we were doing — and she looked up at me with those blue eyes and said, "You look like you're about to tell me something terrible."

"Not terrible. Necessary."

"In my experience, those are the same thing."

I told her. In the middle of the dance floor, with Ash and Syn twenty feet away and Malachi watching from the bar and the university president giving a speech about charitable giving that nobody was listening to. I told her about the mission. About Louis Nelson's successor. About the weeks or months of separation that would begin in one week.

She didn't cry. She didn't argue. She held my hand and looked at me with an expression that I had never seen on another human face — a combination of love and fear and fury and the absolute, unshakable refusal to let any of those things win.

"You'll come back," she said. Not a question.

"I'll come back."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

"Grey." Her hand tightened on mine. "I've already lost everyone. My mom. Charlie. Jordan, in a different way. I can't — I won't —" She stopped. Breathed. Regrouped. The resilience of a woman who had been to the bathroom floor and the concrete room and the other side of grief and had decided, each time, to stay. "Come back to me. Whatever it takes. Whoever you have to be. Come back."

"I will come back to you," I said, and I meant it with every atom of my being, with the same certainty that I meant the paper roses and the grounding techniques and the fifteen letters in the leather notebook that she still hadn't read.

"I will always come back to you."

She kissed me. In front of everyone. In front of the chandeliers and the mahogany and the university president. A kiss that tasted like champagne and tears and the ferocious, unstoppable will of a girl who had been through hell and was still, impossibly, standing.

Ash cheered. Malachi smiled. The university president paused his speech.

And the wire — my wire, the one I'd stopped believing I had, the one that had been dead since a sixteen-year-old boy with blood on his hands was brought to a man in a fedora and told that he was home now — hummed.

For the first time.

Because of her.


  
    Chapter 16: The Last Week

    
    
  
  Emily

December 15th–20th, 2021

Six days.

That's what we had. Six days between the night he told me and the morning he left. Six days to pack a lifetime of love into a container that might not hold, to memorize each other so thoroughly that distance couldn't erase us, to build something strong enough to survive whatever was coming.

We didn't waste a minute.



December 15th. Monday.

Grey made coffee at 5 AM. I heard him moving in the kitchen — quiet, deliberate, the way he moved through everything — and I came down from the loft wrapped in his blanket, Sirius trailing behind me with the offended dignity of a cat whose sleep had been disturbed by human emotions.

"I have a request," I said, sitting on the counter.

"Name it."

"Read me the letters."

He went still. The coffee pot gurgled into the silence. "Emily—"

"The leather notebook. The letters you've been writing since July. You said they were for me. I want to hear them."

He looked at me for a long time. The pre-dawn light was blue and cold and it turned everything in the apartment into shapes that existed halfway between shadow and substance.

Then he went to the loft. Came back with the notebook. Sat on the couch. Opened it.

And he read.

The first letter was from July 8th. The day after the gas station.

Emily,

I met a girl tonight who has no faith. She was buying gummy worms at midnight and she smelled like vodka and cheap shampoo and she looked at me with the eyes of someone who has been drowning for so long that she's forgotten she was ever above water.

I gave her a paper rose because I didn't know what else to give. I called her Snowflake because the word appeared in my head the moment I saw her and wouldn't leave. I don't know her name. I don't know her story. I know that she carries grief the way soldiers carry ammunition — close, heavy, always ready to fire.

I am supposed to be here for Malachi. For the mission. For the network that is poisoning this campus and the children on it.

But all I can think about is the girl with the gummy worms.

I think she might be the most important person I've ever met. And I think that terrifies me more than anything Eris could do.

— G

He read eleven more letters. Each one a dispatch from the front lines of falling in love — measured at first, then desperate, then tender, then raw. Letters about watching me in class. Letters about the alcove. Letters about the night on the bathroom floor, which was the longest letter, four pages, his handwriting deteriorating from controlled to frantic as the memory overwhelmed the pen.

The last letter was from November 3rd. The night we first slept together.

Emily,

You showed me your scars tonight. You held your arms out in my lamplight and dared me to look. And I looked. And what I saw was not damage — it was courage. Every line, every mark, every scar was a moment where you chose to survive something that was designed to destroy you. Where most people would have broken, you bled. And then you kept going.

I kissed every scar because they deserve to be kissed. Because the body that carries them deserves tenderness. Because you, Emily Glass, are the bravest person I have ever known, and bravery should be met with reverence, not pity.

I am in love with you. Not the version of love that exists in poems or the novels on my shelf or the romance manuscripts your mother left behind. The version that exists in the dark. The version that costs everything. The version where two people who have no business finding each other — a girl with no faith and a man with too much blood on his hands — look across a gas station parking lot and recognize something in each other that the rest of the world missed.

You are my collapsing star. And I will spend the rest of my life watching you burn brighter than anything I've ever seen.

— G

By the time he finished reading, I was crying. Not the delicate, cinematic kind — the ugly kind, the kind that wrecked your face and soaked the blanket and made Sirius leave the room in offended protest.

"You wrote that the night we—"

"Yes."

"While I was sleeping?"

"I couldn't sleep. I was too busy being terrified."

"Of what?"

"Of how much I meant every word."

I crossed the room. Climbed onto the couch beside him. Took the notebook and closed it and put it aside and then I put my hands on his face and I looked at him — really looked, the way you look at a painting in a museum, not for the technique but for the truth.

"You're coming back," I said.

"I'm coming back."

"You have to. Because I am not finished with you, Greyson Navarro. I have not finished reading your letters or eating your terrible pancakes or being woken up by your cat at 4 AM. I have not finished writing my novel or laughing at your surveillance instincts or watching your face when I read my sentences out loud. I am not finished. And you are not allowed to be finished either."

He kissed me. Hard. The kind of kiss that said goodbye and hello at the same time, that tasted like coffee and salt and the desperate, ferocious refusal to let go.



December 16th. Tuesday.

We went to the alcove. One last time.

The stained-glass window was winter-dim — the light that came through it was thin, watery, the ghost of the golden kaleidoscope that had painted our shared silences for three months. The radiator ticked. The windowsill was cold.

I sat in my spot. He sat in his. Five feet of stone. Our usual distance, our usual positions, as if the geography of the alcove could preserve us even when the people changed.

"I want to give you something," I said.

I opened my bag. Pulled out a stack of paper — not typed, handwritten. 200 pages of my novel, printed and annotated, with margins full of notes and arrows and the specific mess of a writer in the act of building something from the ruins of herself.

"The manuscript," Grey said.

"The whole thing. Every page I've written since the night you told me to write my title. I want you to take it with you."

"Emily—"

"I need you to have a reason to come back. Beyond me, beyond Sirius, beyond paper roses. I need you to have the novel. Because you're the one who made me write it. You stood in a classroom and said 'writing is the act of opening a vein and bleeding onto the page,' and I opened a vein, and the pages are yours. They've always been yours."

He took the manuscript. Held it the way he'd held my mother's notebook — with reverence, with care, with the understanding that he was holding not just paper but a person's soul rendered in sentences.

"I'll read every word," he said.

"I know you will."

"And I'll come back and tell you which sentences are perfect and which ones need work."

"Mostly the ones about you need work."

"The ones about me are the best ones."

"The ones about you are the most biased ones."

He almost smiled. Number ninety-something. I'd lost count. "I'll add it to my list. One manuscript to read. One woman to return to. One cat to feed."

"Don't forget the cat."

"Nobody forgets Sirius. Sirius doesn't allow it."

I looked at the stained-glass window. At the woman with her book, preserved in coloured glass, frozen in the act of reading for eternity. I wondered if she was lonely in there. I wondered if she had someone who'd read her letters and kissed her scars and told her she was collapsing and rebuilding at the same time.

"Grey."

"Yeah?"

"When you come back — and you are coming back, that's not negotiable — I want to finish the novel. And I want to publish it. With my name on it. Emily Glass. Not a pseudonym, not a pen name. My real name. Because I'm done hiding behind other people's versions of me."

His eyes were bright. Not tears — something deeper. Pride, maybe. The fierce, protective, expansive pride of a person watching someone they love become the person they were always meant to be.

"Your mother would be proud," he said.

"My mother would be crying and eating pancakes."

"Then she and I have more in common than I thought."



December 17th. Wednesday.

Ash came over. With Syn, and a bottle of wine, and the kind of energy that meant she had prepared a speech.

"I need to say something," she announced, sitting cross-legged on Grey's couch with Sirius in her lap and her dimple piercings catching the lamplight. "And I need you both to listen without interrupting, which I know is hard for you" — she pointed at me — "and impossible for you" — she pointed at Grey.

"Go ahead," Grey said, leaning against the kitchen counter with his arms crossed.

"I hated you for six weeks." Ash pointed at Grey. "When Emily told me about you — about the professor thing, about the age gap, about the guns — I made a list of reasons to destroy you. It was twelve items long. Syn proofread it."

"It was very thorough," Syn confirmed from the armchair, wine in hand.

"But then Emily moved in here. And she started sleeping. And she started eating. And she started laughing — really laughing, not the fake laugh she's been doing since Charlie died. And she started writing again. And she stopped wearing long sleeves indoors. And she looked at you the way my mom looks at my dad, which is the way people look at the one thing in the world that makes every other thing make sense."

Ash paused. Her eyes were bright. "So I burned the list. Because you made my best friend alive again. And that's worth more than any list."

The room was quiet.

Grey uncrossed his arms. Crossed the room. Held out his hand.

Ash took it. Gripped it hard. "You come back to her," she said. "Or I will find you. And I don't have a criminal organization, but I have determination and an internet connection, and you'd be amazed what a bisexual woman with a grudge can accomplish with those two things."

"I believe you," Grey said.

"Good."

She let go of his hand, turned to me, and burst into tears. "I'm so proud of you, Em. I'm so fucking proud."

I held her. My best friend since second grade, who had never stopped trying to pull me out of the dark, who had offered her couch and her floor and her grandmother's spare room, who had noticed every bruise and named every silence and refused — stubbornly, loudly, lovingly — to let me disappear.

"I love you," I whispered.

"I love you more."

"Not possible."

"Very possible. I'm a very loving person. I have references."

Syn appeared behind us, wrapping her arms around us both. "I also love you," she said. "And I brought cupcakes."

We ate cupcakes and drank wine and watched terrible television and Ash told stories about our childhood that made Grey laugh — actually laugh, the sound rare and deep and startling — and Sirius ate frosting off a cupcake wrapper and vomited on the rug and Syn cleaned it up because Syn cleaned up everything, always, without complaint, because that was who she was.

At midnight, Ash and Syn left. At the door, Ash turned back.

"Emily."

"Yeah?"

"Halfway out of the dark. Right?"

I smiled. "Halfway out of the dark."

She left.



December 20th. Saturday. The last day.

We spent it in bed.

Not entirely — we ate, we walked Sirius to the bodega on the corner where the owner knew her and gave her treats, we sat on the balcony in the December cold and watched the city do what cities do. But mostly, we spent it in bed.

His arms around me. My head on his chest. The leather notebook on the nightstand, closed now, its letters delivered. The manuscript in his bag, packed and ready.

"Tell me about Sirius," I said. "The real story. Not the version you told me on the phone that night."

He was quiet for a moment. His fingers were in my hair, tracing patterns I couldn't see.

"I was sixteen," he said. "The year Malachi found me. Before that, I was... nowhere. My parents were dead. Foster care was a series of houses that got worse instead of better. The last house — the one where I got the scar" — he touched the line through his eyebrow — "was the one I ran from. I lived on the street for three months before Malachi's people found me."

"And the cat?"

"The cat was behind a restaurant in the alley where I slept. She was starving. Missing most of an ear. Feral in the way that animals become feral when every human they've encountered has been a threat. She wouldn't let anyone near her. She'd hiss, scratch, bite. The restaurant staff wanted to call animal control."

"But you didn't."

"I sat. Every night, after the restaurant closed, I'd sit in the alley and I wouldn't move. I wouldn't try to touch her. I wouldn't talk to her. I'd just... be there. For weeks. Sirius would watch me from behind the dumpster, and I'd watch her, and neither of us moved."

"And then?"

"And then one night — it was raining, I remember, the kind of cold rain that goes through your bones — she walked up. Slowly. Like she was testing every step. And she pressed her face against my knee. And I put my hand on her head. And she purred."

His voice had gone soft. The voice he used in the dark. The voice that existed beneath the professor, beneath the operative, beneath every version of Greyson Navarro that the world had created.

"That was the first time I understood that trust wasn't given," he said. "It was earned. Through patience. Through presence. Through the willingness to sit in the dark and wait for as long as it takes."

I lifted my head. Looked at him. "Is that what you did with me? Sat and waited?"

"I folded paper roses and waited. Slight variation."

"Significant variation."

"I'm a man of many talents."

I kissed him. Slowly. The last-day kiss. The kind that memorized the shape of his mouth and the warmth of his breath and the way his hand found the small of my back and pressed me closer, as if the laws of physics were the only thing preventing us from occupying the same space.

"I'll wait for you," I said.

"I know."

"Not patiently. I'll be furious the entire time. I'll text you constantly. I'll send you pictures of Sirius and angry voice memos and pages of the novel that you have to read immediately or I'll lose my mind."

"I look forward to all of it."

"And when you come back—"

"When I come back."

"We're getting a bigger apartment. With a balcony. And a second cat."

"Sirius won't tolerate a second cat."

"Sirius will adapt. She's resilient."

He almost smiled. The last almost-smile before the mission. I memorized it — the exact degree of the lip-twitch, the crinkle around his eyes, the way it transformed his face from dangerous to human.

"I love you," he said.

"I love you more."

"Not possible."

"Everyone keeps saying that and everyone keeps being wrong."

He held me. Tightly. The way you hold something precious in a world that takes precious things and breaks them.

"Halfway out of the dark," he whispered.

"Halfway out of the dark," I whispered back.

And we stayed in bed, and Sirius purred between us, and the city hummed outside, and the paper roses on the nightstand caught the last light of the shortest day, and I committed every second to memory — the warmth of him, the weight of his arm, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against my ear — because memory was the only thing that distance couldn't take.

Not the bad kind of memory. Not the Jordan kind, the grief kind, the bathroom-floor kind.

The good kind. The kind that sustained you. The kind that kept the wire singing even when the song had no audience.

The kind that brought you home.


  
    Chapter 17: Apart

    
    
  
  Emily

January 2022 — March 2022

The first month was the worst.

Not because of anything dramatic — no kidnappings, no bathroom floors, no concrete rooms. The worst part was the ordinary. The devastating, grinding, relentless ordinary of waking up in a bed that was too big and making coffee in a kitchen that was too quiet and feeding a cat who sat on the counter and stared at the door as if she, too, was waiting for the sound of his key in the lock.

Grey had left on December 21st. 4 AM. Still dark. He'd kissed me in the loft — long, thorough, the kind of kiss that tried to compress months of absence into seconds of contact — and then he'd picked up his bag and walked down the stairs and paused at the door.

"Read the novel," he'd said. "Finish it."

"Come back."

"I will."

"Grey."

He'd turned. In the pre-dawn dark, his face was all shadows and angles, the scar through his eyebrow a thin white line.

"I'm scared," I'd said. The admission cost everything. I'd spent three years performing bravery — performing survival, performing fine, performing alive — and admitting fear felt like removing the last piece of armor and standing naked in a battlefield.

"I know," he'd said. "Be scared. But don't stop."

Then he'd left.

The door closed. The lock clicked. Sirius jumped off the counter, crossed the apartment, sat in front of the door, and meowed once — a short, declarative sound that meant: the important human has left and I am registering my objection.

"Same," I told her.



January was grey.

Not Grey-grey. Colour-grey. Weather-grey. The sky was a permanent ceiling of clouds that looked like dirty cotton, and the campus was covered in a layer of ice that made every walk to class a negotiation with gravity, and the world felt smaller without him in it — contracted, reduced, as if his absence had literally shrunk the available space.

I wrote.

Not because I wanted to — wanting required energy I didn't have. Because I'd promised. Because the novel was the thread that connected me to him across whatever distance he was traveling, and if I stopped writing, the thread would go slack, and slack threads were the ones that broke.

The alcove was mine now. Without Grey's academic cover, the East Wing was unpatrolled, and I could come and go as I pleased. I wrote there every day — windowsill, laptop, the stained-glass woman watching me from her eternal book — and the pages accumulated the way snow accumulated, one layer at a time, each one indistinguishable from the last until you looked up and realized you'd built something.

200 pages. Then 220. Then 240.

The novel was taking shape. Not just the story — the structure. The architecture of loss and recovery rendered in chapters that alternated between the girl's past (her sister, her mother, the life that was) and her present (the professor, the cat, the life that is), with each alternation bringing the two timelines closer together until they merged, in the final chapter, into a single voice that was neither past nor present but both. A voice that said: I am the sum of everything I've lost and everything I've gained, and neither cancels the other out.

I didn't know how the novel ended yet. I was afraid to know. Because the ending depended on a phone that rang at unpredictable intervals from a number that changed every week, and the voice on the other end, and whether the voice would keep coming.



Grey's calls were brief. Encrypted. Infrequent.

He'd call at odd hours — 3 AM, 11 PM, the temporal no-man's-land of international operations — and the conversations had the compressed, urgent quality of people trying to say everything in the minutes they were allowed.

"Where are you?" I'd ask.

"I can't say."

"Are you safe?"

"Relatively."

"'Relatively' is not the same as 'yes.'"

"It's the most honest answer available."

"I hate honest answers."

"I know. How's the novel?"

"240 pages. The girl is at the part where the professor leaves and she has to figure out who she is without him."

"And who is she?"

"That's the question. That's the whole question."

A pause. The hiss of a connection that spanned continents and time zones and the specific silence of a man choosing his words the way a surgeon chose his instruments.

"She's the same person she was before he arrived," Grey said. "She just didn't know it yet."



February was harder.

The calls became less frequent. Once a week, then once every two weeks, then a stretch of seventeen days where the phone was silent and the apartment was quiet and Sirius stopped sitting by the door and instead took up residence on my chest at night, her purr a substitute heartbeat.

I went to therapy. Dr. Anand — a woman with kind eyes and a directness that I appreciated because I'd spent three years surrounded by people who spoke around my damage instead of to it.

"You're experiencing anticipatory grief," she said during our third session. "The fear of losing him is triggering the same neural pathways as actual loss. Your brain doesn't distinguish between the two."

"Great. My brain is an idiot."

"Your brain is trying to protect you. It's been trained by three years of actual loss to expect more loss. It's doing what it was designed to do."

"And what do I do?"

"You do what you've been doing. You write. You eat. You sleep. You let the people around you — Ash, Syn, Jeremy, Matthew — hold the weight you can't carry alone. And you trust that the man you love is doing everything in his power to come back to you."

"What if he doesn't?"

Dr. Anand was quiet for a moment. Not the strategic quiet of a therapist loading her next observation. The human quiet of a woman who understood the question.

"Then you survive that too," she said. "Because surviving is what you do. It's who you are."



March arrived with the subtlety of a door being kicked in. The snow melted. The ice receded. The campus emerged from its winter shell like a creature blinking in sudden light, and the world turned green — not emerald, not yet, but the cautious, tentative green of things deciding whether it was safe to grow.

My novel was at 310 pages.

Three hundred and ten pages of a girl who had lost her twin sister and learned, through pain and love and the patient, relentless presence of people who refused to give up on her, that loss didn't have to be the end. That the wire — the broken connection between herself and the world — could be repaired. Not to what it was before. Something different. Something stronger. Something that hummed with a frequency that was all her own.

I was writing the climax.

The chapter where the girl finishes her novel and reads the last page and realizes that the person she's been writing about — the girl who lost everything — is not a character. She's her. She's always been her. The novel was not a story about someone else. It was a mirror. And the reflection looking back was not the broken girl who started writing on a windowsill in October. It was a woman who had taken every shard of broken glass and arranged them into a mosaic that caught the light differently than the whole ever did.

I was writing this chapter — sitting in the alcove, late afternoon, the stained-glass window painting the floor in colours that I'd memorized but never tired of — when my phone rang.

Grey.

"Hey," I said. Casual. Normal. As if my heart hadn't just relocated to my throat.

"Emily." His voice was different. Not tired, not careful, not the compressed-urgency of the encrypted calls. Open. Warm. The voice from the loft, from the letters, from the night he read me his notebook and cried.

"Where are you?"

"Turn around."



I turned around.

He was in the doorway.

Thinner. A new scar on his left hand that hadn't been there in December. Wearing a coat I didn't recognize and carrying a bag I did — the same bag he'd packed that morning in the dark — and looking at me with an expression that broke every remaining wall I'd built.

Relief. Exhaustion. Love. The specific, devastating love of a man who had spent three months hunting ghosts through unfamiliar cities while carrying a manuscript in his bag that he'd read four times and annotated in the margins with a red pen.

"You came back," I said.

"I told you I would."

"You took three months."

"I'm aware. I'll do better next time."

"Don't let there be a next time."

I crossed the alcove. He crossed the threshold. We met in the middle — in the stained-glass light, on the stone floor, in the space between the windowsill and the door that had been ours since September.

He dropped the bag. I dropped the laptop.

We collided.

Not gently. Not carefully. Not the recovery kiss or the last-day kiss or any of the calibrated, measured kisses he'd given me when I was fragile. This was the reunion. The I-thought-I-might-never-see-you-again kiss. The full-body, full-heart, every-atom-of-me-has-been-waiting-for-every-atom-of-you kiss that tasted like tears and airplane coffee and the three months of silence that had almost broken us.

His hands found my waist. My face. My hair. He held me like I was real — not fragile, not damaged, not the girl on the bathroom floor. Real. Solid. The woman who had written 310 pages in his absence and survived a winter without him and kept the wire singing even when the song had no audience.

"I read the novel," he said against my mouth. "I read it four times."

"And?"

"It's the best thing I've ever read. And I say that as someone who has read Dostoevsky, Rumi, and the entire canon of Western literature."

"Better than Dostoevsky?"

"Dostoevsky never made me cry on a plane."

I laughed. Actually laughed. The full, real, involuntary laugh that I'd been rationing for months. "You cried on a plane?"

"Twice. The chapter about the sister's journal. And the chapter about the paper roses."

"Those are the best chapters."

"Every chapter is the best chapter. That's the sign of a great novel."

I buried my face in his neck. Breathed him in — smoke and something darker, the dark cologne, the warmth underneath everything. He was thinner but he was here. He was scarred but he was here. He was tired and travel-worn and he smelled like an international flight and he was here, he was here, he was here.

"Is it over?" I asked. "The mission. Louis Nelson's people. Is it done?"

"It's done. The network is dismantled. Malachi confirmed this morning."

"And you're..."

"Home. I'm home."

Home. Not the apartment, though he meant that too. Home the way I meant it when I wrote about the girl finding her way back — not to a place, but to a person. To the one person who made every other place make sense.

"The novel needs an ending," I said.

"The novel has an ending. You just haven't written it yet."

"What's the ending?"

He pulled back. Looked at me. In the stained-glass light, his eyes were gold — pure gold, the way they'd been the first night in the alcove when he'd pointed at Sirius through the window and told me about the Nile.

"The ending," he said, "is that she survives. Not despite the loss. Because of it. Because the loss taught her who she was, and who she was turned out to be someone worth knowing."

I stared at him.

"That's the ending," I whispered. "That's exactly the ending."

"I know. I've been carrying it in my pocket for three months. Along with this."

He reached into his coat and pulled out a paper rose.

Not just any paper rose. This one was different. Folded from a page of the manuscript — my manuscript, my words, my sentences made into petals and stems and the careful geometry of a man who turned paper into flowers because his hands needed something to do that wasn't destructive.

I could see the words on the petals. Fragments of sentences. She died on a Tuesday. And: The wire hummed. And: Halfway out of the dark.

"Number sixteen," he said. "Made from page 237. Your best page."

I took it. Held it in both hands. This rose made from my own words, folded by the hands of the man I loved, carried across continents and time zones and three months of silence.

"I missed you," I said.

"I missed you more."

"Not possible."

"Extremely possible. I had a cat-shaped hole in my life."

"Just the cat-shaped hole?"

"And a gummy-worm-shaped hole. And a novel-shaped hole. And an Emily-shaped hole that was so large I could see through it."

I kissed him again. Softer this time. The homecoming kiss. The we-made-it kiss.

The stained-glass light moved across the floor.

The radiator ticked.

And somewhere above us, visible through the darkening glass, Sirius was burning.

Steady. Bright. Unextinguished.

Like us.


  
    Chapter 18: The Phone Fight

    
    
  
  Emily

March 28th, 2022

The fight started over something stupid.

That's how the worst fights always start — not over the big things, not over the guns or the secrets or the three months of silence or the concrete room. Over something small, trivial, a crack in the surface that gives way to the flood underneath.

Grey had been back for two weeks. Two weeks of the new normal — the apartment, the coffee, the loft, Sirius reclaiming her throne on his chest with the proprietary satisfaction of a cat who had endured three months of inferior sleeping arrangements and was not going to let anyone forget it.

Two weeks of pretending everything was fine.

Because that's what we did. We were both experts at it — me from three years with Jordan, him from sixteen years with Malachi. Perform normal. Perform fine. Tuck the damage behind the smile and the coffee and the paper roses and hope that if you perform long enough, the performance becomes real.

It didn't.

The crack appeared on a Thursday afternoon. I was in the alcove, writing. Grey was grading — he'd resumed teaching for the spring semester, a decision that surprised me and that I hadn't questioned because questioning Grey's professional choices felt like the first step toward questioning everything, and I wasn't ready for everything.

My phone buzzed. A text from Ash.

Ash: hey, campus security alert just went out. someone reported a suspicious vehicle in the south lot. probably nothing but stay inside.

I showed Grey. Casually. The way you show someone a weather forecast or a menu change at the cafeteria.

His reaction was not casual.

He was on his feet in half a second. Phone out — the third phone, the one that still made my stomach twist. Calling Jeremy. His face was locked into the operational mask, every line of his body rigid with the specific tension of a man whose threat-assessment protocol had been activated by a text about a parking lot.

"It's probably nothing," I said.

He held up a hand. The wait gesture. The I'm-in-charge gesture. The gesture that, in a different context, I might have found reassuring but in this context — in our alcove, in our space, the one place where we were equals — felt like a door closing.

"Jeremy. South lot. Campus security alert. I need eyes on it. Now." He paused, listening. "I don't care if it's nothing. Confirm it's nothing. And pull the camera footage from the last two hours."

He hung up. Turned to me. "We're leaving."

"Grey, it's a parking lot alert. They send those every other week. Last time it was a student's van with a broken taillight."

"And the time before that, you were taken from a fake cab and held in a concrete room for four days." His voice was sharp. Not angry — controlled, which was worse. The controlled voice meant the fear was so large that it required management. "I'm not taking risks with you."

"I'm not a risk. I'm a person."

"You're a person I almost lost."

"And now you're treating me like a package. Something to secure. Something to move from point A to point B when the threat level changes."

He went still. That contained stillness. "That's not what I'm doing."

"It's exactly what you're doing. You've been doing it since you came back. Every time my phone rings, you check the number. Every time someone knocks on the apartment door, you reach for the drawer. Last week you followed me to the cafeteria and sat three tables away pretending to read the New York Times."

"I was reading the New York Times."

"You were reading it upside down."

Silence.

The stained-glass light moved across the floor. The radiator ticked. Everything in the alcove was the same as it had been for six months — except us. We were different. The gap between us wasn't five feet of stone anymore. It was three months of fear and silence and the unspoken question that had been building since the night he came back:

What did you do over there?

"I need you to talk to me," I said. My voice was shaking. I hated that my voice was shaking. I'd been to the bathroom floor and the concrete room and I could face down those things without flinching, but this — this quiet, careful, controlled version of the man I loved who was slowly suffocating me with his protection — this made me shake.

"About what?"

"About what happened. The mission. The three months. The new scar on your hand. The fact that you flinch when doors close too fast. The fact that you haven't slept through the night since you came back — don't lie, I can feel you leaving the bed at 3 AM to pace the balcony."

"Emily—"

"You told me once that collapsing stars can burn brighter than the originals. That debris, given the right conditions, becomes something new. But that only works if the debris isn't hidden. You can't build something from wreckage you won't acknowledge."

His jaw tightened. "There are things I can't tell you."

"I'm not asking for operational details. I'm asking for you. The person underneath the mission. The person who wrote me letters and read my novel on a plane and cried. Where is that person?"

"He's standing right here."

"No. The person standing here is the operative. The protector. The version of you that Malachi built. I fell in love with the other one. The one who makes pancakes and talks about stars and lets me see him without the armor. Where did he go?"

"He went to Europe and did things that he's not ready to talk about."

The words landed. Heavy. Raw. The first honest thing he'd said in two weeks.

I looked at him. At this man who had saved me and loved me and left me and come back changed — carrying something in his body that I recognized because I carried it too. The weight. The invisible, crushing, permanent weight of having been in the dark and done things in the dark that the light would judge.

"Okay," I said. Softer now. "You don't have to talk about it today. But you have to stop protecting me from yourself. Because that's what you're doing — you're not protecting me from Louis Nelson's people or campus security threats or suspicious vehicles. You're protecting me from the part of you that came back different. And I don't need that protection. I need you. All of you. Including the parts that scare you."

He looked at me. The walls trembled. I could see them — the careful, constructed barriers that Malachi had built and that I had been dismantling, one paper rose at a time, since July.

"I killed three people in February," he said. Flat. Factual. The voice of a mission debrief, not a confession. "One of them was barely older than you. Twenty-four. He was Nelson's communications officer. He begged. I did it anyway because the alternative was letting the network regroup and the network's primary target was you."

The words sat between us like stones.

"I killed him and I felt nothing," Grey continued. "Not guilt. Not righteousness. Not the moral complexity that I used to feel — the weight that Malachi taught me to carry as proof that we were different from the people we hunted. Nothing. Just the mechanical efficiency of a man completing a task."

"And that scares you."

"It terrifies me. Because the version of me that feels nothing when he kills is the version that shouldn't be anywhere near you. The version that is exactly the kind of man that I've spent my life trying not to become."

I got up from the windowsill. Crossed the five feet. Sat beside him on the floor. Took his hand — the one with the new scar, the evidence of whatever had happened in whatever room in whatever city.

"Listen to me," I said. "I have spent three years being hit by a man who felt nothing. Jordan felt nothing when he broke my things. He felt nothing when he bruised my wrists. He felt nothing when he crushed my roses and told me I was worthless." I paused. "The fact that you feel terror — the fact that the absence of feeling scares you — is the proof that you are not that man. Monsters don't fear becoming monsters. They don't even know what they are."

His hand tightened on mine.

"You went to Europe and you did terrible things for a necessary reason and you came back carrying the weight of it. That's not numbness, Grey. That's shock. It's the same thing I experienced after the concrete room — the body shutting down to survive, closing doors one by one until you're standing in a hallway with no rooms. The doors reopen. I'm proof of that."

"Emily—"

"The doors reopen. But only if you let someone help you open them. Not Malachi. Not Jeremy. Not the operational debrief. Me. Let me help. That's what I'm here for. Not to be protected. To be your partner."

He was quiet for a long time. The stained-glass light moved from the floor to the wall, the colours shifting, the woman with her book watching us from her eternal glass.

Then he leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes and exhaled — a long, shuddering breath that carried the weight of three months and three deaths and the specific, devastating fear of a man who loved someone more than he loved himself and was afraid that who he was would destroy what they had.

"I don't deserve you," he said.

"Nobody deserves anybody. Deserving isn't the point. Choosing is the point. And I choose you. The version that makes pancakes and the version that kills people and the version that cries on planes and the version that reads the New York Times upside down to watch me eat lunch. All of them. Every version."

He opened his eyes. Looked at me. And the walls came down — not partially, not strategically, but completely, in the total collapse of a man who had been holding everything together with force of will and had finally, in the stained-glass light of their alcove, let go.

He cried.

Not the controlled, rationed tears of December. The real kind. The ugly, shaking, full-body kind that came from the place where the sixteen-year-old boy with blood on his hands still lived, the boy who had been brought to a man in a fedora and told that he was home now, the boy who had spent his entire adult life trying to be good enough to deserve the home he'd been given.

I held him. On the floor of the alcove, in the stained-glass light, with the radiator ticking and the campus quiet outside and the universe continuing its indifferent rotation around a star called Sirius that burned and burned and burned.

"I'm sorry," he said. Into my shoulder. "I'm sorry I shut you out."

"Don't be sorry. Be here."

"I'm here."

"Stay here."

"I'm not going anywhere."

We sat on the floor for a long time. The light changed. The shadows moved. My back ached and my legs went numb and I didn't care because the man in my arms was finally, after three months and two weeks and one stupid parking lot alert, letting me carry some of the weight.



That night, in the loft, he told me everything.

The cities. The contacts. The three men — their names, their faces, the rooms where it happened. The sound of a twenty-four-year-old begging and the silence afterward that was worse than the sound. The letters he'd written on planes and in hotel rooms and in the back seats of cars, letters to me that he'd never sent because sending them felt like contaminating me with the dark.

I listened. I didn't flinch. I didn't judge.

When he finished, I said: "Write it down."

"What?"

"You told me once that writing is the act of opening a vein and bleeding onto the page. You've been bleeding for three months with nowhere for it to go. Write it down. Not for anyone else. For you."

He looked at the leather notebook on the nightstand. The one with the letters. The one that had traveled across continents and come back full.

"A new notebook," he said.

"A new notebook. A new vein. A new page."

He nodded. Slowly. The nod of a man accepting a prescription he knew was correct but was afraid to take.

"Will you read it?" he asked. "When it's finished?"

"If you want me to."

"I want you to."

"Then I'll read every word."

He kissed me. Gently. The after-fight kiss, the we-survived-this kiss, the kiss of two people who had just been through the hardest conversation of their relationship and had come out the other side still holding hands.

"I love you," he said.

"I know."

"Stop Han Solo-ing me."

"Never."

Sirius jumped onto the bed. Wedged herself between us. Purred.

And the wire — both wires, his and mine — hummed in unison.

For the first time.

Together.


  
    Chapter 19: The Hunt for Louis Nelson's Ghost

    
    
  
  Grey

April 2022

The ghost had a name.

Victor Hale. Forty-three. Former MI6 analyst turned mercenary turned freelance intelligence broker, which was a polite way of saying he sold secrets to the highest bidder and didn't care if the secrets got people killed. He'd been Louis Nelson's handler — the man behind the man, the architect of the network that had kidnapped Emily, the reason I'd spent three months in Europe turning stones and finding nothing underneath them but more stones.

Azrael found him first. Because Azrael always found them first — that was his gift, his curse, the thing that made him invaluable and terrifying in equal measure. My brother operated in frequencies that the rest of us couldn't hear, moved through spaces that the rest of us couldn't see, and when he called at 2 AM on a Tuesday and said, "I have him," I knew two things: he was right, and the situation was about to become significantly more complicated.

"Where?" I asked.

"Boston. He's been here for three weeks. Renting a brownstone in Back Bay under the name David Mercer. He has two operatives with him, both ex-military, both armed. He's running reconnaissance on Calloway University."

The blood in my veins turned to something colder than blood.

"Emily?"

"Not yet. He's watching you. Your patterns, your routines, the apartment, the campus. He's building a profile. But based on what I've intercepted, she's the leverage point. She always was."

I was standing on the balcony of the apartment. Emily was asleep in the loft — properly asleep, the deep, even breathing that meant real rest. Sirius was on the bookshelf, watching me through the window with her single-and-a-half ears and her knowing eyes.

"I want him," I said.

"Malachi wants a plan."

"Malachi can have a plan. I want him."

"Greyson." Azrael's voice — which was always calm, always measured, a flatline of emotional output — shifted. Fractionally. The Azrael equivalent of screaming. "If you go after Hale without a plan, you will get yourself killed or compromise the operation or both. And if either of those things happens, the girl will be unprotected. Again."

He was right. He was always right, which was the family trait — Malachi's rightness, inherited by both of us, wielded with different levels of diplomacy.

"Tell Malachi I'm in," I said. "Full operational support. Whatever he needs."

"And Emily?"

"Jeremy and Matthew stay with her. Full surveillance. If Hale's people come within a mile of her, I want to know."

"Done."

I hung up. Went inside. Stood at the bottom of the loft stairs and listened to Emily breathe.

In. Out. In. Out.

The most important sound in the world.



The plan took two weeks to build.

Malachi directed it from a hotel suite in downtown Boston that looked like a corporate boardroom and functioned like a war room. Maps on the walls. Surveillance feeds on laptops. Jeremy coordinating logistics with the efficiency of a man who could have run the Pentagon if the Pentagon had deserved him.

I didn't tell Emily everything. I told her the truth — that the threat had resurfaced, that Malachi's team was handling it, that I would be spending more time in Boston. I didn't tell her about the brownstone in Back Bay or the two ex-military operatives or the reconnaissance on Calloway. I didn't tell her because telling her would mean watching her face do the thing it did when fear arrived — the small contraction, the eyes going flat, the wire going quiet.

She'd survived enough fear.

"How long?" she asked.

"Weeks. Maybe less."

"Will you be safe?"

"I'll be with Malachi and Azrael."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the best answer I have."

She looked at me. Those blue eyes — clear, steady, the eyes of a woman who had been through the bathroom floor and the concrete room and three months of silence and was not going to be patronized.

"Don't lie to me," she said. "About anything. If you can't tell me the details, say that. But don't perform safety. I've had enough performance for a lifetime."

"I won't lie."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

She kissed me. Hard. The send-off kiss. Then she turned to her laptop and resumed writing, because Emily Glass processed fear the same way she processed everything: by converting it into sentences.



The operation moved fast.

Azrael confirmed Hale's location. Malachi arranged the approach. Jeremy handled the logistics — vehicles, communications, contingencies, the thousand small details that kept operations running smoothly and people alive.

I handled the execution.

Not the killing. Not yet. The intelligence phase — getting close to Hale's network, turning his operatives, finding the pressure points that would make the house of cards collapse without requiring anyone to die.

Malachi preferred bloodless solutions. "Dead men create investigations," he'd told me when I was seventeen and still learning the difference between justice and revenge. "Investigations create complications. Complications create risk. The cleanest victory is the one nobody knows about."

Hale's operatives were ex-military. Disciplined. Loyal — but loyalty was a finite resource, and it depleted quickly when the paycheck stopped arriving. Jeremy intercepted Hale's financial channels and rerouted three payments. Within a week, the two operatives were wondering why their employer had stopped paying them. Within two weeks, one of them was willing to talk.

The operative's name was Banks. Thirty-eight. Former Army Ranger. He had a daughter in Delaware whom he hadn't seen in two years and a mortgage that was three months overdue. Jeremy arranged a meeting.

"I don't want to die over this," Banks said. We were in a diner in Somerville, the kind of place that served coffee in mugs thick enough to survive a nuclear event. He was nervous — his hands wrapped around his mug, his eyes tracking the door, the posture of a man who knew he was betraying someone dangerous and was calculating the cost.

"Nobody has to die," I said. "Tell me about Hale's plan. The target, the timeline, the endgame."

"The endgame is you. Hale wants you — specifically, he wants whatever Malachi knows about the Diamond operation. Nelson's death created a power vacuum. Hale is trying to fill it, but he needs the intelligence that Malachi's network gathered. You're the key to that intelligence."

"And the girl?"

"Insurance. Hale knows about her. Knows where she lives, what she looks like, knows she's your weakness." Banks paused. "He's not planning to take her. Not yet. He's planning to use the threat of taking her to bring you to the table. A negotiation."

"Hale doesn't negotiate."

"No. But he likes to think he does. It gives him a sense of control that the reality doesn't support."

I filed the information. Processed it. Calculated.

"What does Hale know about Malachi's network?"

"Less than he thinks. He has fragments — names, dates, locations from Nelson's files. But Nelson was compartmentalized. He didn't have the full picture, and neither does Hale."

"Then he's operating blind."

"Mostly. But a blind man with two guns and a grudge can still do damage."



The operation concluded on a Thursday.

Not with violence — with precision. Malachi's approach, executed flawlessly. Banks provided Hale's location, his schedule, his security gaps. Jeremy coordinated the entry. Azrael handled the perimeter.

I went in alone.

The brownstone was elegant — hardwood floors, high ceilings, the specific aesthetic of a man who believed that money was a substitute for taste. Hale was in the study. Sitting behind a desk. Waiting.

He knew I was coming. Banks had told him — that was part of the plan, a controlled leak designed to put Hale exactly where we wanted him, in a room with one door and one window and the absolute certainty that he was in control of the situation.

He wasn't.

"Greyson Navarro," Hale said. British accent. Smooth. The voice of a man who had spent his career in conference rooms and believed that intellect was a weapon. "I've been expecting you."

"Then you know how this ends."

"I have a proposition."

"I'm not interested in your proposition."

"You haven't heard it."

"I don't need to. You want Malachi's intelligence on Diamond. You're planning to rebuild Nelson's network and you need the map. The answer is no."

Hale's smile was thin. Practiced. The smile of a man who was still performing confidence while the floor underneath him was disappearing. "And if I tell you that my associates are currently within striking distance of a certain apartment on the east side? A fourth-floor walkup with a black cat and a rather remarkable collection of paper flowers?"

The cold came. Not fear — something past fear. The absolute zero of a man whose worst nightmare had just been articulated by the one person capable of making it real.

"Your associates," I said, "are currently being detained by three members of my team in the parking garage below this building. They were intercepted twenty minutes ago. Their weapons have been confiscated, their phones have been copied, and their employers' accounts have been frozen." I leaned forward. "You have no leverage, Mr. Hale. You have no network. You have no operatives. You have a brownstone in Back Bay and a desk and a very thin smile. That's all you have."

The smile disappeared.

"Now," I said. "Here is what's going to happen. You are going to leave Boston tonight. You are going to leave the country within forty-eight hours. You are going to dismantle whatever remains of Nelson's operation — not for me, not for Malachi, but for yourself, because Malachi's network has a very long memory and a very short tolerance for people who threaten the people we protect. If you do this, you live. If you don't, Azrael will find you. And Azrael is significantly less conversational than I am."

Hale looked at me. The facade cracked — not dramatically, not with the theatrical collapse of a movie villain, but quietly, the way ice cracks when the weight above it becomes too much. He was a man who had spent his career operating behind screens and proxies, and the reality of being in a room with the consequences of his decisions was a language he didn't speak.

"You're serious," he said.

"I am always serious."

A long silence.

"Fine," Hale said. "It's over."

"It's over."

I left the brownstone. The April air was cold and clean and smelled like rain and freedom and the end of something that had been hanging over us since November.

I called Emily.

"Hey," she said. Casual. Normal. The voice of a woman writing her novel in the alcove, surrounded by stained glass and paper roses, trusting that the man she loved was handling the thing he'd said he'd handle. "How's Boston?"

"It's done."

A pause. The kind that lasted a heartbeat but contained an entire emotional arc — fear to hope to relief to something that sounded, when it finally arrived, like a breath she'd been holding for five months.

"Really done?"

"Really done. Hale is gone. The network is finished. Malachi confirmed. Azrael confirmed. Jeremy confirmed. It's done."

"Grey."

"Yeah?"

"Come home."

"I'm already on my way."

"Drive fast."

"I always drive fast."

"Drive faster."

I drove faster. The highway was empty and the night was clear and somewhere above me, Sirius was burning through a break in the clouds, steady and bright and permanent.

Not permanent. Persistent.

Like us.

I made it home in forty-seven minutes. She was waiting at the door. Sirius was on her shoulder — literally on her shoulder, perched like a small, furry, judgmental parrot — and Emily was wearing my t-shirt and holding a paper rose.

"Number seventeen," she said, holding it up. "I made it myself. It's terrible."

It was terrible. The folds were uneven, the petals were lopsided, and it looked less like a rose and more like a paper accident.

It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

"It's perfect," I said.

"It's a disaster."

"It's a perfect disaster."

She threw her arms around me. Sirius made a noise of protest and relocated to the couch. I held Emily in the doorway of our apartment and breathed her in — gummy worms and his shampoo and the specific warmth of a person who had been waiting for you and was now, finally, finished waiting.

"No more missions," she said.

"No more missions."

"No more concrete rooms."

"Never again."

"No more three months."

"Never again."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

"Grey?"

"Yeah?"

"Finish the pancakes tomorrow. Both batches. And don't burn them."

"I will burn them."

"I know. I love you anyway."

"I love you anyway too."

We went inside. Closed the door. Locked it.

Sirius purred.

The wire sang.

And the dark — all of it, every shade, from the gas station to the bathroom floor to the concrete room to the brownstone in Boston — receded.

Not disappeared. Receded. Like a tide pulling back from a shore that was still wet, still marked, still carrying the evidence of the flood.

But standing.

Still standing.


  
    Chapter 20: The Novel

    
    
  
  Emily

May 2022

I finished the novel on a Tuesday.

Which was appropriate, because the novel began with a Tuesday — She died on a Tuesday — and endings should echo beginnings, the way the last note of a song should remind you of the first, the way the final page of a book should send you back to the opening line with new eyes and the quiet devastation of understanding something you didn't understand before.

It was 2:17 AM. I was in the loft. Grey was asleep beside me — actually asleep, not the performative sleep of the first weeks after his return, where his body lay still and his mind ran operations behind his eyelids. Real sleep. The kind that came with soft breathing and twitching fingers and the occasional murmur that might have been a word in a language I didn't speak.

Sirius was at the foot of the bed, curled into a perfect circle, her one-and-a-half ears folded against her skull. The apartment was dark except for the glow of my laptop, which painted the sheets in blue-white light and made me look, I suspected, like a ghost writing her own haunting.

I typed the last sentence.

Not with ceremony. Not with the dramatic keystroke of a writer who knew she was finishing something and wanted to perform the moment. I typed it the way I'd typed every other sentence in the manuscript — with my fingers moving faster than my brain, with the wire humming in my chest, with the trust that the words knew where they were going even when I didn't.

She stands at the window. The glass is cold against her forehead. Outside, the stars are doing what they always do — burning and dying and burning again, in an endless cycle that most people mistake for permanence.

But she knows better now.

It isn't permanence. It's persistence. The stubborn, irrational, magnificent refusal to stop burning even when the fuel runs out.

Like her sister, who burned so bright that three years of darkness couldn't dim the memory.

Like the man who folds paper roses, who sat in the dark with a feral cat until it learned to trust, who carried her out of a bathroom and a concrete room and a hundred smaller prisons that nobody else could see.

Like her.

She is not the girl who died on a Tuesday. She is the girl who survived every Tuesday after. And the Wednesdays. And the Thursdays. And the long, impossible, beautiful stretch of days that followed, each one a little brighter than the last, each one proof that the wire in her chest — the one she thought had snapped the night her sister died — was not broken.

It was humming.

It had always been humming.

She just couldn't hear it over the noise.

I stared at the screen. The cursor blinked at the end of the last sentence. A small, patient pulse. A heartbeat.

380 pages.

380 pages of a girl who lost her twin sister and her mother and her sense of self and found, through pain and love and the patient, relentless presence of people who refused to give up on her, that loss didn't have to be the end. That the wire could be repaired. That the debris could burn brighter than the original star.

I closed the laptop. Set it on the nightstand. Lay back in the dark.

"You finished," Grey said.

Not asleep. Of course not asleep. The man had the hearing of a surveillance device and the emotional radar of someone who had spent months learning to read the specific quality of silence that meant I was about to cry.

"How did you know?"

"You stopped typing. You've been typing for four hours. You never stop typing during a session. The only explanation is that you've either finished or your laptop has died, and your laptop is plugged in."

"Spy logic."

"Writer logic. I recognize the sound of an ending."

I rolled over. Pressed my face into his chest. His arms came around me — automatic, instinctive, the muscle memory of a man whose body had learned to hold me the way his mind had learned to read me.

"It's done," I whispered. "The novel is done."

"How does it end?"

"She survives. She hears the wire. She stands at a window and watches the stars and she understands that burning isn't the same as being consumed."

"That's a good ending."

"It's your ending. You gave it to me in the alcove. 'Collapsing stars can be reborn.' You said that in September and I've been writing toward it ever since."

He pressed his lips to the top of my head. "It was always your ending, Emily. I just pointed at it."



The next morning, I printed the manuscript.

All 380 pages. Grey's printer — a dusty machine in the corner of the living room that he used exclusively for printing surveillance documents and had never, to my knowledge, been asked to produce anything as emotionally complex as a novel — groaned through the task with the reluctant compliance of a device being used outside its comfort zone.

I stacked the pages on the kitchen counter. Squared the edges. Stared at them.

380 pages. 97,000 words. Ten months of work, from the first two sentences in the alcove to the last paragraph at 2:17 AM. A year of grief and love and violence and recovery, compressed into paper and ink, held together by a butterfly clip because I didn't own a binder.

"What happens now?" I asked.

Grey was making coffee. His coffee, not mine — mine was already on the counter, cream and two sugars, the Sirius mug. "Now you send it to agents."

"Agents."

"Literary agents. The people who represent writers and sell their manuscripts to publishers."

"I know what agents are. I'm asking how."

"You write a query letter. You research agents who represent your genre. You send the manuscript and you wait." He paused. "And while you wait, you trust that the novel is good enough. Because it is."

"You've read it four times."

"Five. I read it again last week."

"And you cried."

"On a plane. Yes. I've discussed this."

"You cried again. In the apartment. Last Thursday. I heard you."

He was quiet for a moment. The almost-smile appeared — number one hundred and something, I'd truly lost count. "The chapter about the mother's pancakes. It gets me every time."

I picked up the manuscript. Held it. This stack of paper that weighed barely three pounds and contained ten months of my life, rendered in sentences that bled and burned and said the things I'd been too afraid to say for three years.

"My mom would have been so happy," I said. "She always wanted me to write. She used to say, 'Emily, you have a voice like a knife — it cuts through everything. Use it.'"

"She was right."

"She was always right." I set the manuscript down. Looked at Grey. "I want to dedicate it to her. And to Charlie. And to a man who folds paper roses."

His eyes softened. Not tears — something quieter. The private tenderness that existed beneath the almost-smiles and the controlled expressions and the sixteen years of walls. "You don't have to—"

"I want to. The dedication page reads: For Margaret and Charlotte Glass, who taught me that burning isn't the same as being consumed. And for G, who sat in the dark and waited."

He set his coffee down. Crossed the kitchen. Took my face in his hands and kissed me — the morning kiss, the coffee kiss, the you-are-the-most-remarkable-person-I've-ever-known kiss that tasted like dark roast and permanence.

"Send it," he said. "Today. Right now. Don't overthink it."

"I always overthink it."

"Then overthink it while typing the email."

I did. I sat at his desk, with his laptop (mine was recovering from the four-hour session), and I wrote a query letter. It took seventeen drafts. Ash proofread it (via text, with increasingly aggressive encouragement: "SEND IT EMILY GLASS OR I WILL SEND IT FOR YOU AND I WILL ADD EMOJIS"). Syn provided editorial notes that were, as always, precise and kind and exactly right.

I researched agents. I found twelve who represented literary fiction with themes of grief, recovery, and love. I customized each query. I attached the first fifty pages.

And then I sat with my finger over the send button and felt, for the first time in ten months, the old fear. Not the Jordan fear or the concrete-room fear. The deeper one. The one that whispered: who are you to think you have something to say? Who are you to believe that your pain, your words, your voice, are worth anyone's time?

Jordan's voice. My father's silence. The accumulated weight of three years of being told, through fists and absence and indifference, that I was nothing.

I breathed.

In. Out. In. Out.

Deep breath, Snowflake.

I pressed send.

Twelve times.

Then I closed the laptop, picked up Sirius (who protested), held her against my chest (she protested more), and said, "I just sent my novel to twelve literary agents."

Sirius purred. Not in approval — in resignation. But I chose to interpret it as approval.



The first response came three days later.

From an agent named Sarah Chen at Blackwell Literary. The email was two paragraphs long:

Dear Emily,

I read your first fifty pages last night and stayed up until 3 AM to finish them. This morning, I requested the full manuscript from my inbox, which I never do before coffee. I am deeply moved by the voice, the emotional precision, and the raw, uncompromising honesty of your writing. This is a novel that demands to be read with open hands and a full heart.

I would love to read the complete manuscript. Please send it at your earliest convenience.

Warm regards,*
*Sarah Chen

I read the email seventeen times. Then I screamed. Then I called Ash, who screamed louder. Then I called Syn, who said "I knew it" with the calm certainty of a woman who had never doubted me. Then I texted Grey, who was in a meeting with Malachi:

Emily: AN AGENT WANTS THE FULL MANUSCRIPT

Grey: Send it immediately.

Emily: I'M SCREAMING

Grey: I can hear you from downtown.

Emily: GREY

Grey: I know. I'm proud of you. Send the manuscript. Then eat lunch.

Emily: I'M NOT HUNGRY I'M SCREAMING

Grey: Eat lunch and scream simultaneously. Multitask.

I sent the manuscript. All 380 pages. Then I ate lunch (gummy worms, which technically counted). Then I sat on the couch with Sirius and stared at the ceiling and felt something I hadn't felt in so long that I'd forgotten its name.

Hope.

Not the cautious, hedged, prepared-for-disappointment version of hope that I'd been operating on since the gas station. Real hope. The kind that fills your chest and makes your eyes bright and makes you believe, against all evidence and all experience, that good things are possible. That you deserve them. That the universe, for all its indifference, occasionally looks at a girl who has been through hell and says: here. This one's for you.

Three more agents requested the full manuscript that week.

By the end of the month, Sarah Chen offered representation.

By the end of June, there was a two-book deal with a major publisher.

The novel was called Halfway Out of the Dark.

And on the dedication page, in the font my mother used for her manuscripts (Georgia, 11-point, because some things were inherited like eye colour and stubbornness), were the words:

For Margaret and Charlotte Glass, who taught me that burning isn't the same as being consumed.

And for G, who sat in the dark and waited.


  
    Chapter 21: The Proposal

    
    
  
  Grey

July 6th, 2022

One year.

One year since a girl with dead eyes and a stuffed bear bought gummy worms at a gas station and told me she had no faith in anything. One year since I folded a paper rose from a receipt and called her Snowflake and watched her walk away into the dark and knew, with the certainty that had guided every important decision of my life, that she was going to change everything.

I'd been right.

She had changed everything. The apartment that used to smell like gun oil and solitude now smelled like coffee and gummy worms and the lavender shampoo she'd stolen from Syn. The bookshelf that used to be organized by subject was now organized by nothing, because Emily shelved books the way she lived her life — intuitively, chaotically, with a logic that was invisible to everyone except her. The loft that used to be my workspace was now our space, the leather notebook sharing a drawer with her mother's manuscript notebook, my red pen next to her blue one, Sirius claiming the exact center of the bed with the territorial authority of an animal who understood that compromise was a human weakness.

She had changed me.

Not into someone better — that was the simplistic version, the romantic-comedy version, the version that flattened the truth into something palatable. She had changed me into someone real. Someone who made pancakes and burned them and ate them anyway. Someone who read a 380-page novel on a plane and cried into the pages and didn't care who saw. Someone who folded paper roses not because his hands needed something to do but because the woman he loved collected them like evidence of a life that was worth living.

July 6th.

The anniversary of everything. Charlie's death. Margaret's death. The night the wire snapped. The night before the gas station.

I'd planned this for weeks. Quietly, methodically, with the operational precision that Malachi had taught me and the emotional recklessness that Emily had given me. Jeremy helped with the logistics. Ash helped with the strategy — she'd been brought into the conspiracy three weeks ago, on the condition that she swore secrecy "on the life of Sirius and everything holy," which she'd done with the solemnity of a woman taking a blood oath.

The plan was simple.

Take Emily to the gas station. The same one. Midnight. One year later.



Emily

July 6th, 2022

I didn't want to go anywhere.

July 6th was not a day I celebrated. It was a day I survived — endured, white-knuckled, the way you endure turbulence on a plane, gripping the armrests and breathing through your nose and waiting for the shaking to stop.

But this year was different. This year, the date carried weight on both sides of the scale. Grief on one side — Charlie, my mother, the car on the dark road, the red sneakers I'd never see again. But on the other side: the gas station. The paper rose. The man who'd asked about faith and then, over the course of a year, given me a reason to have some.

Grey had been acting strange all day. Not suspicious-strange — carefully-normal-strange, which was how Grey acted when he was hiding something, because his version of hiding was performing normalcy with such precision that the precision itself became the tell.

"We're going somewhere tonight," he said at dinner.

"Where?"

"It's a surprise."

"I hate surprises."

"You hate bad surprises. This isn't a bad surprise."

"How do I know that?"

"Because I'm the one planning it."

"That's exactly why I'm worried."

He almost smiled. The almost-smile that had become one of the fixed points of my existence — reliable, consistent, the thing that happened when the walls thinned enough to let the light through.

At 11 PM, he drove. I didn't ask where — I'd learned, over a year of loving this man, that some journeys required trust instead of information. I sat in the passenger seat with Sirius in my lap (she'd insisted on coming, or rather, she'd planted herself in the car and refused to move, which was the feline equivalent of insisting) and watched the city give way to suburbs give way to the dark stretch of road that led to Route 7.

The gas station appeared in the headlights like a memory made solid.

Same parking lot. Same fluorescent lights. Same cracked pavement, same flickering sign advertising milk for $3.99 and cigarettes for too much. The same spot where, one year ago, I'd stood with a bag of gummy worms and told a stranger I had no faith.

Grey parked. Turned off the engine.

"You brought me back here," I said.

"I did."

"Why?"

He got out of the car. Came around to my side. Opened the door. Offered his hand.

I took it. Stepped out. The July air was warm and smelled like gasoline and cut grass and the distant, mineral scent of the river that ran through the valley. The stars were out — a clear night, the sky a vast black canvas stippled with light.

Sirius was there. The star. Right above us. The brightest point in the sky, burning with the steady, persistent fire of something that refused to go dark.

Grey walked me to the back of the gas station. The spot where he'd been standing that night. Smoking. Leaning against the wall. The spot where I'd turned the corner and found a stranger in the dark and everything — everything — had changed.

He stopped.

I stopped.

The fluorescent light buzzed. A moth circled it. The world was quiet in the way that only midnight could achieve — not silent but stilled, as if everything had agreed to hold its breath.

"One year ago," Grey said. "You stood right here. You were carrying gummy worms and a stuffed bear and a grief so heavy that it had crushed every other feeling out of you. You looked at me like I was nothing — not because I was, but because you'd stopped believing that anything could be something."

"I remember."

"I asked you if you had faith in anything. You said no."

"I remember that too."

He reached into his pocket. Pulled out a paper rose. Not the small ones — the ones he folded from receipts and notebook paper and pages of my manuscript. This one was larger. Made from something thicker. The paper was cream-coloured and textured and when I looked closely, in the fluorescent light, I could see writing on it.

His handwriting. Small, neat, the controlled script of a man who approached everything — including penmanship — with precision.

"Open it," he said.

I unfolded the rose. Carefully. The petals separated to reveal a single sheet of paper, and on the paper was a letter.

Emily,

The first paper rose I ever made was from a gas station receipt. It cost nothing and meant everything, which is the definition of every important thing I've ever done.

You asked me once why I fold paper roses. I told you my hands needed something to do that wasn't destructive. That was true. But it wasn't the whole truth.

The whole truth is that I fold paper roses because the world is full of ugly, necessary things — guns and missions and the dark work that keeps the light on for people who never know about it. Paper roses are my protest. My evidence that the same hands that do damage can also make something beautiful. They're my proof that destruction and creation can live in the same person.

You are my proof of the same thing.

You were destroyed, Emily. By loss, by violence, by the grinding weight of being alive in a world that didn't seem to want you. And from that destruction, you built a novel. A life. A love. A voice that makes people cry on planes and stay up until 3 AM and believe, against all evidence, that surviving is worth it.

I have been many things in my life. A weapon. A son. A brother. A professor. A protector.

But the thing I most want to be — the thing I was born to be, the thing I've been circling since the night I saw you behind this gas station — is yours.

Marry me.

Not because the world expects it. Not because it's the logical next step. Because you are the most extraordinary person I have ever known, and I want to spend the rest of my life making you paper roses and terrible pancakes and watching you write novels that change the world.

You once told me that faith was the most dangerous thing a person could lose.

You're my faith, Emily. You always have been.

Come burn with me.

— G

I looked up from the letter.

He was on one knee.

In the parking lot of a gas station on Route 7, under the fluorescent lights and the stars and the steady, persistent burning of Sirius above us. On one knee, in jeans and a leather jacket, with a ring in his hand — a gold band with a single stone that caught the light and fractured it into tiny stars.

"Emily Glass," he said. "Will you—"

"Yes."

"I haven't finished."

"You finished twenty letters ago. Yes. Yes. A thousand times yes."

He slid the ring onto my finger. It fit — of course it fit, because he was Grey, and Grey did not leave details to chance, and Jeremy had almost certainly been involved in a covert sizing operation that I would hear about later and be simultaneously furious and charmed by.

He stood. I threw my arms around him. He lifted me off the ground and held me and I buried my face in his neck and the world was gasoline and cologne and warm July air and the sound of his heartbeat against my ear and I was crying, I was laughing, I was doing both at the same time because the feelings were too big for one expression.

"I love you," I said. "I love you, I love you, I love you."

"I love you," he said. "I've loved you since the gummy worms."

"That's a terrible basis for a relationship."

"The best things usually are."

I pulled back. Looked at his face. At the scar through his eyebrow and the almost-smile that had finally, completely, irreversibly tipped over into a real smile. Not the rare, guarded, quickly-suppressed smile that I'd been cataloguing for a year. A full, open, uncontrolled smile that transformed his face from sharp and dangerous to something that looked like joy.

"You're smiling," I said.

"You said yes."

"Of course I said yes. You proposed with a paper rose in a gas station parking lot. That's the most us thing that has ever happened."

"I considered a restaurant. Jeremy suggested a restaurant. Malachi suggested a vineyard."

"A vineyard."

"He has traditional instincts."

"You chose a gas station."

"I chose the place where you found me. Because that's what happened, Emily. You think I found you — on the bathroom floor, in the classroom, in the alcove. But you found me first. Behind this gas station. Smoking a cigarette. Pretending I was fine when I was as hollow as you were."

I stared at him. At this man — this contradictory, extraordinary, paper-rose-folding, pancake-burning, cat-naming, novel-reading, scar-kissing man — and I understood something I hadn't understood before.

We hadn't saved each other.

That was the storybook version. The fairy tale. The romance novel my mother would have written, where the broken girl and the dangerous man find each other and the love heals them and the ending is a sunset and a kiss.

We hadn't saved each other. We had witnessed each other. In the dark, in the wreckage, in the ugly and the necessary and the raw. We had looked at each other's damage and said: I see it. All of it. And I'm not leaving.

That was bigger than saving. That was the thing itself. The faith I'd lost and he'd never had. The wire that connected one person to another, not through perfection but through presence. Through showing up. Through sitting in the dark with a feral cat until it learned to trust.

"Halfway out of the dark," I whispered.

"All the way out," he said. "We made it all the way out."

I kissed him. In the gas station parking lot. Under the fluorescent lights and the stars. With a ring on my finger and a paper rose in my hand and a cat in the car who was going to be very annoyed that she'd missed the proposal.

The wire sang.

Not hummed. Not buzzed. Not the tentative, rebuilding frequency of the past year.

Sang.

A full, resonant, unbroken note that filled my chest and my throat and my eyes and the entire gas station parking lot and the sky above it, a note that said: you are here, you are alive, you are loved, and the world that tried to break you has failed, and you are standing in the wreckage wearing a ring that catches the starlight and you are finally, finally, finally whole.

Not the way you were before.

Better.

The way collapsing stars are better — denser, brighter, made of everything they lost and everything they gained and the magnificent, terrible, beautiful process of becoming.

"Let's go home," Grey said.

"Let's go home," I said.

We got in the car. Sirius meowed once — the declarative meow, the one that meant you took too long and I am registering my objection. Grey scratched behind her remaining ear. I held the paper rose in my lap and the ring caught the dashboard light.

He drove us home.

To the apartment on the fourth floor with the books and the roses and the industrial windows. To the cat on the bookshelf and the coffee on the counter and the loft where two people who had been broken by the world had chosen, over and over, to be whole with each other.

Home.

The most dangerous thing a person can find.

And the most worth finding.


  
    Chapter 22: Whole

    
    
  
  Emily

September 1st, 2022

One year to the day since I walked into a classroom and saw a stranger from a gas station standing at the front of the room in a dark suit with tattoos visible at his wrists and a voice that made writing sound like religion.

One year since he wrote on the whiteboard: WHAT IS THE THING THAT KEEPS YOU AWAKE?

One year since I sat in the back row with dead eyes and a stuffed bear in my bag and thought: everything. Everything keeps me awake. The absence of my sister. The presence of my brother. The empty space where my mother used to be. The wire in my chest that snapped the night they died and hasn't hummed since.

I was standing in the same room now. Classroom 301. Humanities building. The whiteboard was clean — no assignment, no red pen, no Professor Navarro. The desks were empty. The afternoon light came through the windows in long gold rectangles that reminded me of the stained-glass light in the alcove, which reminded me of everything.

I was here because the publisher had asked for an author photo location. Somewhere meaningful, my editor had said. Somewhere that captures the spirit of the book.

I'd chosen this room.

Not the alcove — the alcove was ours, mine and Grey's, and some spaces were too sacred for cameras. Not the gas station — too public, too loaded, too much of a story that belonged to midnight and not to daylight. The classroom. Where it started. Where a man stood at a whiteboard and demanded that his students bleed onto the page, and one of them — the quiet one in the back row, the one with the dead eyes — had taken him literally.

The photographer was Ash.

Not professionally — Ash was a psychology major who had no formal training in photography beyond an iPhone and an aggressive Instagram aesthetic. But she'd insisted, and when Ash insisted, the universe generally accommodated.

"Stand by the window," Ash directed, her phone held at an angle that suggested she'd watched exactly one YouTube tutorial on composition. "Look pensive. But not sad-pensive. Hopeful-pensive. Like you're thinking about something that used to hurt and now doesn't."

"That's very specific."

"I'm a very specific person."

Syn was in the doorway, holding a reflector she'd made from aluminum foil and a poster board, because Syn was the kind of person who solved problems with available materials and quiet ingenuity.

I stood by the window. The gold light was warm on my face. I was wearing the emerald dress — the one from the gala, the one Grey's tie had matched, the one Ash had picked out during the shopping trip that had felt, at the time, like the first step back into the world of the living.

The ring caught the light. Gold band. Single stone. The fracture of light into tiny stars.

"Perfect," Ash said, snapping photos with the rapid-fire intensity of a paparazzo who actually loved their subject. "You look like a real author."

"I am a real author."

"You look like a real author who isn't about to cry."

"I'm not about to cry."

"Your eyes are doing the thing."

"My eyes always do the thing."

"True. But today the thing is different. Today the thing is the good thing."

She was right. The thing — that indefinable quality in my eyes that Ash had been tracking since we were seven years old, the barometer of my internal weather — was different today. Not dead. Not slightly-less-dead. Not the halfway thing, the almost thing, the tentative, cautious brightness that had characterized the past year.

Alive.

Actually, fully, unreservedly alive.

The novel was being published in October. Halfway Out of the Dark by Emily Glass. The cover was beautiful — a watercolour of a stained-glass window with light breaking through, designed by an artist who had read the manuscript and cried and called my editor at midnight to say she had to do this cover, she had to, it was the most important book she'd ever hold.

The advance was enough to pay off my student loans and fund a year of writing without worrying about rent. Sarah Chen — my agent, my champion, the woman who had stayed up until 3 AM reading my first fifty pages and then demanded the rest — had negotiated a two-book deal with an enthusiasm that bordered on aggression.

"The second book," Sarah had said during our last call. "What's it about?"

"A girl who falls in love with a man who folds paper roses. It's a love story. But it's also about the space between who you are and who you become when someone sees you — really sees you — for the first time."

"That sounds like it's about Grey."

"Everything is about Grey."

"Write it. Write it fast. The world needs this story."

I was writing it. Not fast — Emily Glass didn't write fast, Emily Glass wrote at the speed of honesty, which was sometimes glacial and sometimes volcanic and always, always, real. But I was writing it. In the alcove, on the windowsill, with my laptop and my coffee and a paper rose on the desk and Sirius occasionally wandering in to remind me that the world contained priorities beyond literature, specifically her dinner.



The photo shoot ended at 4 PM. Ash reviewed her work with the critical eye of someone who took quality seriously even when the medium was an iPhone.

"These are actually good," she said, sounding surprised.

"You sound surprised."

"I'm always surprised when things work out. It's a character flaw." She turned to me. Her dimple piercings caught the light. Her eyes — brown, fierce, the eyes of a girl who had been pulling me out of the dark since second grade — were bright. "Hey, Em."

"Yeah?"

"I'm proud of you."

"You've said that before."

"I'll say it every day for the rest of your life. Get used to it."

I hugged her. Tight. The Ash hug — aggressive, full-body, the hug of a person who believed that affection should be felt in the bones.

"Thank you," I said. "For everything. For the baseball bat you never needed. For the couch you always offered. For twelve years of refusing to let me disappear."

"Thirteen years. I started in second grade when you refused to share your crayons and I decided you were my person."

"I shared the crayons eventually."

"After I stole the blue one. Some friendships require theft."

Syn appeared with two coffees and a bag of gummy worms. "Celebration supplies," she announced. "Emily, the photos are beautiful. Grey is going to lose his mind."

"Grey loses his mind three times a week. It's a permanent condition."

We sat on the desks in classroom 301 — three women in their twenties, eating gummy worms and drinking coffee and laughing about things that used to hurt and now didn't. Ash told the story of the time she'd threatened Grey with the twelve-item destruction list, and Syn corrected the details (it was thirteen items; Ash had forgotten the one about the background check), and I sat between them and felt the wire sing and thought: this is what Wednesday looks like when you stop waiting for Tuesday to end.



Grey

September 1st, 2022

The apartment was ready.

I'd spent the afternoon arranging things — not the apartment, which was already arranged, already the shared space that Emily and I had built over months of cohabitation and negotiation (she won the bookshelf argument; I won the kitchen argument; Sirius won every argument that involved the bed). I'd arranged the specific things. The important things.

Twenty-two paper roses.

One for each chapter of Halfway Out of the Dark. Each one folded from a different page of the manuscript — the page that contained the sentence I loved most in that chapter, the sentence that had made me cry on the plane or laugh in the hotel room or stare at the ceiling at 3 AM trying to understand how a twenty-three-year-old girl could write with the precision of a surgeon and the soul of a poet.

I arranged them in a spiral on the coffee table. Starting from the outside — Chapter One, She died on a Tuesday — and spiraling inward to Chapter Twenty-Two, The wire hummed. At the center of the spiral, I placed the original paper rose. The one from the gas station. Made from a receipt that cost nothing and meant everything.

Sirius watched from the bookshelf. She'd been observing my preparations with the quality assessment of a cat who understood that aesthetic choices had consequences and was prepared to critique them.

"It's for Emily," I told her.

Sirius blinked. Slowly. The blink that meant: obviously.

Jeremy had called that morning. "Everything's set for the wedding. October 15th. Malachi has confirmed the venue. Azrael has confirmed... his attendance." A pause. "He says he'll wear a mask."

"He always wears a mask."

"He says he'll wear a formal mask."

"Tell him thank you."

"I will. Also — the publisher sent advance copies. I had twelve delivered to the apartment."

"Twelve?"

"One for each member of The Family. Malachi's orders. He said, and I quote, 'If my son's wife has written a book, every person in this family will read it, and they will cry, and they will be better for it.'"

"Malachi has never read fiction in his life."

"He's starting now. He said Emily's novel is 'the first piece of writing since Marcus Aurelius that has made him reconsider his position on the value of emotion.' His words."

I laughed. The real laugh. The one that Emily had unlocked — full, involuntary, the sound of a man who had spent his life controlling every output and had finally, in the presence of a woman who ate gummy worms and named raccoons, learned to let go.

The door opened at 5 PM.

Emily walked in. Still in the emerald dress. Still glowing — not metaphorically, actually glowing, the way people glowed when they'd spent an afternoon being loved by their best friends and photographed in good light and reminded that they were alive and it mattered.

She saw the roses.

She stopped.

The spiral on the coffee table. Twenty-two roses from twenty-two chapters. The gas station rose at the center. The manuscript pages, her words, folded into petals that caught the evening light and turned it into something that looked like a garden in miniature.

"Grey," she whispered.

I stood by the kitchen counter. Coffee in hand. Almost-smile in place. "Happy anniversary. Of the classroom. And the whiteboard. And the assignment about fear."

She crossed the room. Not to me — to the table. She touched the outermost rose — Chapter One — and I watched her read the sentence visible on the petal: She died on a Tuesday. And Wednesday came.

Then she touched the next. And the next. Working inward through the spiral, reading fragments of her own novel, her own voice, her own pain and recovery and survival, folded into flowers by the hands of the man she loved.

At the center, she picked up the gas station rose. Held it. The oldest one. The first one. Made from a receipt in a parking lot at midnight by a stranger who didn't know her name.

"I still have it," she said. "I've had it for a year."

"I know."

"It's the most important thing I own. More important than the ring. More important than the manuscript. More important than—" She stopped. Looked at me. Tears on her face, but not the grief tears or the fear tears or the I'm-trying-not-to-break tears. The other kind. The kind that came from a place so deep and so full that the body couldn't contain it and had to let some of it go.

"More important than anything," she finished. "Because it was the first thing anyone had given me in three years that wasn't designed to hurt."

I set the coffee down. Crossed the room. Took her face in my hands — the hands that had folded the roses and held the guns and pressed against her scars and learned, through the patient process of loving her, that the same hands could do both.

"You've given me something too," I said. "Something I didn't have before you."

"What?"

"A reason to fold the roses. Before you, the paper roses were an escape. A way to keep my hands occupied so they didn't do something worse. After you, they're a purpose. Every rose is a sentence. Every sentence is a piece of you. And every piece of you is the reason I'm still here."

She kissed me.

In the living room, surrounded by paper roses and evening light and the sound of Sirius purring on the bookshelf. She kissed me with the ring on her finger and her novel in the world and her best friend's photos on her phone and the absolute, unshakable certainty of a woman who had been to the darkest place a person could go and had returned with proof that the dark was not the end.

"I finished the second novel's outline today," she said against my mouth.

"The love story?"

"The love story. It starts at a gas station."

"Naturally."

"It ends at a gas station. The same one. But different. Because the girl who stands there at the end is not the girl who stood there at the beginning. She's been through the fire and the concrete and the dark and the distance and she's still standing. And the man beside her is still folding paper roses. And the stars are still burning."

"That's a good ending."

"It's our ending."

"I thought our ending was the wedding."

"The wedding isn't the ending. The wedding is the beginning of the next part. The ending is this." She pulled back. Looked at me. "This moment. This apartment. This ring. This cat. These roses. This life that we built from wreckage and stubbornness and the insane, beautiful, terrifying decision to trust each other with the parts of ourselves that nobody else was allowed to see."

She was right. She was always right — about the things that mattered, about the things that lived beneath the surface, about the truths that hid in the spaces between words.

"I love you," I said.

"I love you more."

"Not—"

"Don't you dare say 'not possible.' It is possible. I have evidence. I have a twenty-two-rose spiral and a dedicated novel and a cat who chose me over you on six separate occasions."

"She chose you because you feed her gummy worms."

"She chose me because I'm superior."

"I can't argue with the cat."

"Nobody can argue with the cat."

Sirius purred. Confirmation.

We stood in the living room, surrounded by paper roses and evening light, and the wire — that wire, the one that had snapped on July 6th three years ago and had been slowly, painfully, beautifully repaired over the course of a year — hummed.

Not hummed. Sang.

The way it always sang now. Full. Resonant. Unbroken.

The sound of a person who had been hollow and was now whole.

Not the same whole as before. Not the pre-loss whole, the innocent whole, the whole of a girl who had a twin sister and a mother and a world that hadn't shattered yet. A different whole. A rebuilt whole. A whole made of grief and love and paper roses and the scars on her arms and the ring on her finger and the novel in the world and the man beside her who had sat in the dark and waited.

The kind of whole that only exists on the other side of breaking.

The kind that burns brighter than the original ever did.


  
    Epilogue: Burning

    
    
  
  Emily

November 30th, 2022

The tattoo artist's name was Mika.

She worked out of a studio on the east side of the city — three blocks from Grey's apartment, which was now our apartment, which would be our apartment for three more weeks until we moved into the brownstone that Malachi had gifted us as a wedding present with the casual generosity of a man who considered real estate a stocking stuffer.

Mika had blue hair and steady hands and the specific energy of a person who understood that tattooing was not decoration but documentation. She'd read Halfway Out of the Dark. She'd cried. She'd called the studio's booking line and left a message at midnight saying she needed to tattoo the author, she needed to, it was the most important thing she'd ever put on skin.

The tattoo was small. Inside of my left wrist. Over the scars.

Not covering them — incorporating them. Mika had designed it that way: a constellation of tiny stars, connected by thin lines that followed the paths of the scars, turning the damage into a map. At the center of the constellation: Sirius. The brightest point. The Dog Star. The one that burned steady when everything else went dark.

"Ready?" Mika asked.

I looked at my wrist. At the scars that had been my secret and my shame for three years. At the lines that Jordan had provoked and grief had carved and the bathroom floor had witnessed. At the evidence of every night I'd chosen to survive.

"Ready."

The needle hummed. Not loud — a quiet, persistent buzz that vibrated through my wrist and into my bones and sounded, if you listened with the right kind of attention, exactly like the wire.

Grey was beside me. Holding my other hand. His thumb traced circles on my knuckles the way it always did when he was grounding me — the absent, instinctive gesture of a man whose body had learned to comfort the way his mind had learned to protect.

"The stars in the Sirius system are binary," he said. Casual. Conversational. The voice he used when he was distracting me from pain, which he'd been doing since the first paper rose and would be doing, I suspected, for the rest of our lives. "Sirius A and Sirius B. One is visible — the brightest star in the sky. The other is a white dwarf. Invisible to the naked eye. But the white dwarf is denser. Heavier. It holds the system together."

"You're the white dwarf in this analogy."

"I'm always the white dwarf."

"That's the nerdiest romantic thing you've ever said."

"I contain multitudes."

Mika laughed. "You two are disgustingly adorable. Hold still."

I held still. The needle worked. The stars appeared — tiny, precise, each one a point of light inked into the skin that had been a canvas for pain and was now, line by line, becoming a canvas for something else.

The door opened. Ash arrived with coffee and the energy of a woman who had been invited to witness something important and had dressed for the occasion (combat boots, a leather jacket, earrings shaped like crescent moons).

"Oh my God," she said, looking at the emerging constellation. "Em. That's..."

"Stars," I said.

"That's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen on anyone's body. Including Syn's, and Syn has a floral sleeve that took six sessions."

Syn appeared behind her, as she always did — quietly, carrying a bag of snacks that included, I noticed, a family-size pack of gummy worms. "Happy tattoo day, Em." She leaned down, looked at the work in progress, and her eyes went soft. "It's perfect."

"Mika designed it."

"Mika is a genius."

"Mika is blushing," Mika said. "Hold still."



The tattoo took two hours.

When Mika was finished, she cleaned the area, applied a thin layer of ointment, and held up a mirror. "Take a look."

I looked.

The constellation covered the inside of my wrist. Small, intricate, the stars connected by lines that were not just lines but scars — the old damage, incorporated, transformed, made part of something larger. At the center, Sirius burned in gold ink — a tiny, brilliant point that caught the studio light and shone.

I didn't cry.

I'd expected to. I'd prepared for it — tissues in my pocket, Ash's shoulder on standby, Grey's hand already holding mine. But the tears didn't come. Because what I felt, looking at the constellation on my wrist, was not grief. Not relief. Not even joy.

Completion.

The scars were not erased. They were still there — visible beneath the ink, part of the design, woven into the constellation like dark matter between stars. They would always be there. Jordan's legacy. Grief's geography. The map of every night I'd chosen to stay.

But they were not the whole story anymore.

They were the foundation. The dark sky against which the stars were visible. The necessary dark that made the light mean something.

"Thank you," I told Mika.

"Thank you for the book," she said. "It changed my life."

"It changed mine too."



Outside, the November air was cold and clean. The city hummed with the pre-winter energy of a place preparing to survive — putting on layers, closing windows, the collective, unconscious decision to endure that happened every year at the same time.

Grey walked beside me. Our hands linked. The ring and the constellation catching different light at different angles, a matched set of gold that told the same story from two sides.

"I need to tell you something," he said.

"Good something or bad something?"

"Good something. Malachi called this morning. He's retiring."

I stopped walking. "Malachi is retiring?"

"From active operations. He's handing leadership to Azrael and me. Joint command. Equal authority."

"Azrael in charge of people. That's... a choice."

"Azrael will handle operations. I'll handle strategy. And education."

"Education?"

"Malachi wants to establish a training program. Not for operatives — for survivors. People who've been through the kind of things that Diamond's network inflicted. People who need skills, resources, a way back into the world. He wants me to build it."

I stared at him. At this man who had spent sixteen years as a weapon and was now, standing on a sidewalk in November with gold light on his face and a gold ring on his finger, being offered the chance to build something instead of breaking it.

"You'd be teaching again," I said.

"In a way."

"Teaching people how to survive."

"Teaching people that they already know how. They just need someone to remind them."

"You're good at that. Reminding people."

"I had practice. A girl with no faith taught me."

I squeezed his hand. "Say yes."

"I already did."

"Of course you did."

We walked home. Past the bodega where Sirius had treats. Past the park where I'd written Chapter Fifteen on a bench in March while Grey watched from thirty feet away pretending to read the New York Times right-side-up. Past the gas station on Route 7 — visible from the highway overpass, the fluorescent lights small and distant, the parking lot empty.

At the apartment, Sirius was waiting by the door. She meowed once — the declarative meow — and then, in a gesture that was either affection or manipulation (with Sirius, the distinction was theoretical), she pressed her face against my ankle and purred.

"Hello, old girl," I said, picking her up. She settled against my chest, her one-and-a-half ears folded back, her purr a steady hum that matched the wire.

The apartment was the same. Books everywhere. Paper roses in the bowl. The industrial windows letting in the November light, which was gold and thin and reminded me of the stained-glass window in the alcove that we visited every Wednesday, because some rituals were too important to abandon.

On the coffee table: an advance copy of Halfway Out of the Dark. Published. Bound. Real. The cover — the stained-glass window, the light breaking through — glowed under the lamplight.

Beside it: a stack of mail. Wedding RSVPs. Publication reviews (the New York Times had called it "a devastating, luminous debut that reads like a love letter to everyone who has ever survived something they shouldn't have had to survive"). Letters from readers — twelve so far, handwritten, from women and men and teenagers who had read the novel and seen themselves in its pages and written to say: you made me feel less alone.

I set Sirius on the couch. Sat beside her. Picked up the novel.

My name on the cover. Emily Glass. In the font my mother used. Georgia. 11-point.

I opened it to the dedication page.

For Margaret and Charlotte Glass, who taught me that burning isn't the same as being consumed.

And for G, who sat in the dark and waited.

I closed the book. Held it against my chest. The way I held Charlie's bear. The way I held my mother's notebook. The way I held everything that mattered — tightly, carefully, with the understanding that the world was capable of taking things and the only defense was to hold on.

Grey sat beside me. Put his arm around me. Sirius wedged herself between us with the territorial efficiency of an animal who had been managing this relationship since July and was not about to relinquish her position.

"I want to read you something," I said.

"The novel?"

"No. Something new."

I opened my laptop. The second novel — the love story, the gas station story, the us story — was on the screen. Sixty pages in. The opening chapter: a girl buying gummy worms at midnight. A man smoking behind the building. A paper rose made from a receipt. A question about faith.

I read the first page aloud. My voice was steady. Not performing steady — actually steady. The voice of a woman who had opened a vein and bled onto the page and learned, through a year of bleeding, that the vein didn't run dry. It refilled. Always. With new blood and new words and new reasons to keep the wire humming.

Grey listened with his eyes closed. His hand on my knee. His thumb tracing circles.

When I finished, he was quiet for a long time.

Then he said: "That's the best first page I've ever read."

"Better than Dostoevsky?"

"Better than everything."

"You're biased."

"Thoroughly. Permanently. Unrepentantly."

I closed the laptop. Set it aside. Leaned into him. Felt his arm tighten. Felt Sirius purr. Felt the wire — my wire, his wire, our wire — sing its steady, unbroken note.

Outside, the stars were coming out.

November 30th. Four months after the proposal. Six weeks after the wedding. Two weeks after the novel hit shelves. One year and five months after a girl with no faith met a man with paper roses behind a gas station at midnight and said: no. I don't have faith in anything.

She had faith now.

Not in God. Not in the universe. Not in the abstract, philosophical sense that professors debated and poets chased and most people settled for because the alternative — having faith in a person, in a fragile, fallible, mortal person — was too dangerous.

She had faith in a man who folded paper into flowers. In a cat who purred against her ribs. In a best friend who burned destruction lists and loved without conditions. In a novel that existed in the world because a girl who had been broken had decided, against all evidence and all expectation, to write the truth.

She had faith in the wire.

The wire that snapped the night her sister died and hummed the night she met a stranger and sang the night she finished her novel and was singing now, right now, in a warm apartment with books on the shelves and roses on the counter and a ring on her finger and a constellation on her wrist and a cat between her knees and a man beside her who had waited in the dark until she was ready to burn.

The last time I felt anything was the night my sister died.

That was the first sentence of the novel. The opening line. The hook.

But it wasn't true anymore.

The last time I felt everything — every frequency, every note, every shade of the spectrum that runs from grief to joy and contains, in between, the entire messy, complicated, devastating, beautiful range of being human — was right now.

Right now.

In this apartment.

With this man.

With this cat.

With this life.

Burning.

Not consumed.

Burning.
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