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Chapter 1 — The Night After the Truth

	The city had begun its slow ritual of extinguishing itself when Evelyn returned home. The hour between midnight and morning always unsettled her, but tonight the unease had shape. It walked beside her like a second shadow, familiar and patient, as though it had been waiting for her to catch up.

	She closed the door behind her and pressed her back to it, inhaling once, sharply. The apartment greeted her with the stillness of a place that had expected her far earlier. Light from the street cut a thin silver blade across the floorboards. Dust motes floated in it like suspended thought.

	Her pulse hadn’t settled. Not really. The words he had spoken still reverberated in the space beneath her ribs.

	You.

	Not a confession. Not even a declaration.

	A truth dropping into her hands like something she had not been trained to hold.

	She set her keys on the table, their clatter louder than it should have been. Her body felt both heavy and overdrawn, as if desire and fear had mistaken each other for oxygen. She walked to the kitchen mechanically, filled a glass with water, and drank half of it before realizing she had no memory of lifting it.

	She rested her palms against the counter.

	He had said she was his weakness.

	And not with pride. Not with pleasure.

	With the same devastating honesty he used when issuing a rule he expected her to break only with a reason stronger than instinct.

	Her breath stuttered. She pressed her fingers to her wrist. Even though the velvet was no longer there, her skin remembered the pressure. The warmth. The meaning.

	She wondered if he regretted telling her the truth. She wondered if he regretted not telling it sooner.

	The water in her glass stilled.

	Her phone buzzed on the counter.

	One message. Unknown number.

	But the message was not unknown.

	She knows.

	No greeting. No signature. No demand.

	Just a blade slipped under the skin of her night.

	Evelyn lifted the phone slowly, as if it might react to being touched. Her stomach tightened with a kind of anticipation that had nothing to do with desire. She reread the message even though it had already carved itself into her memory.

	She knows.

	Who was she?
M.?
Someone else?
Someone watching him—or watching them?

	The silence in the apartment grew thick, almost warm, like breath fogging glass.

	She set the phone down. Her hands trembled once, then steadied.

	Through the window she could see smoke rising from a rooftop several blocks away—probably a controlled burn, a winter fireplace, nothing dramatic. And yet it looked intentional. Ritualistic. A column of gray twisting upward like a question.

	She found herself whispering into the empty room.

	“What happened to you?”

	The room, predictably, did not answer.

	But her body did.

	A faint hum beneath the sternum. A low burn at the place where trust and fear became indistinguishable.

	She turned off the kitchen light and walked into the living room. The skyline shimmered against the glass. Somewhere in the building a neighbor laughed, soft and drunken. Somewhere a radio hummed a song she didn’t quite recognize. The world continued its rhythm.

	Her world did not.

	Not since the moment he had looked at her with the quiet devastation of a man revealing the one truth he wished he could undo.

	She touched her wrist again.

	Her pulse met her fingertips and whispered, steady and unashamed.

	There was no going back.

	She walked to the bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and allowed herself one long exhale—slow enough to be mistaken for surrender, deep enough to become a vow.

	The night did not release her.

	It held her like a promise.

	And Evelyn understood, with a clarity that felt dangerous, that whatever the truth was—about him, about M., about whoever had sent the message—it had already begun to rearrange her.

	Tomorrow would not arrive as the same world.

	She lay back.

	Somewhere in the city, smoke curled upward as though answering a signal she had not yet learned to read.

	 


Chapter 2 — The Ledger Room Revisited

	The day unfolded with a quiet tension that Evelyn could neither name nor dismiss. She moved through her morning as though her body were performing an old routine while her mind lingered somewhere else entirely. The message from the night before repeated itself beneath her thoughts with the persistence of a second pulse: She knows.

	By late afternoon, her phone vibrated once.
Tonight. Same door.
No signature. No clarification. No reassurance.

	She dressed without ceremony and left the apartment before she could talk herself out of it.

	The unmarked door looked unchanged, but the street around it felt altered—quieter, as if the city were holding its breath. Evelyn touched the brick beside the frame, grounding herself. The stone was warm. Before she could knock, the lock gave a soft internal click, and the door eased open.

	The descent felt like stepping into memory. Crimson sconces diffused their muted glow across the stairwell, the velvet rail catching the light and the fine hairs on her wrist. The air grew cooler as she reached the bottom, where the hum of the club deepened into something like a heartbeat.

	He waited for her there.

	No mask. No carefully crafted distance. Just him—still, composed, watching her with an attention that rearranged the space around them.

	“You came,” he said.

	“You asked.”

	A flicker crossed his face—agreement, relief, something unspoken—before he turned and led her down a side corridor she had never entered. Each step felt like peeling back another layer of the club’s architecture, leaving behind velvet and candlelight for older materials and older rules.

	The door at the end of the hall was plain wood, unadorned, but its presence carried weight. He opened it without ceremony.

	“Come in.”

	The Ledger Room had not changed. The single lamp still cast its warm, contained glow. The shelves still held their clothbound volumes in meticulous order, dates pressed into their spines like quiet verdicts. The silence felt structured, intentional.

	He closed the door, the lock settling with a sound too soft to echo.

	“This is where everything begins,” he said.

	Evelyn looked at the ledgers, at the desk, at the room that felt like an archive of choices made long before she entered his world. “You told me I wasn’t meant to see this.”

	“I said you weren’t meant to see it then.”

	He moved to the shelf and lifted one of the books, its spine stamped with a year she recognized. He didn’t open it. Not yet.

	“These don’t record people,” he said. “They record agreements. Rituals. Boundaries. And when necessary… consequences.”

	A small chill traced her spine.

	“You said someone removed her entry,” she whispered. “M.”

	“Yes.”

	“Who would do that?”

	He closed the ledger. “That’s why I brought you here.”

	Her pulse tightened. She stepped closer, drawn toward both the book and the truth behind it.

	He watched her with a steadiness that wasn’t meant to comfort. “Someone has started writing again.”

	The room felt smaller. “Writing what?”

	“The past,” he said. “As if they want it to repeat.”

	A thin tearing sound broke the quiet—paper shifting, not quite falling.

	Evelyn turned.

	A single sheet lay on the desk that had been empty moments ago. The lamp’s glow made the ink shimmer faintly, grey as smoke.

	Her name.

	Not written by her.
 Not written by him.

	She took one slow step toward it.

	Her pulse roared in her ears.

	He spoke behind her, voice taut in a way she had never heard. “She knows.”

	The message echoed, but its meaning here—inside this room—felt different. Heavier. Older.

	And far from over.


Chapter 3 — Smoke in the Hallways

	The club felt different that night. Not louder, not wilder—simply more alert, as if every wall had inhaled and forgotten how to exhale. Evelyn stepped from the stairwell onto the velvet-lined corridor, and the shift in atmosphere settled immediately against her skin.

	People moved more quietly. Conversations hovered closer to whispers. Even the music—usually a slow, decadent undercurrent—seemed restrained, as though the building itself were listening for something out of place.

	She felt it too.

	He waited just inside the main chamber. His posture was measured, but there was something in the set of his shoulders she had not seen before: tension without a clear target.

	“You came early,” he said.

	“You asked for tonight.”

	“I did.”

	Their eyes held for a moment longer than usual, long enough for her to sense the unspoken questions beneath his calm exterior. He offered his hand—not to take hers, but to guide her forward—and she followed him deeper into the club.

	They did not walk toward the familiar rooms. Instead, he led her along a corridor that seemed narrower than she remembered, lit with fewer lamps, the shadows pooling more heavily in the corners.

	A faint scent of smoke drifted through the air.

	Not the warm, comforting burn of cedar or the sharp bite of incense. Something subtler, more elusive, like the echo of a fire long extinguished.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
1
) e
A TALE ()3 SMOK DEVOTION

CASSIAN %\RD





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Imprint – Cassian Ward


    		Chapter 1 — The Night After the Truth


    		Chapter 2 — The Ledger Room Revisited


    		Chapter 3 — Smoke in the Hallways


    		Chapter 4 — M.’s Return


    		Chapter 5 — The First Crack in His Voice


    		Chapter 6 — The Night of Smoke and Devotion


    		Chapter 7 — The Shadow That Shouldn’t Be There


    		Chapter 8 — What Follows After Devotion


    		Chapter 9 — The Ledger That Wrote Itself


    		Chapter 10 — The Page That Should Not Exist


    		Chapter 11 — The One Who Walks Between Pages


    		Chapter 12 — The Circle of Intent


    		Epilogue — The Ledger Breathes


  





