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    To my twins. Though you have passed from this realm, I hope the next was one of peace. May you always remember that you are loved from this day to the end of time. 

 

To my daughter, Samantha. I hope your light shines just as bright as the day you were born. May you find the world you seek and may it bless you with joy and care. You are loved. Always. 
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Chapter One
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David dressed without ceremony. Pride was a luxury he could no longer afford, not if he wanted to eat. If survival meant selling his soul, so be it. What use was pride, or even a soul, to a starving man?

Clutching his portfolio, he slipped out the front door into the biting wind. He had a meeting to attend. One that would change his life, though it might just destroy him.

With a sigh, he pulled his threadbare collar higher, as if it could shield him from the deeper cold...the one that came from within. No coat could guard against that.

He walked briskly, weaving through the crowd when he could. What had to be done was best done quickly. His legs moved with urgency, though inside, he felt hollow.

Up ahead, a flickering sign blinked: COFFEE.

David’s eyes lingered on it as he mentally counted his remaining cash. Sixteen dollars. Not enough...not really.

He weighed the trade: a caffeine-fueled mind for the meeting, maybe a better chance at the sale... or food for the rest of the week. Two dollars might as well have been a kingdom. He shook his head. No. He’d have to manage on wit and charm alone.

He pressed on. He’d be early, far too early. though early was better than late. Always.

That’s when he felt it.

Not saw, exactly. Something... off. His imagination filled in what his eyes hadn’t caught; a figure, half-shrouded in shadow, watching him from the mouth of an alley.

He slowed for the briefest moment, then kept walking. The wind seemed to shift, curling back toward him like a whisper.

He couldn’t shake the feeling. At first it was just a whisper of doubt, but it grew. In time it enlarged to something real, something that pressed against his thoughts and pulled at his awareness.

David wasn’t the paranoid type. Normally. At the second alley, strangely, and again at the third, he felt them. Eyes. Watching. Following.

How could they move so quickly? Did he have more than one that shadowed him? At the third alley, instinct overtook hesitation. He turned sharply into the darkness.

A flicker. Green eyes, red hair, a woman. She was perhaps six inches shorter than him. Unarmed perhaps, at least her hands were empty. She turned and vanished deeper into the alley.

Without thinking, he gave chase. Down the narrow passage, around a corner. His longer stride drew him closer. Then he rounded a sharp corner...Gone. No woman. No footprints. No sound. Just the wind echoing against brick and shadow.

He returned to his path, shaking his head at the whimsy that had overtaken him. Too many stories, he thought. Too many dreams woven from ink and sorrow. Maybe he was on the brink of madness.

The losses had stacked too high. The heartaches too deep.

He had hoarded his words like glittering treasures, hidden and precious. But perhaps in locking them away, his mind had turned inward, twisting on itself.

I’m insane, he told himself. It’s the only explanation. No one had followed him. No one could have run faster than him, slipping from alley to alley, vanishing into the wind. No. It was madness. It had to be.

Madness, insanity, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t shake the feeling of having been watched.

Strangely, though, the sensation had faded. That was the odd part. Wouldn’t a paranoid mind cling to fear? Wouldn’t it spin and spiral, drawing monsters from shadows? But now...nothing. Just wind. Just silence.

Returning to his course, his hurried steps brought him to the building.

This is it, he thought. The meeting. The moment. The one that could change everything...or nothing at all. The price? Small, in theory. Just his words. His stories. His poems. His soul.

Nothing to see here...just another offering on the altar of his long and bitter string of failures. He smiled. Grim, but determined.

An hour early. Of course he was. He always was. He found a spot beside the building and leaned against the cold stone. In his mind, the dance began again.

He practiced the lines, the cadence of his speech. How he’d stand. Where his eyes would rest. What tone to use. The words would be perfect. They had to be. He’d rehearsed them a hundred times before; in the dark, in the mirror, in dreams where no one listened.

David steadied his breath. He let go of the tightness in his chest. Slowly, deliberately. It wasn’t easy, but it was necessary. And when something was necessary, he did it. Social grace wasn’t his strength, but survival was. Pretending when he had to be present, speaking when silence wasn’t an option. These things, he could do.

Time passed. Not quickly, but it passed. And then the hour arrived. He stepped toward the building. That’s when the feeling returned...eyes. Again. Once more watching. Once more following.

He turned back instinctively, scanning the street. There, slipping through the crowd, he saw a flash of red hair. A woman in dark clothing. He couldn’t see her eyes at this distance. But he knew them. Green.

He hesitated, a flicker of doubt rising. No. No time to chase ghosts. Not now. Not today. With renewed resolve, he turned away and entered the building.

At the front desk, he checked in and was given the office location. The elevator chimed its arrival, and he stepped inside.

Several others had already entered. They stood silent, staring at their phones or the wall. As the doors began to close, a voice rang out, desperate and urgent: “Hold the door!” Without hesitation, David reached out and pressed the button to reopen the elevator doors. He could feel the others’ silent judgment, disapproval thick in the stale air.

A young man carrying a tray of drinks slipped inside with a quick, silent nod of thanks. David responded with a faint smile, tight, almost imperceptible, but sincere. The right thing is still right, he reminded himself. Not because it’s noticed, but because it’s right.

The elevator began its ascent, stopping floor by floor. One by one, the passengers stepped out, their exits quiet, routine.

No one new stepped in. Still, the elevator climbed. Eventually, only two remained: the drink carrier, and David. The hum of machinery and the soft clink of a plastic lid, as the carrier thumbed one of them, were the only sounds now. An odd stillness settled in. The elevator reached the top floor. With a soft chime, the doors whisked open.

David stepped aside, letting the young man with the drinks exit first. He had no need to crowd him. They approached the same reception desk. The drinks were placed down without a word, and the delivery man turned back toward the elevator, his job done.

Behind the desk sat a tall woman, likely in her thirties. Dark hair without a tinge of grey. Impeccably groomed, with sapphire-blue eyes and a smile that looked painted on, flawless and unreadable. She looked up and offered a knowing nod. “Ah, Mr. Wolfe. You are expected.”

David blinked, uncertain. Before he could speak, she continued, her voice warm but precise. “If you’d be a dear and take the coffee in with you, I have no doubt it would be appreciated.”

How did they know my name? David turned the question over in his mind. Maybe he was the only one they were seeing today. Maybe they'd read his work. Maybe they'd actually cared. It didn’t matter. His course was fixed. Their thoughts, their knowledge mattered not. He had made up his mind before this day ever began.

He picked up the tray of drinks, balanced it carefully, and moved toward the door. With one hand, he pushed it open and stepped through. The room beyond was vast, far too large for its current occupants. A gleaming conference table stretched the length of the space, surrounded by twenty overstuffed chairs, each one looking more expensive than the mortgage he paid for his house.

Only three people sat inside. All three looked up as he entered.

At the head of the table sat a man in his fifties. Balding. Heavyset. But with a face of carved stone. He appeared stern and unreadable. His gaze carried the weight of decisions already made, like David.

To his right sat a woman in her forties. Her posture was immaculate. No-nonsense. Business, through and through. Her hair was a dark brown, freshly dyed, an effort to maintain control in a world that aged people quickly.

The third figure was younger, perhaps mid-thirties. Dark hair, combed, but still ruffled at the edges. He wore a suit, but it didn’t sit right on him. It was too stiff, too formal. Like borrowed skin. Something about him struck David as...  out of place. Maybe too eager. Maybe not eager enough.

David approached quietly, the coffees trembling just slightly on the tray. David smiled. Showtime.

It was all an act, of course. Always had been. Shy people didn’t get far in the world he moved through. They stayed locked in place, trapped behind invisible walls.

And David Wolfe was terribly, painfully shy. No one would ever know. No one would dare believe it.

He set the coffee neatly in front of the three individuals, then extended a hand to each in turn, his grip firm, his eyes steady. When he reached one of the empty chairs, he didn’t sit. Not yet. Instead, he stood tall, his voice bold, deliberate, rehearsed, but real. “I’m David Wolfe,” he said. “As you know, I’m here to offer you my collected works; my stories, my poems, for your review.”

The man at the head of the table regarded David with a smile, though his eyes didn’t quite follow suit. “I’m Mr. Garrison,” he said, voice smooth as glass. “To my right, Mrs. Wright. To my left, my son.”

He gestured for David to sit.

Then, almost casually, he picked up the tray of coffee and distributed one cup to each of his companions. When he saw the extra, he handed it to his son, who, without a word, passed it to David.

There was no cream. No sugar. David braced himself, it would be bitter. Terrible, most likely.

But refusing would be worse. He accepted the cup, sat, and lifted it to his lips. The taste surprised him. Sweetened. And touched with cream; half and half, if he wasn’t mistaken.

Not his usual, not his favorite. But...something. Something different. Maybe it was a sign that things were going to go right, for once. He allowed himself a second sip, this one slower.

Mr. Garrison continued, his voice calm, almost bored. “We’ve reviewed your work, Mr. Wolfe, and we would very much like to put your words to use. They are powerful. Evocative. That said, I don’t intend to haggle like some backstreet purveyor of trinkets and scrap.”

He gave a small nod to Mrs. Wright. She opened her briefcase with mechanical precision and slid a stack of papers across the table to David.

He took them and looked them over carefully, flipping through the pages. He wasn’t trained in legal language, but the meaning was plain enough.

They were offering him a substantial sum, more than he had expected. Enough to live on. Eat. Breathe. Maybe even write without starving.

But in return...

He would give up everything. The intellectual property rights to every piece submitted. Every story, every poem, every word poured from sleepless nights and broken days. His heart. His soul.

All of it. They wanted everything. He only had one answer to give.

Yes.

Not because he wanted to. But because he had nothing left. Sixteen dollars. That was his fortune. If he didn’t make this sale, he would lose the house. The last echoes of home. The memories clinging to worn furniture and cracked walls.

The offer was more than he’d dared hope for. But the loss. That stung, it cut deep. To buy himself time, David took a long sip of coffee. It cleared his mind, but not his heart. He stared down at the papers, at the pages that held the sum of a lifetime. 

Did he have another lifetime to write more? Would it even matter, if he lost his place in the world? If he lost everything and ended up just another man whispering poems to the wind from a park bench?

Another sip. The warmth didn’t help.

These papers weren’t a conversation. They weren’t an offer. They were terms. This wasn’t a meeting...it was a transaction. All his practiced speeches, rehearsed and perfect, meant nothing here. They hadn’t called him to hear him speak. They didn’t care about his voice. Not even the words he’d already written...not really.

They wanted ownership. Possession. His words. His power. His everything.

He should say yes. He needed to say yes.

David smiled. His choice was made.

He pushed the papers back across the table. Then, rising to his feet, he spoke, not loudly, but with unmistakable clarity.

“Thank you,” he said. “But no.”

“I can’t give up my work. Not to you. Not to anyone. You say my words are powerful...evocative. Yet you would bind them to your ledger for nothing more than money. I am worth more than that.”

Looking at Mr. Garrison first, then his son. Finally, Mrs. Wright. He held their eyes a short span each, as he continued, “These words... they are my heart. They sing of memory. They bleed my first truth and will carry my last.”

Again he met each of their eyes in turn. “I will not sell. I will not surrender all that I am.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and walked out the door.

Behind him, silence. No protest. No attempt to stop him.

Only the quiet recognition of something they could never buy.

That was stupid, David thought. Suicidal, even. How the hell am I going to eat? Sixteen dollars wouldn’t last a week. Maybe not even three days if he wasn’t careful. Foolish pride. Pride wouldn’t buy groceries. Pride wouldn’t pay the mortgage.

And yet...

Despite the storm of panic in his mind, his heart was quiet. Still. He had done what was right...simply because it was right.

He had turned down an offer that could’ve sustained him for decades, maybe the rest of his life. But in doing so, he had bought back something far rarer.

His soul.

On the walk home, the feeling returned. The eyes. Always just beyond reach, never seen, never caught. Not in alleys. Not in reflections. Not in the crowd. But there.

He knew it. Felt it in the prickling of his skin, in the way shadows seemed to lean closer than they should.

Still, he made it back. Stepping through the door of his modest home, he exhaled. Long and slow. Relief washed through him like a quiet tide.

He would find a way forward. This was not the end of him. This would not be the end of his tale. What that way forward was... he didn’t yet know.

But one thing was certain: It would not come at the price of his soul.
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Chapter Two
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He saw her eyes first. They emerged from the darkness like emerald stars, drawing him forward. Her lips curved in invitation. Dance with me, they whispered, though no words were spoken. Her fiery red hair burned like his own private fireplace, warming his heart. 

Dressed in a black gown with dark lace at the edge. An old style, but it fit her. She was light and airy. A faerie, a dream. Her movements were slow, practiced. David knew that she held herself in restraint. For a moment he wished she could be free, to show her obvious grace. To dance and walk as her heart bid.

She stepped into his arms like she’d always belonged there, like the space between them had been waiting for her to fill. Her body pressed to his, warm, real, impossibly right.

Then her lips touched his. Soft. Gentle. The kind of kiss he’d never had. One he had never even imagined. She felt like poetry beneath his hands, her presence a living verse written just for him.

The kiss lingered. The taste of her, like warmed honey, sweet and lasting. Then came another. Deeper. More than flesh, like she was kissing the wound in his soul. Her eyes blazed with heat and heart, and he melted beneath them. Her tongue danced a rhythm that he soon found all too easy to follow. It was glorious. 

Her eyes poured into his while her mouth devoured his own. Their bodies danced, each knowing the steps, following music not heard but felt. Their fingers entwined, but not as deeply as their hearts, their souls.

He woke with a start.

The warmth of the dream clung to him like mist, quickly fading in the cold clarity of morning.

It was strange. The same presence that had haunted him with watching eyes now lingered in his thoughts as something comforting. Something that had pulled him back from the edge.

With a sigh, he rose. He washed his face. Brushed his teeth. The motions grounding him, mundane but necessary. He dressed and gathered what he could. Some items that he’d kept, some for years. Well-preserved. Rare. Small treasures from another life.

At the pawn shop, the transaction went better than expected. The man behind the counter didn’t haggle much. He seemed to know value when he saw it. By the time David walked out, his mortgage was covered. There was even enough left over for food, for a month, a little more.

Next month would come with its own demons. For now, he had room to breathe. And that, after everything, was enough.

Licking his lips, remembering his last real cup of that divine liquid, David made up his mind. He would grant himself a small treat. He felt he’d earned it. David stopped at a real coffee shop. This was not just a vending machine or a pot from behind a corporate desk. The air was thick with roasted beans, soft music, and the gentle murmur of conversation.

He ordered his drink, tall, sweet, exactly how he liked it. The first sip filled his belly with warmth, the caffeine steadying the ache inside. It didn’t fix everything, but it helped.

He took a seat by the window and watched the world go by. People passed in pairs and clusters, some alone, all part of the quiet choreography of life. They moved like dancers on a stage, approaching, pausing, stepping aside.

Some met eyes, hopeful, searching. Others turned quickly away; anxious, distracted, apologetic. Here and there, a flash of anger. A hand or gesture. A wave or a sign. A smile exchanged. A glare.

What a joy people were, David thought, to be observed in their natural habitat. 

David smiled at a flash of bright color in the mix, teal. Don’t see that every day. A bright color, one of mystery. Bet they were an interesting person.

He sipped again. The warmth lingered. And for the first time in a long while, so did something else. Hope. Perhaps he could manage. While he had turned down a life changing offer, perhaps he could change his life in other ways. Ways that didn’t cut him so deeply. 

His phone rang. A sharp chime. A small tilt in reality. Her ringtone. David pulled the device from his coat pocket and stared at the screen.

Not today. Today she would not stir the old demons.

He let it ring. Watched it vibrate in his hand until the call faded into silence. There was nothing new she could say. Nothing he could fix. Just more complaints. More claws scratching at what little light he had left.

She left a voice mail. It had been a long one, probably running till she was cut off. Would she call back to continue? He always knew when she was especially peeved, she would leave two such messages. Once, at the divorce, there had been three. 

Most likely, she wanted what she believed was her share of his work. Even now, even after everything. They were long divorced, but entitlement lingered like perfume that had seeped into the furniture.

He chuckled ruefully. There was no money. No secret windfall. The courts had made their ruling, and it was over. It had cost him nearly everything. Their divorce had been finalized for years now. His work, his effort, was now only for him. Maybe for the one who would love him in return. He hoped she would love, not for what he could offer, but for who he truly was. If he ever found her. If not... he would deal with that, too.

Reality was cold. Biting. Not always cruel. There were still moments of joy. A warm drink. A stranger’s smile. Music played on a passing radio. Voices to hear. Beauty to see. Life was about finding the way forward, with positivity, no matter the terrain. Even when the path led through hell.

Taking the long way home, David wandered toward the park.

Normally, it would echo with laughter...children playing, released from school or daycare. But today, it was quiet. Almost reverent.

On a bench, a man slept. A transient, wrapped in worn layers, a bucket at his feet with a cardboard sign: Please help. David reached into his pocket, pulled out a bill without looking at it, and dropped it in the bucket without a word.

He had seen real need. He didn’t have much himself, but he couldn’t walk past the chance to help someone else.

That’s when the bushes rustled. David smiled softly. Probably a dog. Maybe someone else walking the long way home. What stepped out was not a dog. It wasn’t even quite a man. Twisted. Bent with age. Dressed in rags that looked older than time.

And on his head...A red mushroom-shaped cap. In his gnarled hand, he held a knife. Oversized. Dull-edged, yet heavy. Barely two feet tall. Was it a video prank? He had heard of those. That didn’t feel right though.

David didn’t move. The dream from the night before flickered in his memory—green eyes, red hair, lips like poetry. And now this... thing. Something was happening. Something old. Something not of this world, more akin to his writings, to his poetry.

The little man lunged. David braced, he didn’t scream, didn’t flinch, just tensed for the impact. A raised foot, to shield, to kick. Before the twisted figure could reach him, a deep bark shattered the silence.

From out of nowhere, a German Shepherd charged forward, fur bristling, eyes locked on the attacker.

The little man froze mid-step. His eyes widened...not with fear exactly, but with recognition, of his danger. Then, like a kicked shadow, he vanished back into the bushes.

The German Shepherd sniffed at the undergrowth, growling once more before falling silent. Then she turned to David. Calm. Proud. Watching him with the quiet intelligence only dogs possess.

David let out a breath. He hadn’t been afraid, not exactly, but that thing could have hurt him. Small and wiry, he would have had to kick him. That would have left him open to being cut in response. He knew a save when he saw one.

Reaching into the pocket of his windbreaker, he pulled out a stick of jerky, his emergency food stash, barely touched.

He fed it to her slowly, piece by piece, praising her between bites. “Brave girl,” he murmured. “Heroic, even. Came right when I needed you.” The German Shepherd wagged her tail with joyful enthusiasm, devouring the treat like it was a feast.

As the dog trotted off, her tail wagged as she returned to whatever unseen duties awaited. David smiled with quiet appreciation. He resumed his walk, letting the moment settle warmly in his chest. How odd. Had it been real though? Was his imagination taking over once more? Maybe he truly was insane. 

As he left the park, raised voices cut through the afternoon air. Yelling. It wasn’t his business. Not his problem. But still...he had to look. Outside a small store with a faded Circled K sign, he saw them. Three men. Aggressive and angry.

They circled an older woman, shouting at her. She had three black plastic bags beside her, likely everything she owned. “Give us your money, woman...or it’ll be worse for you,” one of them barked.

David didn’t hesitate. He stepped between them and her. Calm. Unshaken. “Leave her alone,” he said. No threat. No posturing. Just his presence: firm, immovable.

The men looked startled. Their bravado flickered. David wasn’t tall. But he was strong. There was something in the way he stood. His quiet confidence, the hard-earned discipline.

He had served in the military. Learned how to take care of himself. He wasn’t a fighter. Until he had to be. Something about the way he held himself made it clear: he wasn’t afraid.

The men muttered curses under their breath, but one by one, they backed away and disappeared around the corner. David didn’t watch them go. He simply turned to the woman, offering a smile and a nod.

“Thank you, young man,” the woman said, her voice wheezing between breaths. “’Tis not often one sees someone stand for another. Not in this land, or any other I’ve walked.”

She gathered her black plastic bags to her chest, rummaging briefly before pulling something small from within. A stone, smooth, dark, and worn with time.

“For you,” she said, offering it to David. “A keepsake. My thanks.”

David shook his head gently. “You keep it. Let it remind you there’s still good in the world. That not all men are cruel.” He smiled at her, bright and sincere, and turned to leave. She called after him. “Surely you’ll take something?”

He paused. Turned back. “If you insist,” he said, his grin returning. “I’ll take your name.” That made her laugh, low and rasping, like wind through hollow trees.

“I can’t give you that, dear boy. What would I be called then? Even for what you’ve done, that’s too high a price.” She reached out and took his hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong, ancient bones wrapped in strength that belied her age.

“Then I’ll take the thanks you’ve already given,” David said softly. “And I’ll be glad for the trade.” He released her hand, nodded once, and continued on his way.

Behind him, the street was quiet again...except, perhaps, for the sound of soft laughter... fading into the wind.

When he turned the corner and saw her car parked outside his home, he sighed.

Of course. Today had gone too well. No matter. It was best to deal with these things directly, like everything else. She was sitting on his doorstep, arms crossed, eyes sharp with impatience. Like she expected him to drop everything. Like the world still orbited her.

He approached slowly, quietly. With a sigh, he spoke, “Hello, Cindy.”  She stood the moment she saw him, drawing in a deep breath, she launched into her tirade. He barely listened.

It was the same speech he’d heard a hundred times. The words changed. The tone never did. It didn’t matter what he said. She wouldn’t hear it. Her voice screeched, but it couldn’t pierce the calm he had wrapped around himself like armor.

He nodded when he needed to. Murmured a few polite acknowledgments. Let her burn the fuel of her fury while he remained still at the center.

She was thirty, same as him. She’d let herself go a bit since their marriage ended. Roots of grey peeked from under a fading dye job, red, always red.

Maybe that’s why the woman in my dream had red hair, he thought. My mind reaching backward. Her eyes were blue. Not as bright as they once were, but still...still beautiful. He hated that part. The part of him that still saw her that way. Maybe always would.

And then she said the words he knew were coming: “The money you got from selling your work...half of it is mine. I deserve it. I suffered for it.” He looked at her. Not with anger. Not even pity. Just truth.

“I didn’t sell,” he said quietly. “There’s no money.” He paused, long enough to let that settle. “And if I had, I’d offer nothing. You got what the court required. Nothing more is owed to you.”

His voice was soft. But beneath it was steel, old pain, still sharp, held with a hand steady from too much practice. He didn’t offer to let her in. Didn’t suggest a drink. The door remained closed behind him, and it would stay that way. She would never step foot in his home again.

For too many years, she had her way, words like knives, affection like bait. But not anymore. He wouldn’t hurt her in return. That wasn’t who he was. But neither would he be her pawn ever again.

She made to move past him, to go inside. He stood his ground, calm and unflinching. “Your presence isn’t wanted,” he said. Not coldly. Just the truth.

She tilted her head, smirking like she had him cornered. “You want me,” she said. “You still have desires. You pretend to be stone, but I know the truth. Inside... you want me.”

David looked her in the eye. No hate. No fire. Just the deepest truth he had left. “You’re right,” he said. “I still desire. I still love. I still want you.”

He let the silence fall, let her start to believe she’d won. And then, soft, final: “That is the reason I will never again invite you into my home.”

She left. Bitter. Dejected. Alone. David saw it in every movement. The tightness in her shoulders, the forced stride, the glance back, looking for a reaction from him that never came.

She had made the choices for them both. And in doing so, she had wounded not only him, but herself. Perhaps she would learn. Perhaps she would change.

He hoped so. He truly did. That was her road to walk. And it would be a hard one. She needed to see the world from a way not her own, and that would be the hardest of all. 

She had taken most of the assets when they split. Most of the furniture, the savings, even the car. But what she left behind... that part of herself she’d thrown away in pursuit of control and punishment...that might never heal.

David didn't envy her. He was working to change. To reclaim what had been buried beneath years of silence and sacrifice. His path was hard, but it was his. And he was walking it forward. He would focus on the positive and let that guide him from the dark hole she had helped to create. 
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Chapter Three
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David knew it was a dream. He had never set foot in a place like this.

The restaurant was impossibly elegant. Tables draped in fine linen. Crystal glasses shimmering with perfectly round ice cubes. Water that tasted clean and cold, like it had been drawn from the heart of a morning rain.

He sipped, glancing around. Each table had actual silverware. Not just a fork and knife, sets of them. Nine per setting.

Nine? Who needs six forks? What were they even for? Insanity.

Then he noticed what he was wearing. A tuxedo. Full. Black. With a satin vest and a matching handkerchief tucked neatly into the breast pocket. Cream shirt, form fitted to his chest. From the bottom of the jacket extended two folds of fabric, like a tail. It fit perfectly. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Just... unreal. Something from a life he’d never lived.

From the hallway, she appeared. The woman in black. Her clothing was contrasted by her red hair spun into a web of elegance. She was beyond beautiful. Born from pictures of old, she walked with an ancient grace, though her majesty transcended all of time. 

Her gown clung to her form like midnight spun into silk. Her fashion antiquated, but elegant. Every step she took echoed like poetry on a marble floor. Her lips wore the scent of a kiss, and he chuckled softly at the phrase...ridiculous, yet somehow right.

Her eyes, green like storm-tossed seas, held his from across the room.

He stood as she approached. She kissed him gently on the lips. And yes; her lips were scented by a kiss. He laughed again, light, and unguarded, as he pulled her chair. She sat with a grace that barely touched the cushion.

Returning to his seat, he met her gaze. No preamble, no verbal sparring, no coy phrases, her voice low and warm was wrapped in velvet promise: “This could all be yours. Including me.”

David took a slow sip of water, letting the cold settle on his tongue. He needed the moment. This dream...it was too vivid. Too real.

He could taste the minerals in the water, feel the chill of the glass against his fingers. Every detail of the room stood in high definition. Colors too precise, shadows too deep.

And the woman... Though dressed in black, her gown shimmered with countless shades, charcoal, ink, ash, velvet night. Shadows layered upon shadows.

She dripped seduction. Her beauty was an invitation. Her voice, a door unlocked.

And yet... David felt the trap tightening around him. What she offered wasn’t love. It was illusion. He saw the lie in its perfection. Saw the cracks in her promise, even as it glimmered like treasure.

He wanted more than a glimpse into someone else’s world. He didn’t want to inhabit someone else's dream. He wanted to build his own. Forge his path. Shape his future.

Not gifted. Not stolen. Earned. By his work. His sweat. His blood. The dream might dazzle, but it would not own him.

“I must compliment your masters,” David said softly, rising to meet her eyes. “What they offer is a treasure of incomparable beauty.”

He placed his hand gently over his heart. “But I must decline.”

“I will get here,” he added, glancing around the shimmering room, “in my own time.” A chime rang out. Deep and resonant, like a grandfather clock marking a hidden hour. One.

Her smile faltered. Just a crack, but it was visible.

“You do not want all that is offered?” she asked, her voice silk turning taut. “It could be yours. Just open the way.”

He shook his head. “A second time. I decline. What you offer is everything I could wish for. But it is not mine to take.” Two. The chime rang again. The air trembled. The room flickered.

Her voice grew urgent, almost desperate. “You could take what is given and make more. Begin with abundance instead of nothing. More than that...you would have me. My heart. My soul. A life we would build together.”

David met her gaze, steady and unshaken. “I would no more own your heart and soul,” he said, “than I would earn this life by your master’s approval. This world...this dream...it is not mine if it comes on someone else’s terms.” He stepped back, voice firm. “One day, I will have all this... and more. But I will never bow down to make it so.” Three. The final chime rang. The dream shattered.

Like glass struck from within, the world collapsed in a bloom of light and silence.

Once more, he awoke.

And for a moment, he could swear her scent still lingered, warm and subtle, in the stillness of his bedroom. The dream had felt so real. As real as the solid bed beneath him, the soft blanket tangled around his legs.

He rose, stretching the weight of sleep from his limbs, and began the motions of morning. Even in the shower, with water cascading down his back, her eyes haunted him.

It had always been the eyes. Even as a boy, that was what first drew him. Not just the color, but the light within them. The secret shine of smile or even anger. The shimmer of something unknown, unimagined, unreachable.

And then the smile itself.

Ah, he was a fool for a beautiful smile. Not the perfect, practiced kind. The one that played hide and seek with the truth, the one that spoke in riddles only the heart could understand.

The rest, the form, the allure, the body, that was lovely, yes. But eyes and smiles... those were sacred. Those were the keys.

Whatever path he walked, he thought, toweling off, if someone were to ever hold his heart again...their eyes would have to shine like stars. And their smile...bright enough to pull the tide inside him. Unbidden, her eyes rose before his memory. Her lips shaped his own smile. 

Dressed and half-lost in thought about the shape of his day, David was startled by a knock at the door. When he answered, a delivery driver stood halfway down the steps, calling, “Signature, please.” 

David signed, the driver ascended the steps and took the paper into his possession. David took the parcel, and closed the door behind him. He locked it out of habit. This time, the click of the bolt felt a little more meaningful.

At the table, he examined the package. It bore a return label: Garrison and Son. He opened it carefully. Inside there were papers. Neat, heavy, and very expensive.

A new set of contracts. More polished. More formal. This time, the offer was... extravagant. More than double what had been offered before. Still in exchange for everything: all intellectual property he had presented.

But there was more. A second contract. Thicker. A standing offer for all future works. Poems, stories, scraps, songs...anything he ever wrote again.

The sum was staggering. More than he could imagine seeing in a lifetime.

David stared at the pages. It was insane. Who would pay this much for stories? Why? This wasn’t about books. Or rights. Or publishing. No. This was something else entirely.

David had no one to ask. No friends, since the divorce he had withdrawn. No one had remained. He had lived a quiet life since the service. Introspective, deliberate. His stories, poems, and fragile worlds had been gifts he shared only with a trusted few.

It had been his wife who first suggested publication.

She believed in his words, or perhaps, more accurately, she believed in what they might earn. For years, she sent them out, tirelessly submitting to agencies, contests, and houses. David wrote, quietly hopeful but never demanding. Then, finally, interest. Excitement. Contracts. Offers.

And when David turned them down, refused to sell his soul stitched in syllables, her passion dried up.

Not just for the work. For him. She left.

And in the courtroom, she claimed her share: awarded, ironically, based not on what he had made, but on what he might.

They had gambled on his talent. And now, once again, the gamblers had returned. Only this time, they wanted more. Not just the stories he had already bled onto paper...but all that he might create.

Everything.

The contracts promised he would never want again. Just write. Be left alone. Do what he loved. David knew better. His words were not tools. They were not product. They were paintings of the soul, strokes made in ink and ache. Each syllable, a signpost guiding the lost through the shadows of his world.

David looked down at the thick ream of paper in his hands. Contracts. Promises. Chains. He walked to the little gas stove and turned the knob.

Nothing.

It refused to light, another unpaid bill. One more quiet defeat. From the linen closet, he retrieved a small box of matches, tucked away for emergencies, for blackouts and long nights.

He struck one. The flame flared to life, trembling in the still air. Over the sink, he touched it to the edge of the papers. They caught slowly at first, then hungrily, greedily, the fire consumed.

He dropped the burning stack into the basin and watched.

Watched until the last sheet curled into blackened lace. Until the last ember died. It was the right thing, because to do otherwise would be to sell himself. To bare himself for nothing more than money. Money used to continue an existence that would no longer have meaning.

There had been a time, years ago, when the meaning of his life was to make Cindy happy. When he would have given anything to see Cindy smile. To see that look in her eyes, the one she used to have when they first met. He would’ve sold everything he owned to bring back that light. To feel her heart beat against his while they kissed, believing in forever.

She had changed. With his first published work. She saw what he could command, what he could build with the power of his words. He kept the rights to his story, and the residuals earned him enough to keep going. Another sale and more money came in. Her life changed. They bought a bigger house, purchased new furniture, bought a brand new car. She pleaded with him to take the bigger checks. Even when it meant he had to give up his right to his stories.

He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t surrender a part of himself. What had been offered then, what was offered now, none of it would have lasted. Not really. And the damage... it would have taken everything else with it. He’d tried to explain. He had. But she never saw it. She never would. She left, calling him a failure, taking everything with her in her wake.

Now that he had only himself to talk with, only his words of wisdom to share. He was happy with his choice. He retained his works, but mostly he retained himself. With that, he could carry on, begin again as needed and live. 

That night, David walked again. Not to the park. He’d had enough of nature and its stillness. He had quiet at home. What he needed now was life. Noise, movement, people, and purpose.

So he went to a bar.

A simple place. Dim lights. A jukebox murmuring in the background. Laughter rising and falling like tides. The smell of alcohol and sweat and too many stories.

He ordered a single beer. No more. He wasn’t there to drink. He was there to watch. To see people...not the versions they presented, but the truths beneath.

The beautiful. The ugly. The honest. The desperate. The aching.

Some were good. He could see it in their eyes. The way they smiled when they thought no one was looking. Some were not. There were liars here. Cheaters. People who would steal your hope and sell it back to you hollowed out.

He accepted that. Not everyone was kind. Not everyone was trying to be.

He had learned that with Cindy. He wasn’t angry anymore. Not really. Still hurt, yes, but not mad. She hadn’t changed. She had simply shown who she’d always been, after they were bound. He had wanted to believe in her. Wanted to believe she loved him the way he had loved her. But the truth? She had never lied with her words. She had lied with her silences. And he... he had chosen not to see.

He sipped his beer...stale, bitter. Not something he’d ever buy for home.

But here, in this place, it fit. He didn’t drink for taste. The size of the glass gave him time, to linger and to observe.

It was one of the few hobbies he held beyond writing: watching people. Reading them. He watched a group play pool, a skill he’d always admired, never learned.

He listened to the low hum of whispered conversations, the sudden shout as someone won at darts. That was a game he did enjoy. But only in solitude. Not here. Not like this. Then came the argument. It started with soft voices with sharp edges. Then the frustrated tones. Not his business.

But it grew louder. Sharper. A man yelling at a woman, his voice tight with control. Demanding. Pressing. No one else moved. No one else even looked. David did, he was compelled. Because right was still right. Even when no one else cared.

He stood, left his beer where it was. He didn’t expect to return to it. He knew the bartender would dump it once he was out of sight. He sighed. The cost of doing good in a world that didn’t notice.

As he stepped between them, he kept his voice low and steady. “Time to give it a rest,” he said. “And go home.” He hoped she wouldn’t turn on him too. It wouldn’t be the first time.

But that didn’t matter. He stood there anyway.

The man said something. David didn’t catch it. Didn’t need to. It was the usual: Mind your own business. But David didn’t move. If you dragged your business into his world, made a scene where others could be hurt...then it became his business. The man stepped forward, fists clenched. “Stay out of it,” he growled.

David stood still. Unmoving. Unphased. The man, pissed now, swung.

David deflected it with ease, minimal movement, practiced control.

Now the bar noticed. Heads turned. Eyes locked in. Not out of concern. Not out of morality. This was entertainment.

The man snarled and struck again...harder, more desperate. David slipped the blow, redirected it, never returning a strike. Then David spoke, soft, clear, cutting through the noise. “I won’t stay on defense forever,” he said. “Stop now. Reclaim your honor. And leave.” He didn’t yell. He didn’t threaten. He offered.

One last chance to walk away with something resembling pride. Instead, the man pulled a knife. Nine inches. Double-edged. Cold metal gleaming under flickering lights. David didn’t flinch.

His stance didn’t change. His breath didn’t hitch. He had chosen his ground. He would not back down.

The man lunged. David stepped in, swift and certain. His hand came down on the attacker’s forearm, crushing the nerve just below the elbow. The blade clattered to the floor. David struck once, clean across the jaw.

The man collapsed like a tree felled in one blow. The bar erupted in cheers.

Not for the cause. For the show.

David turned to the woman. She looked stunned, but grateful. “Thank you,” she whispered. He said nothing, only nodded, and walked her to the door.

She fled into the night. A moment later, the bartender approached, setting a frosted glass on the bar with a heavy thunk.

“I just made a buttload of money on you,” he said, grinning. “You’re alright in my book.” 

David took a swig. Still stale. Still bitter. Now cold. Not much better. He took another, then set the glass gently on the counter. “Thanks,” he said, offering a nod. Then he turned and left.

The cheers faded behind him. The cold air greeted him. And the night swallowed him whole.

David returned home under the hush of midnight streets. The glow from the porch light flickered once...then steadied.

That’s when he saw it. A knife. Embedded in his front door. Buried halfway to the hilt. Not the kind of blade from earlier that night. This one was different.

It was forged, hammered, not machined. Hammered and heated, shaped by hand. The handle was wrapped in aged leather, cracked but tight, still holding. It smelled of ash and old blood.

There was a note impaled beneath the blade. Just a torn scrap of thick, rough paper. The message was scrawled in blocky ink:

Take the deal. The next one won’t be so nice.

Which deal David wondered? The one for his soul for money? Or the one for his soul for love? Or were they one and the same? David stared at it for a long moment. Then he pulled the knife free. It came out smooth, clean, without effort, like it wanted to follow him inside.

He stepped through the doorway, closed the door behind him, and locked it. Checked it twice to make sure he had secured every lock. He noted the knife has stabbed through the entire door.

Inside, David walked the length of his home and turned on every light he could find. The kitchen. The hall. The bathroom. Even the laundry room.

Brightness spilled across every corner. It didn’t chase the fear away entirely, but it helped. Just enough.

He brought the knife to the kitchen table and examined it beneath the strongest bulb he had. The blade was gleaming, metal polished to a mirror shine. But across its surface, something shifted.

Glyphs. Symbols he didn’t recognize, carved so precisely they almost seemed grown, not etched. Within each one, a dark red stain. Not paint. Not rust. 

Blood. Dried. Hardened. Yet somehow untouched by time.

The longer he stared, the more the markings seemed to pulse...not with light, but with meaning. A meaning just out of reach.

The glyphs twisted something inside him. Bent the air. They didn’t look like any language he knew. But they felt like something ancient. Something not meant for the waking world. They rattled his sense of reality.

And in that moment, David knew... This wasn’t just a warning.

It was a message. Someone... or something... was waiting for his reply.

She came to him again in the dream. Not in words. Not in voice. Just her presence.

He saw her across the street, half-shrouded in the blur of passing strangers. The dream pulsed with soft motion, faces that didn’t matter, steps that didn’t land.

She stood still in the center of it all. Dressed in black leather. A silver chain at her throat. Makeup dark and sharp, a goth's war paint—but David didn’t care. That wasn’t her. That was the mask. He saw her eyes shining through the façade she wore so well. Her hair streaked with black but shining red still to his eyes. 

Just another story worn over skin, like most people wore. Not truth. Not essence. He saw her watching him. Eyes locked.

She didn’t cross. It was his choice. She stood still, silent, waiting. He knew...if he stepped forward, even one step, the crowd would vanish. The world would fold in around them. They’d be alone.

The offer wasn’t spoken. It didn’t have to be. David lifted two fingers to his lips and blew her a kiss. A soft, light thing. Wordless, but full of meaning.

She caught it...literally. Raised her hand like she was catching a butterfly, then opened it to examine what he’d given her.

She looked at his gesture like it was a strange creature, something that didn’t belong. David turned and walked on. Down the street. He never looked back.

At first light, a knock. Sharp. Insistent. Demanding.

David woke with a groan, pulling on a pair of pants as he shuffled toward the door. Another delivery man stood on the step, eyes hollow with early-hour fatigue.

David signed the clipboard. No words exchanged. Just ink and silence. He locked the door behind him, securely, and took the package to the table.

He opened it. Return address: Garrison and Son. Inside...another contract. The offer: more than three times the original sum. He stared. He had never seen that kind of money. Not in person. Not even in fantasy.

It was a fortune. A number so large it almost lost meaning. Enough to go anywhere. Do anything. He could write about whatever he wanted. Or nothing at all. He would never have to sell a single word again.

And yet, that was the catch. They still wanted everything. His past work. His name. His voice. His legacy. And the second contract, thicker, heavier, was worse. It offered even more for what he might write. There was no demand he actually write it.

Just the right to own it, should he ever choose to. No strings. Except all of them. Why? Why this level of obsession? This wealth for a quiet man with a pen?

He knew his work was good. Notable. Honest. Different. But this? This wasn’t appreciation. This wasn’t admiration.

This was something else. And someone out there... was willing to pay a literal fortune to prove it.

David didn’t own a computer. All his writing, every word, was done by hand or on his old typewriter. It was slow. Intentional. That was the point. The pace gave him time to think, to wander inward.

As each page filled, the stories took shape, not because he planned them, but because his dreams whispered them into his fingers. He never wrote toward an ending. Never imposed meaning on the work. He discovered it.

The act of writing wasn’t a message. It was a journey. One he invited others to walk beside him, never behind.

Today, he needed answers. Real ones. About Garrison and Son. He had no way to search. No screen. No keyboard. Just a blank page and the growing hum of dread.

He went about his morning ritual. Tried to eat breakfast. The cupboard was bare, save for a single can of tuna. A gift from Christmas. Imported, and very expensive.
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