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​PROLOGUE
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"There are loves so pure they burn. Not with warmth—with destruction. They consume everything: reason, safety, future. And when such love meets an immovable force, something must break. Usually, it's the lovers themselves." — Unknown

"Time is not a river that flows in one direction. It is a prison with infinite cells, each containing a different version of your suffering. And the cruelest joke? You get to choose which cell to inhabit. Again. And again. And again." — The Keeper of Hours

"The first time you lose someone, you believe death is the enemy. The second time, you realize death is mercy. By the tenth time, you understand: love itself is the curse." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #247

"Some people are born into darkness. Others have it thrust upon them. But the truly damned? They choose it. They walk into hell willingly, eyes wide open, because someone they love is burning there. And they'd rather burn together than survive alone." — Viktor Volkov, in a rare moment of honesty
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​CHAPTER 1: The Architecture of Normal
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September 15th - Three Months Before

The city of Ashmont wore its decay like a badge of honor. Once a manufacturing hub, it had slowly bled jobs and hope over three decades, leaving behind shells of factories and people who remembered better times. The wealthy lived in the Heights—a gated community of mansions that looked down on the city like vultures watching carrion. Everyone else lived in various shades of struggle.

Damien Cross had been born in the Flats, the neighborhood where even hope came secondhand. His childhood home was a two-bedroom apartment that smelled of mildew and his mother's endless cigarettes. The walls were thin enough to hear neighbors arguing, loving, living their small desperate lives.

His father, Marcus Cross, had worked at the Hendricks Steel Mill for seventeen years. A good man, everyone said. Hard worker. Never missed a shift. Provided for his family despite the odds. Then, at forty-three, his heart decided it had had enough. Massive coronary. Dead before the ambulance arrived. Left behind a wife, two kids, and debts that multiplied like cancer.

Damien had been fifteen when he found his father. Came home from school to see him slumped in his chair, newspaper still in his hands. For a moment, Damien thought he was sleeping. Then he saw the color. The stillness. The absolute absence of breath.

He'd learned something that day: death wasn't dramatic. It was quiet. Mundane. A person there one moment, gone the next, leaving only meat that used to be someone.

The funeral was small. The life insurance barely covered it. The debts remained. And Damien's mother, Elizabeth, had to learn quickly that the world didn't pause for grief.

She got two jobs. Morning shift at the diner downtown, evening shift cleaning offices. Damien rarely saw her awake. She was always either working or collapsed in exhausted sleep. His younger sister, Maya, was twelve and needed medication for asthma that insurance didn't quite cover.

So Damien became the man of the house at fifteen. Got a work permit. Lied about his age to get construction jobs on weekends. Studied at night. Applied for every scholarship he could find because college was the only way out, and he'd promised his father—in that terrible moment of discovery—that he'd make something of himself.

By twenty-two, he'd done it. Barely. He had a scholarship to Ashmont University studying civil engineering. Worked construction during the day, attended classes at night. His hands were calloused, his back ached perpetually, and he hadn't slept more than five hours a night in years.

But he was doing it. Surviving. Moving forward one painful step at a time.

Until the Tuesday he met Amaya Volkov and learned that survival wasn't enough. That sometimes the heart wanted things that destroyed everything you'd built.

The Second Cup Coffee Shop - September 15th, 8:47 PM

The coffee shop occupied the ground floor of a building that had once been elegant. Now the elegance was nostalgic—worn hardwood floors, mismatched furniture that might be vintage or just old, walls painted a color that was either "artistic taupe" or "we gave up."

But it had three things Damien needed: free wifi, outlets at every table, and staff who didn't care if you nursed one coffee for six hours while studying.

He'd been coming here five nights a week for three months. Always sat at the same table—back corner, near the window, away from the door's draft. His textbook was open to Chapter 12: Differential Equations in Structural Analysis. The concepts swam in front of his tired eyes. He'd been working since 6 AM, attended two classes, and now faced three hours of homework before he could sleep.

The coffee helped. Barely. He was on his third cup, which probably explained why his hands trembled slightly while writing. Caffeine and exhaustion made poor companions.

The door opened. He glanced up out of habit—the survival instinct of someone who'd grown up in neighborhoods where you always knew who was entering a room.

She walked in, and something about her made him look twice.

Not because she was beautiful, though she was. Dark hair that fell past her shoulders in waves that looked effortless but probably required expensive maintenance. Skin that suggested Mediterranean heritage, or maybe just genetics being generous. Features that were striking rather than conventionally pretty—strong nose, defined cheekbones, lips that looked like they smiled rarely but meaningfully.

But it wasn't her appearance that caught his attention. It was the way she moved. Like someone navigating a minefield. Each step careful. Eyes scanning the room not with curiosity but wariness. Looking for exits, threats, judgment.

She wore a coat that cost more than Damien made in two months. Designer jeans that fit perfectly. Boots that were simultaneously practical and expensive. Everything about her screamed money, but her body language screamed fear.

She approached the counter, ordered in a voice too quiet for Damien to hear, paid with cash, and retreated to a table by the window. Not the table closest to the window—the one where she could see the door but wasn't immediately visible from outside.

Damien tried to return to his differential equations. Failed. Kept glancing at her.

She sat motionless, hands wrapped around her tea cup (Earl Grey, he'd heard her order), staring at nothing. Or everything. Hard to tell.

Then he saw it. The tears. Not sobbing. Not making a scene. Just silent tears tracking down her cheeks while she stared at the rain-streaked window.

Damien had learned early that the world was full of suffering. You couldn't fix everyone's problems. Couldn't save every person who was hurting. His mother had taught him that—often by example. You did what you could for those closest to you and tried not to drown in the tide of everyone else's pain.

But something about this woman—this girl, really, she couldn't be older than twenty—called to something in him. Maybe it was the way she cried without making a sound, like she'd learned early that crying was allowed but only if you didn't bother anyone with it.

He recognized that. Had done the same thing after his father died. Cried in the shower where no one could hear. Cried into his pillow. Cried during long walks at night. But never in front of his mother or sister. Never where his grief might add to their burdens.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Damien stood. Walked over to her table. His heart hammered—social anxiety mixing with exhaustion mixing with the absolute certainty that this was probably a mistake.

Damien: "Excuse me. Are you okay?"

She looked up, startled. Quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, a gesture that was both practiced and ineffective—her eyes were still wet, her cheeks still streaked.

Amaya: "I'm fine. Thank you."

Her voice was controlled. Modulated. The voice of someone who'd been trained in proper diction and social grace. But underneath, Damien heard the tremor.

Damien: "You don't look fine. You look like someone who needs a friend. Or at least someone who won't judge you for crying in public."

Amaya: "And you're volunteering?"

There was no hostility in the question. Just exhaustion. And maybe a hint of curiosity.

Damien: "I have excellent qualifications. I cry in public all the time. Mostly over math homework, but still. Very experienced crier."

The corner of her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but the ghost of one.

Amaya: "Math homework?"

Damien: "Differential equations. They're harder than they sound. Or maybe I'm dumber than I think. Probably both."

Amaya: "What are you studying?"

Damien: "Engineering. Civil engineering specifically. I want to build things that don't fall down. Bridges, mostly. There's something appealing about creating something that connects places. Makes it possible for people to cross over things that would otherwise stop them."

He wasn't sure why he'd said that. The metaphor was too obvious. But she didn't mock it.

Amaya: "That sounds... meaningful. Creating connections."

Damien: "Can I sit? Or would you prefer to be alone? I promise I'm not trying to hit on you. I just... you looked like you might need someone to talk to. Or not talk to. Sometimes silence with another person is better than silence alone."

She studied him. Really studied him. Her eyes—he noticed they were a strange shade of green, almost grey—moved across his face like she was reading something written there. Looking for deception, maybe. Or danger. Or just trying to figure out if he was genuine.

Whatever she saw, it must have satisfied her, because she nodded slightly.

Amaya: "You can sit. But I'm not very good company."

Damien: "Neither am I. We'll be mediocre together."

He sat. Up close, he could see more details. The expensive coat couldn't quite hide the tension in her shoulders. Her hands, wrapped around the tea cup, trembled slightly. And there were shadows under her eyes that spoke of too many sleepless nights.

Damien: "I'm Damien. Damien Cross."

Amaya: "Amaya."

She didn't offer a last name. He didn't push.

Damien: "Nice to meet you, Amaya. Even under these... um. Crying circumstances. That sounded better in my head."

She did smile then. Small, but real.

Amaya: "It's okay. I appreciate the awkwardness. Makes you seem genuine."

Damien: "Oh, I'm very genuine. Genuinely awkward. It's my defining characteristic."

Amaya: "What are your other characteristics?"

Damien: "Let's see. Chronically tired. Addicted to coffee. Terrible at small talk but somehow still doing it. I like rainy days because they give me an excuse to stay inside. I read fantasy novels when I should be studying because sometimes you need to escape to worlds where magic solves problems. And I've been told I'm too honest, which is apparently a flaw in polite society."

Amaya: "I don't think honesty is a flaw."

Damien: "What about you? What are your characteristics?"

She hesitated. For a moment, he thought she'd deflect. Give some practiced, meaningless answer. But something in his openness seemed to call for reciprocation.

Amaya: "I... don't know anymore. I used to know. Used to have a list of things that defined me. But lately, I feel like I'm becoming someone else. Or maybe I always was someone else and I'm just now realizing it. Does that make sense?"

Damien: "Actually, yes. I felt that way after my dad died. Like the person I'd been just... evaporated. And I had to figure out who I was going to be without him."

Amaya: "I'm sorry. About your father."

Damien: "Thank you. It was seven years ago. The grief isn't as sharp now. More like a dull ache that flares up sometimes. Birthdays. Holidays. Random Tuesday nights when I remember something he said."

Amaya: "What did he do? Your father?"

Damien: "He worked at the steel mill. Seventeen years. He wasn't educated—dropped out of high school to support his parents. But he was smart. Could fix anything. And he believed in building something better. For us. For his family. He worked himself to death, literally, trying to give us a future."

Amaya: "He sounds like a good man."

Damien: "He was. And I'm terrified every day that I won't live up to what he sacrificed for."

He hadn't meant to say that. It slipped out. The exhaustion and caffeine and something about this stranger's sad eyes lowered his defenses.

Amaya: "I think the fact that you're terrified means you will. Live up to it, I mean. People who don't care don't worry about being good enough."

Damien: "What about you? Do you worry about being good enough?"

Amaya: "Every day. But not in the way you mean. I worry about being... less than what I'm supposed to be. About failing to be the person others need me to be."

Damien: "That sounds exhausting."

Amaya: "It is."

They fell into silence. But it wasn't uncomfortable. Damien sipped his coffee. Amaya held her tea. The rain outside intensified, drops hitting the window in an irregular rhythm.

Amaya: "Can I ask you something?"

Damien: "Sure."

Amaya: "Why did you come over here? Really? Most people see someone crying and look away. Pretend they don't notice."

Damien: "Honestly? I'm not entirely sure. I'm usually the person who looks away. Who minds his own business. But you... I don't know. You looked like I felt after my dad died. Like you were drowning and trying to pretend you were swimming. And I remember how much that hurt. So I thought maybe you could use a life preserver. Even if it's just a guy with terrible social skills and too much coffee in his system."

Amaya: "That's kind of you."

Damien: "I don't know about kind. Probably just nosy. But I prefer to think of it as concerned."

She smiled again. Bigger this time. Something loosened in her expression.

Amaya: "You're funny. In a self-deprecating way."

Damien: "It's a defense mechanism. If I mock myself first, others can't hurt me as much."

Amaya: "That's sad."

Damien: "Or practical. Depends on your perspective."

Amaya: "What's your perspective?"

Damien: "Right now? I think meeting you is the most interesting thing that's happened to me in months. And that's either really sad commentary on my life or really good commentary on you."

Amaya: "Probably both."

They talked for three hours. Not about anything important, really. Movies they'd seen. Books they'd read. Amaya loved poetry—Neruda, Plath, Yeats. Damien admitted he'd never been able to understand poetry but he loved the way she described it, like music made of words.

She told him she'd been studying literature at university but took a leave of absence. She didn't explain why. He didn't ask.

He told her about engineering, about the satisfaction of watching a blueprint become reality, about how math was basically poetry for people who needed concrete answers.

She laughed at that. Real laughter. It transformed her face, made her look younger, lighter. Made him realize how heavy she'd been carrying herself.

They talked about the city. How it was dying slowly but refused to admit it. How the Heights looked down literally and figuratively on everyone else. How people lived entire lives here without ever really living, just surviving paycheck to paycheck, crisis to crisis.

Amaya: "Do you think about leaving? Going somewhere else?"

Damien: "All the time. But my mom and sister are here. And I can't afford to move anyway. College is expensive enough without adding relocation costs. What about you? Could you leave?"

Something flickered across her face. Pain, or maybe fear.

Amaya: "No. I can't leave."

Damien: "Family?"

Amaya: "Something like that."

The barista—a tired-looking woman in her forties who'd seen everything and was impressed by nothing—called out that they were closing in fifteen minutes.

Damien looked at the time. 11:45 PM. Somehow, three hours had evaporated.

Damien: "I should go. Early shift tomorrow. But this was... nice. Really nice. Thank you for talking with me."

Amaya: "Thank you for talking to me. For not pretending you didn't see me."

They stood. Gathered their things. Walked to the door together. Outside, the rain had lessened to a drizzle. The street was empty, pools of streetlight reflecting on wet pavement.

Damien: "Will you be here again? Tomorrow?"

Amaya: "Maybe. If I can escape."

Damien: "Escape from what?"

Amaya: "Everything."

She said it lightly, like a joke. But something in her eyes suggested it wasn't.

Damien: "Well, if you do escape, I'll be here. Same table. Same terrible coffee. Same mediocre company."

Amaya: "I don't think your company is mediocre."

Damien: "No?"

Amaya: "No. I think it's exactly what I needed tonight."

She stepped closer. For a moment, he thought she might kiss him. His heart hammered stupidly. But she just squeezed his hand briefly.

Amaya: "Good night, Damien Cross."

Damien: "Good night, Amaya..."

He waited, hoping she'd give her last name. She didn't.

She walked away into the drizzle. No umbrella. Just walking. Her coat darkened with moisture. She turned a corner and disappeared.

Damien stood there for a moment, rain falling on him, feeling like something fundamental had just shifted. He couldn't explain it. Couldn't rationalize it. But he knew, with absolute certainty, that his life had just changed.

He walked home through the rain. His apartment was a studio in the Flats, fourth floor of a building that should have been condemned years ago. Small. Cramped. But it was his.

He collapsed onto his bed without undressing. Stared at the water-stained ceiling. Thought about green-grey eyes and sadness and the way she'd smiled when he'd called himself mediocre.

Damien (to the empty room): "She won't come back. Girls like that don't hang around guys like me."

But even as he said it, he hoped he was wrong.

The Second Cup - September 16th, 8:52 PM

Damien almost didn't go. Told himself he was being stupid. That she'd been killing time, nothing more. That he'd read too much into a few hours of conversation.

But at 8:30, he found himself walking to the coffee shop. Same table. Same textbook. Different chapter.

She didn't come at nine. Or nine-thirty. By ten, he'd convinced himself he'd been right. She wasn't coming. It had been a momentary connection, nothing more.

Then, at 10:17 PM, the door opened.

She wore different clothes. Jeans and a sweater instead of designer coat. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She looked younger. More vulnerable. But also somehow lighter.

Their eyes met across the coffee shop. She smiled. Not the sad smile from yesterday. Something warmer.

She ordered—Earl Grey, no milk, no sugar—and walked to his table.

Amaya: "Is this seat taken?"

Damien (trying to sound casual despite his heart doing something stupid): "Reserved for escapees. Are you one?"

Amaya: "Tonight I am."

She sat. And just like that, it became their routine.

Six Weeks Later - October 28th

They met every Tuesday at first. Then Tuesdays and Thursdays. Then daily. The coffee shop became their place. The waitress—whose name was Donna, they learned—stopped asking their orders. Just brought Earl Grey and black coffee to their table without prompting.

They talked about everything and nothing. Damien learned that Amaya loved thunderstorms, hated crowds, could recite Neruda in Spanish, and had once wanted to be a dancer before she grew too tall. She learned that Damien could solve a Rubik's cube in under two minutes, had a sister who collected weird rocks, dreamed in blueprints, and sometimes woke up crying from dreams about his father.

They argued about books. She insisted Hemingway was overrated. He defended For Whom the Bell Tolls passionately. They both agreed Kafka understood something fundamental about existence that most people preferred to ignore.

They debated whether coffee or tea was superior (an argument neither could win because both were entrenched in their positions). Whether cats or dogs made better pets (she liked cats, he liked dogs, they decided hamsters were the compromise neither wanted). Whether the city could be saved or was beyond redemption (they disagreed here too, but enjoyed the arguing).

But there were walls. Topics Amaya avoided. When Damien asked about her family, she deflected. When he asked why she'd taken leave from university, she changed the subject. When he asked where she lived, she was vague—"The Heights" was all she'd offer.

And she never, ever invited him anywhere except the coffee shop. Never suggested meeting elsewhere. As if this place, this table, was the only space where she could exist freely.

Damien didn't push. Recognized the walls because he'd built similar ones after his father died. Everyone grieves differently. Everyone protects themselves differently. He could wait.

But he was falling in love. Knew it. Couldn't stop it.

The Second Cup - November 9th, 9:34 PM

Amaya: "Tell me about your father. More than you've told me before."

They'd been talking about families. Carefully. Dancing around the topics that hurt.

Damien: "What do you want to know?"

Amaya: "What was he like? Not what he did. Who he was."

Damien set down his coffee. Thought about how to answer.

Damien: "He was quiet. Not shy—just didn't waste words. When he spoke, it mattered. He taught me that. That words should mean something. That if you're going to say something, make it count."

Amaya: "What else?"

Damien: "He had these hands. Huge. Scarred. Calloused from seventeen years of manual labor. But gentle. I remember when I was maybe seven, I found a bird with a broken wing. Brought it home crying. He took that bird in his massive hands and set the wing so carefully. Built a little splint from popsicle sticks. The bird died anyway—probably too injured—but I never forgot how gentle he was with something so small and broken."

Amaya: "He sounds wonderful."

Damien: "He was. And flawed. He drank sometimes. Not alcoholic levels, but enough that my mom worried. He'd come home from the mill exhausted and angry at the world, and sometimes that anger leaked out. Never at us. He'd never hit us or even yell. But you could feel it. This rage at how hard everything was. How little he had despite working himself to death."

Amaya: "Do you have that rage?"

Damien: "Sometimes. Late at night when I'm studying and exhausted and I think about how he never got to see me graduate. How he died before I could prove that his sacrifice meant something. Yeah. I have rage. But I try to channel it into something productive. Studying. Working. Building a life he'd be proud of."

Amaya: "I think he would be proud. Already."

Damien: "What about your father? What's he like?"

The change in her was immediate. The warmth in her expression froze. She looked down at her tea.

Amaya: "He's... powerful. Important. People fear him."

Damien: "Do you fear him?"

Long pause.

Amaya: "Sometimes."

Damien: "Amaya—"

Amaya: "Can we not talk about him? Please? I come here to escape that. To be just me. Not his daughter. Just Amaya."

Damien: "Okay. We don't have to talk about anything you don't want to."

But he filed it away. The fear in her eyes when she mentioned her father. The way she'd called him "powerful" before "loving" or "kind." The tension that knotted her shoulders.

Something was wrong. Something beyond normal father-daughter conflict.

November 14th - The Kiss

It was raining. Hard. The kind of rain that soaks through clothes in seconds. They'd stayed at the coffee shop until closing, then stood outside under the awning, neither wanting to say goodbye.

Damien: "I should get you a cab. You'll freeze walking in this."

Amaya: "I don't want to go yet."

Damien: "Then don't."

Amaya: "I have to. If I'm too late getting back, there will be questions."

Damien: "Questions from who?"

Amaya: "My father. His... staff. People who monitor where I am."

Damien: "That sounds like a nice way of saying you're being watched."

Amaya: "It is."

Damien: "Why?"

Amaya: "Because my father doesn't trust me. Or the world. Or anyone. He keeps me close because he's afraid of what might happen if he doesn't."

Damien: "That's not protection. That's control."

Amaya: "I know."

They stood in silence. Rain hammering. Thunder rumbling in the distance.

Damien: "I want to help you. I don't know how, but I want to."

Amaya: "You do help. By being here. By talking to me like I'm a person instead of an asset. By making me laugh. By existing. You help more than you know."

Damien: "That doesn't feel like enough."

Amaya: "It's everything."

She stepped closer. The rain was loud enough that they had to lean in to hear each other. Her face was inches from his. He could see individual raindrops on her eyelashes.

Amaya: "Can I tell you something?"

Damien: "Anything."

Amaya: "I think about you constantly. When I'm home. When I'm pretending to be the person they want me to be. I think about our conversations. About the way you explain engineering like it's poetry. About how you cry over math homework and admit it without shame. About how you see me as just Amaya. Not my father's daughter. Not an object to be controlled or protected or used. Just... me."

Damien: "I think about you too. Constantly. Obsessively. I tried to stop and couldn't."

Amaya: "Why did you try to stop?"

Damien: "Because you're out of my league. Because I'm a broke engineering student with no prospects. Because whatever family you come from clearly has money and power and I have neither. Because falling for you seems like a recipe for heartbreak."

Amaya: "And did you? Fall for me?"

Damien: "About five minutes after meeting you. I've been falling ever since."

She kissed him.

It wasn't tentative or questioning. It was desperate. Like drowning. Her hands gripped his jacket. His arms wrapped around her. The rain soaked them both. Thunder cracked overhead.

When they finally broke apart, both were breathing hard.

Amaya: "I love you."

The words came out rushed. Panicked. Like she'd been holding them in too long.

Damien: "What?"

Amaya: "I know it's too soon. I know we've only known each other two months. I know it's crazy. But I love you. I think I've loved you since that first night when you sat down and admitted you cry over homework. And I needed to say it because I don't know how much longer I have before everything falls apart."

Damien: "Nothing's falling apart. And I love you too. Have since that first night when you smiled at my terrible jokes. I was just too scared to say it."

Amaya: "You're sure?"

Damien: "Never been more sure of anything."

They kissed again. Softer this time. Less desperate. More certain.

When they finally parted, Amaya was crying. But smiling through it.

Amaya: "This is a terrible idea."

Damien: "Probably the worst."

Amaya: "We're going to get hurt."

Damien: "Almost definitely."

Amaya: "But you want to try anyway?"

Damien: "More than anything."

Amaya: "Then we need to be careful. My father... he can't know about us. Not yet. Maybe not ever. If he finds out..."

Damien: "What will he do?"

Amaya: "I don't know. And I don't want to find out."

Damien: "Then we'll be careful. We'll keep this—us—secret."

Amaya: "For how long?"

Damien: "As long as it takes. Until we figure out a way to be together that doesn't destroy everything."

Amaya: "What if there isn't a way?"

Damien: "Then we'll create one. I'm an engineer. I build things. I'll build us a future if I have to construct it brick by brick."

She laughed. Kissed him again. Then pulled away reluctantly.

Amaya: "I have to go. It's late."

Damien: "When will I see you again?"

Amaya: "Tomorrow. Same place. Same time. Always."

Damien: "Always. I like the sound of that."

Amaya: "Me too. Even though it's probably a lie."

Damien: "Why does it have to be a lie?"

Amaya: "Because nothing good lasts, Damien. Not in my world. But I want to pretend it can. At least for a while."

She walked into the rain. He watched until she turned the corner. Then stood there, soaked and freezing and happier than he'd been in seven years.

He was in love. Completely. Stupidly. Inevitably.

And some part of him—the part that had learned young that life wasn't fair—knew this would end badly.

But he didn't care.

For the first time since his father died, he felt alive. Truly, powerfully alive.

That had to be worth something. Even if it eventually cost everything.
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CHAPTER 2: The Weight of Secrets
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November 15th - December 29th

They fell into a rhythm. Careful. Calculated. Paranoid.

Amaya would leave her father's estate—telling security she was meeting school friends, visiting the library, attending cultural events. She varied her lies, never repeated patterns. Used different exits. Wore unremarkable clothes.

They met at the coffee shop mostly. Sometimes at a different café across town. Once at the library. Twice at the park when weather permitted. Never at his apartment—too risky if someone followed her. Never anywhere near her home—obviously.

They used burner phones Damien bought with cash. Numbers changed monthly. They never texted anything important. "Earl Grey?" meant "Can you meet tonight?" "Studying late" meant "Can't make it, will explain later."

It was exhausting. Thrilling. Terrifying.

But worth it. God, so worth it.

December 12th - The Warehouse

Damien: "I found a place. Somewhere we can go that's completely private."

They were at the coffee shop. Donna had stopped caring about their whispered conversations. Just brought refills and minded her business.

Amaya: "What kind of place?"

Damien: "An old warehouse by the docks. Been abandoned for years. No security. No cameras. No one goes there. I checked it out yesterday. It's perfect."

Amaya: "Perfect for what?"

Damien: "For us. To actually be together without looking over our shoulders. To talk without whispers. To just... exist. Together."

Amaya: "Is it safe?"

Damien: "Structurally? Mostly. The main space is solid. I checked the beams—they're good for another fifty years. I brought blankets. A space heater. Some battery-powered lights. It's not fancy, but it's ours. Completely ours."

Amaya: "When?"

Damien: "Tomorrow night?"

Amaya: "Yes."

December 13th - First Time

The warehouse smelled of rust and river water. Cold December wind whistled through gaps in the metal siding. But Damien had transformed one corner into something almost cozy.

Thick blankets on the floor. Space heater humming. Battery lanterns casting warm light. A battery-powered speaker playing music softly—Chopin, because Amaya had mentioned loving piano.

Amaya (looking around): "You did all this for me?"

Damien: "For us. I wanted somewhere we could be normal. Or as close to normal as we can get."

She kissed him. Then didn't stop kissing him.

They made love on blankets in an abandoned warehouse while Chopin played and the heater fought against winter cold. It wasn't romantic in any traditional sense. It was desperate and tender and more honest than anything either had experienced.

Afterward, wrapped in blankets, bodies pressed together for warmth:

Amaya: "Tell me about your dreams. Your real dreams. Not what you tell people. What you actually want."

Damien: "I want to build something that lasts. Something that matters. A bridge, maybe. Or a building that serves a community. I want my father's sacrifice to mean something. I want my mother to retire from her two jobs. I want my sister to go to college without drowning in debt. And I want you. In every version of the future I imagine, you're there."

Amaya: "That's a lot of want."

Damien: "What about you? What do you want?"

Amaya: "Freedom. That's what it always comes down to. Freedom to make my own choices. To love who I want. To be who I want. To walk down a street without security following. To exist as just Amaya instead of Viktor Volkov's daughter."

Damien: "You've never told me your last name before."

Amaya: "I was hoping you wouldn't recognize it."

Damien: "Should I?"

Amaya: "Viktor Volkov. Does that name mean anything to you?"

Damien thought. The name was familiar. Then it clicked.

Damien: "The real estate developer? The one who's been buying up the Flats? Who's... wait. There are rumors. About his connections. About how he 'encourages' people to sell. About what happens to those who don't."

Amaya: "They're not rumors."

Damien: "What?"

Amaya: "My father is exactly what people say he is. And worse. Much worse. He controls half the city. Police. Judges. Politicians. He's built an empire on fear and violence and the bodies of people who opposed him."

Damien: "Jesus."

Amaya: "Now you understand why I can't just leave. Why I'm so careful. He owns me as much as he owns any property. I'm an asset. A tool for alliances. Something to be protected and controlled and eventually sold to the highest bidder."

Damien: "Sold?"

Amaya: "Marriage. To whoever offers the best political or business advantage. He's been negotiating my future since I was sixteen. I have maybe a year before he finalizes something."

Damien: "We won't let that happen."

Amaya: "How do you stop someone who owns everything?"

Damien: "I don't know. But we'll figure it out. Together."

Amaya: "You say that like it's simple."

Damien: "It's not simple. But it's necessary. Because I love you. And I'm not losing you to some arranged marriage to a man who sees you as property."

Amaya: "You might not have a choice."

Damien: "There's always a choice."

Amaya: "Spoken like someone who's never had all their choices taken away."

Damien: "Then teach me. Help me understand. Tell me everything. His security. His routines. His weaknesses. We'll find a way."

Amaya: "And if there isn't one?"

Damien: "Then we'll create one."

Amaya: "You're either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid."

Damien: "Remember? I told you the first night—it can be both."

She laughed. The sound echoed in the warehouse. Then she cried. Curled against him. Let him hold her while she shook with silent sobs.

Amaya (between sobs): "I'm so tired of being strong. Of pretending everything is fine. Of smiling at people I hate. Of being perfect. I just want to be human. Flawed. Messy. Free."

Damien: "With me, you can be all of that. I promise. Whatever face you show the world, here, you can just be you."

Amaya: "Even the ugly parts?"

Damien: "Especially those. I'll take every version of you. The sad one. The angry one. The scared one. The happy one. All of them."

Amaya: "What did I do to deserve you?"

Damien: "You sat in a coffee shop and looked sad. And I was stupid enough to think I could help."

Amaya: "You did help. You are helping. More than you know."

They fell asleep in each other's arms. Woke hours later, freezing. The space heater had died—battery drained. They dressed quickly, laughing at the absurdity. First time together and they nearly got hypothermia.

But it was perfect. Messy and imperfect and absolutely perfect.

December 25th - Christmas

Damien spent Christmas with his mother and sister. Humble. Small gifts they couldn't afford but gave anyway. Turkey from the discount grocery. Laughter that tried to hide how much they all missed his father.

Amaya spent Christmas at the Volkov estate. Formal dinner with business associates. Wearing a dress that cost more than Damien's entire year of tuition. Smiling until her face hurt. Playing the perfect daughter.

They texted (carefully):

Damien: "Merry Christmas. Wish you were here."

Amaya: "Wish I was there too. This place feels like a tomb."

Damien: "Tomorrow?"

Amaya: "Tomorrow. Always tomorrow."

December 29th - The Pregnancy Test

Amaya was late. Three days late. Then a week. Then two weeks.

She tried to ignore it. Stress could cause delays. Her cycle had never been perfectly regular. It was probably nothing.

But deep down, she knew.

She bought three pregnancy tests from a pharmacy in the Flats. Paid cash. Wore a hood. Took them in the bathroom of a gas station.

All three: positive.

She sat on the dirty floor of a gas station bathroom, staring at the results, feeling her world collapse.

Pregnant. With Damien's child. While her father planned her arranged marriage. While security watched her every move. While escape seemed impossible.

She thought about abortion. Quick. Simple. No one would ever know.

But the thought made her physically ill. Not for religious reasons—she'd stopped believing in God around age twelve when she'd understood what her father really did. But because this baby was hers and Damien's. Proof that something good and pure could exist despite everything.

She couldn't kill that. Wouldn't.

Which left exactly one option: tell Damien and figure it out together.

She called from a payphone. Hands shaking.

Amaya: "We need to talk. In person."

Damien: "What's wrong? You sound—"

Amaya: "Not over the phone. Meet me at our place. One hour."

She hung up before he could ask more questions. Walked to the warehouse through cold December evening. Each step felt like walking to her own execution.

Damien was waiting. Took one look at her face and knew something terrible had happened.

Damien: "What's wrong?"

She couldn't speak. Just handed him one of the pregnancy tests. Let him read the result.

He stared at it for a long moment. She watched emotions cross his face. Shock. Fear. Then, surprisingly, something like joy.

Damien: "You're pregnant."

Amaya: "Yes."

Damien: "Are you sure?"

Amaya: "Three tests. All positive."

Damien: "Okay." He was processing. Thinking. "Okay, we can handle this—"

Amaya: "Can we? Because I don't see how. My father will find out. And when he does—"

Damien: "We'll leave. Tonight. Right now. We'll go somewhere he can't find us."

Amaya: "Where? He has connections everywhere. Police in twelve states. Business contacts across the country. Private investigators. People who owe him favors. There is nowhere we can hide that he won't eventually find us."

Damien: "Then we face him. Tell him the truth. Show him we're serious. That we love each other—"

Amaya: "Damien, he'll kill you."

The words hung in the cold air.

Damien: "What?"

Amaya: "He will literally kill you. Not metaphorically. Actually kill you. He's killed people for less. For disrespecting him. For interfering with his business. For existing inconveniently. You think he'll let some broke construction worker ruin his daughter's marriage prospects? He'll have you beaten to death and make me watch. Then he'll force an abortion. That's who my father is. That's what he does with problems."

Damien: "I don't care. We'll find a way—"

Amaya: "There is no way! Don't you understand? We're trapped! Every choice leads to death or suffering or both!"

She was shouting now. Hadn't meant to. But three weeks of fear and uncertainty erupted.

Damien: "Then what? You're saying we just give up? Accept that there's no future for us?"

Amaya: "I'm saying I don't know what to do! I'm twenty years old and pregnant and terrified and I can't see any path forward that doesn't end in tragedy!"

He pulled her close. Let her collapse against him. She sobbed into his jacket while he held her, feeling just as helpless.

Damien: "We'll figure something out. I promise. We'll find a way. I don't know how yet, but we will. I'm not losing you. I'm not losing our baby. There has to be a solution."

Amaya: "What if there isn't?"

Damien: "Then we make one. Together. We're smart. We're resourceful. We'll find something everyone else missed."

Amaya: "You really believe that?"

Damien: "I have to. The alternative is giving up. And I don't know how to do that. Especially not with you. Not with our child."

Amaya: "Our child." She said the words like testing them. "That sounds impossible and perfect at the same time."

Damien: "Everything about us is impossible and perfect."

Amaya: "I'm scared."

Damien: "Me too. But we're scared together. That counts for something."

She looked up at him. Tears still streaming but something like hope flickering.

Amaya: "Do you really think we can do this? Find a way out?"

Damien: "Yes. Even if I have to fight your father myself. Even if I have to take on his entire organization. Even if the odds are impossible. Yes. We'll find a way."

Amaya: "That's insane."

Damien: "Probably. But I'd rather die trying than live knowing I gave up on you."

Amaya: "Don't say things like that. Don't talk about dying."

Damien: "Then let's talk about living. Let's plan. We have time. You're what, six weeks along? We have months before anyone needs to know. We can use that time. Figure out a strategy. Find leverage. Something."

Amaya: "What kind of leverage works against someone who owns everything?"

Damien: "I don't know yet. But there's always something. Everyone has weaknesses. We just need to find his."

Amaya: "And if we can't?"

Damien: "Then we run anyway. Take our chances. But I refuse to believe that running is the only option. There has to be another way."

They sat in the cold warehouse, holding each other, trying to believe their own optimism. Outside, the city lights flickered through gaps in the walls. Inside, two people in love tried to convince themselves that love would be enough.

It wouldn't be. They'd both eventually realize that.

But tonight, they could pretend.
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CHAPTER 3: The Walls Close In
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January 3rd - The Threat

Damien's phone rang at 3:47 AM. Unknown number. He answered groggily, thinking maybe it was Amaya with an emergency.

Voice: "Is this Damien Cross?"

The voice was male. Calm. Professional. The kind of calm that came from absolute confidence.

Damien: "Who is this?"

Voice: "My name is Alexei Volkov. I work for Viktor Volkov. I'm calling regarding his daughter."

Damien's blood turned to ice. He sat up in bed, suddenly wide awake.

Damien: "I don't know what you're talking about."

Alexei: "Please don't insult my intelligence. We've been watching you both for six weeks. Every coffee shop meeting. Every warehouse visit. Every careful lie Amaya tells security. We know everything. The only reason you're still breathing is because Mr. Volkov wanted to see if you'd have the sense to walk away on your own."

Damien: "And since I haven't?"

Alexei: "Now we're having this conversation. Here are your options: Leave the city within twenty-four hours. Never contact Amaya again. Disappear completely. Do this, and you'll be allowed to live. Your mother and sister will be safe. You'll have a chance at a normal life somewhere else."

Damien: "And if I don't?"

Alexei: "Then we take more direct action. Your mother works at Rosie's Diner, correct? Morning shift, six to two. Your sister walks to school, takes the bus on rainy days. You live alone in apartment 4C on Brennan Street. Building has a faulty fire alarm. Terrible shame if something happened."

The threat was crystal clear.

Damien: "You'd hurt innocent people."

Alexei: "Mr. Volkov doesn't distinguish between innocent and guilty. Only between useful and problematic. You've become problematic. Your family's safety depends on you making the right choice."

Damien: "Let me talk to Amaya."

Alexei: "That's not possible. She's being cared for. The... situation... is being resolved as we speak."

The way he said "situation" made Damien's stomach drop.

Damien: "The baby. You're forcing her to abort."

Alexei: "I don't make those decisions. I simply deliver messages. Twenty-four hours, Mr. Cross. After that, well. I hope you make the right choice. For everyone's sake."

The line went dead.

Damien sat in darkness, phone in his hand, mind racing. They knew everything. Had known for six weeks and let it continue. Why? To gather evidence? To watch them suffer? To prove a point?

And now they were forcing Amaya to abort their child. While he sat helpless, unable to reach her, unable to protect her, unable to do anything except run or watch his family die.

He looked at the time: 3:51 AM. Twenty-four hours would be 3:51 AM tomorrow. Less than a day to decide whether to abandon the woman he loved or watch everyone he cared about burn.

There was no good choice. Just degrees of tragedy.

He didn't sleep the rest of the night. Just sat in darkness, thinking. Planning. Discarding every plan as futile.

January 3rd - 9:23 AM

Damien tried to reach Amaya. Her phone went straight to voicemail. He tried the burner number. Disconnected. He went to the coffee shop. She wasn't there. Donna said she hadn't seen her in two days.

He walked by the Volkov estate. Couldn't get within a block before security noticed him. A black SUV pulled alongside.

Security Guard: "Keep moving. This is private property."

Damien: "I need to see Amaya Volkov."

Guard: "She's not available."

Damien: "Tell her Damien is here. She'll want to see me."

Guard: "She won't. And if you don't leave right now, we'll make you leave. Permanently."

Two more SUVs appeared. Six men total. All armed. All looking at Damien like he was an insect to be crushed.

He left. What else could he do? Six armed men versus one unarmed engineering student. The math was simple and brutal.

January 3rd - 2:47 PM - The Mother's Call

Damien was at the construction site, trying to work, failing to focus, when his phone rang. His mother.

Elizabeth: "Damien, something's wrong. These men came to the house. They broke things. Threw furniture. Said we have until tomorrow night to pay fifty thousand dollars or they'll burn the house down with us in it. What's happening? What did you do?"

Fifty thousand dollars. An impossible sum. Deliberately impossible.

This was Viktor's message. Hurt the family. Show what resistance cost. Prove that love was weakness and defiance was death.

Damien: "Mom, I need you to listen carefully. Take Maya and go stay with Aunt Ruth. Tonight. Don't argue. Don't wait. Just go."

Elizabeth: "Damien, what is this about? Who are these people?"

Damien: "It's complicated. But I'm going to fix it. Just please, trust me. Go to Aunt Ruth's. I'll call you when it's safe."

Elizabeth: "Are you in trouble? Damien, talk to me—"

Damien: "I love you, Mom. Tell Maya I love her. I'll fix this. I promise."

He hung up before she could protest more. Texted his aunt: Mom and Maya coming tonight. Emergency. Please don't ask questions.

His aunt responded immediately: Door's always open. Be safe.

At least they'd be away from immediate danger. Aunt Ruth lived two states over. Viktor's reach extended that far, but at least they wouldn't be in the direct line of fire.

January 3rd - 6:34 PM - The Decision

Damien sat in his apartment, staring at his phone. Seventeen hours left until Viktor's deadline.

He could run. Take what little money he had. Buy a bus ticket. Disappear. Start over somewhere else. Maybe Viktor would leave his family alone then.

Or he could stay. Try to fight. And watch everyone he loved suffer for his stubbornness.

There was no winning. Just choosing who paid the price.

His phone buzzed. Text from unknown number:

"Your family is packing. Smart. But running doesn't change the equation. You still have to leave. Seventeen hours. Choose wisely. - A.V."

They were watching his family too. Of course they were. Viktor Volkov didn't make threats he couldn't enforce.

Damien threw his phone across the room. It hit the wall, screen shattering. He didn't care. What use was a phone when every call was monitored, every text was read, every move was tracked?

He was trapped. Completely. Utterly. No way out except surrender or death.

He thought about Amaya. About their baby. About love that was supposed to conquer all but mostly just caused suffering.

He thought about his father. What would Marcus Cross do in this situation? Fight? Run? Find some third option Damien couldn't see?

But his father had never faced someone like Viktor Volkov. Had never loved someone so dangerous. Had lived and died in a world where hard work and determination meant something.

This was different. This was a world where power trumped everything. Where love was leverage and weakness was fatal.

Damien (to the empty apartment): "I'm sorry, Dad. I don't know how to win this."

No answer. Just silence and the ticking of a clock counting down to impossible choices.

January 3rd - 11:47 PM - The Warehouse

Damien couldn't stay in his apartment. The walls felt like they were closing in. He walked through cold January night to the warehouse. Their place. Where they'd been happy.

The blankets were still there. The dead space heater. Battery lanterns with dying batteries. Evidence of love in an abandoned building.

He sat on the blankets. Tried to feel her presence. Failed. She was gone. Locked away somewhere. Being forced to kill their child. Suffering because she'd made the mistake of loving him.

His phone—the broken one he'd retrieved and wrapped in tape—buzzed. Somehow still functional despite the shattered screen.

Unknown number. He answered.

Amaya: "Damien?"

Her voice. Weak. Broken. But hers.

Damien: "Amaya! Are you okay? Where are you?"

Amaya: "Home. They took my phone but I snuck into my father's office. I don't have much time. I had to hear your voice. One more time."

Damien: "One more time? What does that mean?"

Amaya: "They know everything. About us. About the baby. My father... he's sending me away tomorrow. Private clinic in Switzerland. They'll perform the abortion and I'll stay there six months. 'Rest and recovery,' he calls it. Prison is what it actually is."

Damien: "We can still run. Meet me right now. We'll leave tonight—"

Amaya: "They're watching everything. Every door. Every window. There are guards outside my room. I can't leave. And even if I could, he'd find us. You know he would."

Damien: "Then I'll come to you. I'll break in. I'll fight every guard—"

Amaya: "And die. Damien, you'd die. They have guns. You have... what? Determination? Love? Those don't stop bullets."

Damien: "I don't care! I'm not letting you go through this alone!"

Amaya: "You don't have a choice. I don't have a choice. We never did. We were stupid to think we could escape this. That love would be enough."

Her voice cracked. He heard her crying.

Damien: "Don't say that. Don't give up. We'll find a way—"

Amaya: "There is no way. I've been thinking for days. Every scenario ends the same. With you dead. With our baby erased. With me locked in a cage for the rest of my life. At least if you leave, at least if you run, you'll be alive. You'll have a chance at happiness."

Damien: "I don't want happiness without you."

Amaya: "And I don't want you dead. So please. Please, Damien. Take Alexei's offer. Leave the city. Protect your family. Live. For both of us."

Damien: "I can't just abandon you—"

Amaya: "You're not abandoning me. You're surviving. And maybe someday, when enough time has passed, when my father thinks you're no longer a threat, maybe we can find each other again."

Damien: "You don't believe that."

Long pause.

Amaya: "No. I don't. But it's a pretty lie. And right now, I need pretty lies."

Damien: "Amaya—"

Amaya: "I have to go. Someone's coming. I love you. I'll always love you. Remember that. Whatever happens. I loved you from the first moment and I'll love you until the last."

Damien: "Don't talk like that. Don't talk like you're saying goodbye—"

Amaya: "Goodbye, Damien. Thank you for making me believe, even briefly, that I could be free."

Damien: "AMAYA, WAIT—"

The line went dead.

He tried calling back. Number disconnected. Tried her regular phone. Voicemail. Tried the burner. Nothing.

She was gone.

He sat in the warehouse, holding a broken phone, feeling something inside him break cleanly. Irreparably.

January 4th - 2:33 AM - The Mother's Goodbye

Damien walked through empty streets. No destination. Just walking. Trying to outpace thoughts that chased him.

His phone rang. His mother.

Elizabeth: "We're at Ruth's. We're safe. Now tell me what's happening."

So he did. Told her everything. About Amaya. About her father. About the threats. About impossible choices. About how loving someone could destroy everything.

His mother listened without interrupting. When he finished, she was quiet for a long moment.

Elizabeth: "Your father would be proud of you."

Damien: "What? How? I've destroyed everything—"

Elizabeth: "You loved someone. Completely. Fearlessly. That takes courage. More courage than running. More courage than fighting. The courage to be vulnerable. To give someone the power to destroy you. Your father loved like that. It's how I know you're his son."

Damien: "But I failed her. I couldn't protect her—"

Elizabeth: "Some people can't be protected. Some situations don't have solutions. That doesn't make the love less real or less valuable. You gave her something her father never could. You saw her as a person, not property. You gave her choice, even if that choice was limited. That matters."

Damien: "It doesn't feel like enough."

Elizabeth: "Love never does. It always feels inadequate against the world's cruelty. But it's all we have. The only weapon that means anything."

Damien: "What do I do, Mom? How do I live with this?"

Elizabeth: "One day at a time. One hour at a time. One breath at a time. You grieve. You survive. Eventually, you heal. Not completely. Never completely. But enough."

Damien: "What if I don't want to heal? What if I want to remember this? To never forget what losing her feels like?"

Elizabeth: "Then you'll be miserable. And she wouldn't want that. No one who loves you wants you to martyr yourself on the altar of their memory."

Damien: "How did you do it? After Dad died?"

Elizabeth: "I had you and Maya. I had reasons to wake up. Find your reasons, Damien. Build a life she'd be proud of. That's how you honor her. Not by suffering, but by living."

They talked for another hour. About nothing. About everything. About how the world was cruel and love was insufficient and somehow, impossibly, it was still worth trying.

When they hung up, Damien felt marginally more human. Still broken. Still lost. But slightly less alone.

January 4th - 7:19 AM - The Discovery

Damien hadn't slept. Walked through the city as dawn broke. Cold January morning. Grey sky. Everything the color of ash.

His phone rang. Unknown number. He almost didn't answer. But some instinct—some terrible premonition—made him.

Voice: "Mr. Cross? This is Officer Brennan with the Ashmont Police Department. I'm calling about Amaya Volkov."

Damien's heart stopped.

Damien: "What about her?"

Officer Brennan: "I'm sorry to inform you. There's been an incident. Miss Volkov was found in the river early this morning. She didn't survive."

The words didn't make sense. Damien heard them but couldn't process them.

Damien: "What?"

Officer Brennan: "At approximately 5:30 AM, a jogger spotted a body in the water near Harmon Street Bridge. We recovered her around six. Preliminary determination is suicide. She appears to have jumped from the bridge sometime late last night."

Damien: "No. No, that's not possible. I talked to her last night. She was home. She was locked in her room—"

Officer Brennan: "According to her father's statement, she managed to leave the house around midnight. Security footage shows her leaving through a window in her bathroom. They were searching for her when we found her body."

Damien: "This doesn't make sense—"

Officer Brennan: "We found a note. In her pocket. Addressed to you. Would you like to hear it?"

Damien: "Yes."

Officer Brennan (reading): "Damien, I love you too much to watch you die. This is the only way I can save you. My father will never stop hunting you as long as I'm alive and pregnant. But if I'm gone, the problem is gone. You'll be free. Your family will be safe. Our baby will never have to live in this nightmare. Please don't hate me. Please understand. This is the only way everyone survives. Live. Be happy. Fall in love again. Remember me, but don't let remembering destroy you. I loved you from the first moment to the last. Forever and always. - Amaya."

Damien dropped the phone. Fell to his knees on the sidewalk. Made a sound that wasn't quite human—grief and rage and disbelief mixing into something primal.

She was gone. Their baby was gone. The future they'd dreamed about—gone.

All of it. Erased. Because some men had too much power and some loves were too dangerous and the world didn't care about two people who just wanted a chance.

He screamed. Right there on the sidewalk. People passed by, giving him wide berth, uncomfortable with public grief. He didn't care. Couldn't care about anything except the hollowness consuming him from inside.

She'd killed herself to save him. Chosen death over watching him die. Made a calculation that her life was worth less than his safety.

And he'd been powerless to stop it. Hadn't even known until it was too late.

January 4th - 11:34 AM - The Warehouse

Damien went to the warehouse. Their place. The last location where they'd been happy.

He destroyed it. Methodically. Tore apart the blankets. Smashed the space heater. Broke the lanterns. Screamed until his voice gave out. Punched walls until his knuckles bled.

When he'd exhausted his rage, he collapsed. Lay on the cold concrete floor. Stared at nothing.

Hours passed. He didn't move. Didn't think. Just existed in a grey space where pain was the only certainty.

The sun set. The warehouse filled with darkness. He still didn't move.

Around midnight, he heard something. Footsteps. Slow. Deliberate. Someone entering the warehouse.

He didn't care. Let whoever it was rob him, kill him, whatever. Nothing mattered anymore.

Voice: "Damien Cross?"

The voice was old. Cracked. But gentle.

Damien didn't respond.

The footsteps approached. A flashlight beam found him. An old man stood there. Ancient, really. Maybe eighty. Wearing a coat too large for his frame. Eyes that held too much knowledge.

Old Man: "I heard about the girl. Amaya. I'm deeply sorry for your loss."

Damien (voice hoarse from screaming): "Who are you?"

Old Man: "Someone who understands. May I sit?"

Damien: "Do whatever you want. I don't care."

The old man sat beside him on the cold concrete. Set down his flashlight so it illuminated both of them.

Old Man: "Grief is a terrible thing. It hollows you out. Makes you question everything. Makes you wish you could go back and change things."

Damien: "You can't change the past."

Old Man: "Can't you?"

Something in his tone made Damien look at him.

Old Man: "What if I told you there was a way? To go back. To change things. To save her."

Damien: "I'd say you're insane."

Old Man: "Yes. I probably am. Seventy-three years of using this will do that to a person."

He pulled something from his coat. A pocket watch. Brass, tarnished, old enough to be an antique. But something about it felt wrong. The way it caught the light. The way the hands moved—counterclockwise.

Old Man: "This watch runs backward. Wind it, concentrate on a moment in your past, and you'll return there. You'll have all your current memories. All your knowledge. You can change things. Fix mistakes. Save people."

Damien: "That's impossible."

Old Man: "So was your love. Yet it existed. Burned bright. Destroyed everything. Real doesn't mean possible. Possible doesn't mean wise."

Damien: "If this works—and I'm not saying I believe you—why give it to me?"

Old Man: "Because I failed. Used this watch for seventy-three years. Tried to save my wife from cancer. Tried every possible way. Different doctors. Different treatments. Different timelines. Never succeeded. Finally understood: some things can't be saved. Only mourned."

Damien: "Then why would I try?"

Old Man: "Because you're younger. More stubborn. Because you haven't learned yet that some battles can't be won. Because hope—however false—feels better than despair. And because humans are stupid that way. We choose suffering over surrender. Every single time."

He placed the watch on the concrete between them.

Old Man: "But I should warn you. This watch has a cost. Every time you use it, it takes something. Your youth. Your sanity. Your humanity. Use it too much, and you'll forget why you started. Become something hollow. A ghost haunting infinite timelines, searching for a happy ending that doesn't exist."

Damien: "How many times did you use it?"

Old Man: "Four hundred and seventeen. I know the exact number because I kept a journal. Every attempt. Every failure. Every small variation that changed nothing. I watched my wife die four hundred and seventeen different ways. Some quick. Some slow. All painful. All inevitable."
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