
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Somber Song within the Storm

By Nova Blaze

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is purely coincidental.
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=== Chapter 1: Blood and Ink ===

The air in the warehouse basement tastes like rust and bloodâ€”old iron from the exposed girders, fresh copper from the ring. I crouch behind a stack of rotting wooden crates, my breath shallow, my pulse a drumroll beneath my ribs. The stench clings: sweat, stale beer, and something darker, something animalâ€”the kind of scent that belongs to secrets, the kind I've chased for months. My fingers tighten around the voice recorder in my pocket; it's cold, heavy with promise. Every tip, every late night, every near miss led here. Beneath the collapsed ceiling of an abandoned meatpacking plant on the edge of the river, where men with gold teeth and bloodstained knuckles gather to bet on human carnageâ€”not just criminals, but something bigger. The name I'm afterâ€”Deacon Rourkeâ€”lurks in the shadows, a city councilman by day, godfather to this underworld by night.

The fight is already underway. Two bruisers in nothing but sweat-slicked tank tops and taped fists circle each other in the makeshift ringâ€”a roped-off square of stained concrete lit by bare bulbs dangling from the ceiling like hanged men. The crowd, a sea of leather jackets and hungry eyes, roars with each brutal exchange as knuckles crack against jawbone. Someone spits blood into the dirt. I adjust the black beanie on my head, pull my hoodie lower. My dark hair is tucked away. I look like every other shadow hereâ€”another ghost drawn to the violence. I inch forward, careful not to knock over the rusted oil drums stacked like tombstones. My notebook is out, scribbling names, faces, license plate numbers peeling off the bikes parked near the entrance.

Then I hear *him*. A hush rolls over the crowd like a wave. The current shifts. The air thickens. And then the applauseâ€”raucous, reverent, like worship. He steps into the ring. Kieran Holt. Even in profile, I know him. The cut of his jaw, the way he movesâ€”like a predator who's already decided the outcome. He's stripped to the waist, his torso a map of old scars and new muscle, glistening under the harsh light. Tattoos snake down his armsâ€”inked serpents, a dagger, a name I can't see but know by heart. *Mine.*

He rolls his shoulders, cracks his neck, and scans the crowd. Thenâ€”our eyes lock. Time stops. His mouth, once soft against mine, twists into a smirk. Slow. Dangerous. Familiar. *Oh God.*

I freeze. My pen slips from my fingers, clattering against the concrete. He sees me. He *knows* me. And he *smiles*. The crowd parts as he steps out of the ring, boots thudding against the floor like a death march. He doesn't look away. His gaze is a blade, sharp and unrelenting. I should run. I *should*. But my feet are roots, buried deep in the filth of this place. He stops a few feet from me. Close enough to smell the bourbon on his breath, the musk of his skin, the ghost of us. "Cassidy Vale," he says, voice low, rough as gravel. "What the hell are you doing here?"

I lift my chin. "Same as everyone else. Watching monsters fight."

He laughsâ€”short, bitter. "Careful, Cass. You might get more than you bargained for."

"I came for a story," I say, voice steadier than I feel. "Not a reunion."

"Stories have teeth," he murmurs, stepping closer. His heat radiates. "And you always did like to get bitten."

I swallow. "You're the one people are afraid to name, the ghost champion. The man who kills in the dark."

"And you," he says, lifting a hand, his calloused thumb brushing my cheekboneâ€”so tender, so wrongâ€”"are the woman who left me bleeding in the rain."

My breath hitches. I remember that night, the alley behind the diner. The gunshot. The way he shoved me behind him, took the bullet meant for me, and I ran. Not because I wasn't scaredâ€”but because I was *terrified* of what loving him would cost me. Now, here he is, harder. Colder. A king in a kingdom of sin. "I didn't leave you," I whisper. "I saved you."

He drops his hand. "You saved yourself."

The crowd begins to murmur. They sense the tension. The electricity. The past between us is a live wire, sparking. Then Kieran turns, addressing the room. "She wants a story?" His voice cuts through the noise like a whip. "Let's give her one."

The men hoot, clapping. Kieran steps back into the ring, grabs a pair of taped gloves from a corner, and tosses them at my feet. I stare at them. "You're joking."

"No," he says, already slipping on his own. "Fight me. One round. Three minutes. No weapons, no rules."

The crowd erupts. "You're insane," I say. "Maybe," he says, circling me like a wolf. "But you're already in too deep, Cass. So let's make it worth it."

"If I win," I say, picking up the gloves, "you give me everything. Names, recordings, the truth about Rourke and the others."

"And if I win?" His voice drops. "You walk away. No more chasing ghosts. No more digging. You disappear. For good."

My fingers pause on the laces. This is madness. But this is also my *chance*. My only shot at the truth. At proof. At justice. And if I back down now, I'll never know if I could have stood my ground. I pull the gloves on. "Fine," I say. "But when I win, you don't get to pretend this never happened."

Kieran's expression darkens. "Oh, baby. I've never pretended about you."

The crowd forms a tight circle. Someone starts a chant: *Fight! Fight! Fight!*

I step into the ring. The ropes burn against my palms. My heart hammers so loud I can't hear the jeers, the bets, the crude promises tossed like trash into the air. All I see is him. Kieran paces, bare-chested, eyes locked on mine. He's not toying with me; this is real. He wants to break me, or save me. Maybe both. The bellâ€”a cracked iron pipe struck with a hammerâ€”rings once. We move.

He feints left. I dodge, slipping back, keeping space. I've trainedâ€”boxing, Krav Maga, anything to survive in the places I go. But Kieran? He's born for this. He's fought in basements, alleys, prison yards. He fights like a man who's already died once and came back angry. He lunges. I block, but his strength throws me off balance. I stagger, catch myself. "Too slow," he growls. I snap a jab. It lands on his cheekâ€”light, but it stings. His head jerks, a flicker of surprise. Then admiration. "That's my girl," he murmurs.

I don't let it distract me. I press forward, feint, then hook. He ducks, grabs my wrist, yanks me toward him. Our bodies slam together. Chest to chest. Breath to breath. I can feel his heartbeat, wild. Unruly, just like mine. "You still fight like you're afraid to hurt me," he whispers against my ear. "But I'm not the one you need to be scared of."

I knee upâ€”fast, hard. He grunts, releases me, but only for a second. He spins, traps my arm behind my back, pulls me flush against him. "Still too close," I hiss. "You were always too close," he says, voice rough. "Even when you left."

I twist, elbow him in the ribs. He staggers. I swingâ€”a right cross. He catches my fist mid-air, holds it. Our eyes lock. Time bends. The crowd fades. It's just us. The years. The silence. The love we buried beneath blood and betrayal. "Let me go," I breathe. "Or what?" he challenges. "You'll walk away again?"

"I'll destroy you."

He leans in. His lips brush my ear. "You already did."

And then he lets me go. I stumble back, fists raised, chest heaving. The final ten seconds tick down. He doesn't move. Just stares at me, waiting. The crowd chants louder. *Finish him! Finish him!*

I charge. Low. Fast. I duck under his guard, drive a punch into his gut. He doubles slightly, but doesn't fall. I come up with an uppercutâ€”*crack*â€”it lands square on his jaw. He stumbles. I follow. Another punch. Another. He's backing up, arms down, not defending. The bell rings. Silence. I stand over him, panting, fists still clenched. I won. The crowd is stunned. Then, slowly, they begin to cheer. Not for Kieran, for *me*.

I lower my hands, heart racing. "You're giving me the story."

Kieran wipes blood from his lip, smiles. "I always keep my promises, Cass."

He reaches into the waistband of his jeans, pulls out a small black drive, and tosses it to me. I catch it, cold. Heavy with truth. But before I can speak, before I can breatheâ€”shouts erupt from the entrance, flashlights. *Police.*

Someone yells, "They're raiding!"

The crowd scatters. Men bolt for tunnels, back exits, hidden doors. Kieran grabs my arm. "Come on."

"I don't need your help."

"You do," he growls, yanking me toward a rusted metal door. "Because if they catch you with that drive, they'll kill you before you ever make a single call."

I hesitate. Behind us, boots pound. Voices bark orders. Kieran looks at meâ€”really looks. "Trust me, Cass."

The words hang between us, fragile as glass. I nod. He pulls me through the door, into a narrow, pitch-black corridor. The air is damp, reeking of mildew and rot. We runâ€”stumbling, breath raggedâ€”deeper into the belly of the warehouse. My hand finds his. Our fingers lace. And just like that, we're running together again. Like we used to. Like we never stopped. Behind us, the world burns. Aheadâ€”only shadows. But for the first time in years, I don't feel alone. And that terrifies me more than any fight ever could.

=== Chapter 2: The First Blow ===

With a deep breath

The ring is a cage of shadows and sweat, lit from above by a single exposed bulb that flickers like a dying pulse. The air tastes like rust and old leatherâ€”the kind of place where men come not to train, but to bleed. I know I don't belong here. I *feel* it in the too-tight stretch of my gloves, in the way my breath hitches when the door slams shut behind me. But I *need* to be here, need to proveâ€”what? That I'm not still the girl who flinched at raised voices? That I can stand in a room full of wolves and not run? Kieran doesn't look at me when I step into the ring. He's already movingâ€”fluid, coiled, a panther in a tailored suit rolled up at the sleeves. His knuckles are scarred from a thousand fights no one speaks about. His eyesâ€”dark, depthlessâ€”scan the room like he's counting threats, not people. "This isn't a game, Cass," he says, voice low, like gravel under a slow boot. "You leave now, you walk out whole."

I swallow. My pulse drums in my throat. "I'm not leaving."

He sighs. A sound like wind over broken glass. And then he moves. It's not a fight. Not really. It's a demonstration. A lesson carved in motion. He feints left; I shift rightâ€”too slow. His hand snakes around my wrist, twists just enough to make me gasp. My glove slips from my fingers. Then his other arm sweeps behind my knee, and suddenly the world tilts. The mat hits my back with a dull thud, the air punched from my lungs. He's over me, one hand braced beside my head, the other pinning my shoulderâ€”not hard, but firm. Absolute. For a heartbeat, he doesn't move. His breath ghosts over my lips. His jaw is clenched, a muscle jumping beneath the shadow of stubble. His eyes drop to my mouth. I can feel the heat of him, the restrained power humming beneath his skin like a live wire. His fingers tightenâ€”just onceâ€”before he pulls back. "Told you," he murmurs, offering a hand. I don't take it. I sit up, slow, my spine burning with shame. The gloves lie scattered like dead things. Around us, the silence is thick, mocking. I can feel the eyesâ€”half a dozen men leaning against the walls, watching with that quiet, knowing amusement that cuts deeper than laughter. I don't run. I walk. Out of the ring, past the stares, into the dim hallway behind the gym, where the walls are stained and the pipes drip like a slow wound. My lip throbsâ€”split when my head snapped back on the mat. I gently caress it, bring my fingers away red. Then I turn. I step to the edge of the doorway, hidden in the gloom, and watch. Kieran doesn't rest. He strips off his shirt, the movement taut, angry. His back is a map of old violenceâ€”scars like white rivers cutting through olive skin, the curve of muscle taut as bowstring. He steps back into the ring, bare-chested, and calls for his next opponent. And then he *fights*. Thisâ€”this is not the man who pinned me with a whisper. This is the devil the streets whisper about in hushed tones. He moves like water given teeth. Every block is a statement. Every strikeâ€”a verdict. He doesn't gloat, doesn't roar. He *works*, precise and terrible, until the other manâ€”bigger, wilderâ€”stumbles back, blood streaming from his nose, hand raised in surrender. Kieran doesn't celebrate. He just stands there, chest rising and falling, sweat slicking his skin, jaw set. The light catches the silver chain at his throat, the one I've seen him gently caress when he thinks no one's watching. A rosary, probably. Or a charm. Something to keep the darkness at bay. I don't know how long I stand there. Minutes, maybe longer. Long enough for the gym to empty, the men slipping out through the back like smoke. Long enough for the silence to press in, heavy and intimate. Then I feel him. Not a sound. Not a breath. Just the sudden awareness of presenceâ€”close, too closeâ€”like a predator stepping out of the dark. I turn. Kieran fills the doorway, blocking the dim light from the gym. His chest still heaves, but his face is calm. Too calm. The kind of calm that comes after violence, when the blood sings and the mind is sharp as a blade. "You're still here," he says. I don't answer, can't. My throat is dry. My body remembers the weight of him, the heat, the way his breath shivered against my neck. I take a step back. The hallway narrows into a service corridorâ€”concrete walls, flickering fluorescents, the stench of mildew and old cigarettes. He follows. Another step. Then another. Until my back meets cold cinderblock, no escape. His eyes are black in the low light. "Why are you here, Cass?"

"Same reason you are," I whisper. "To get stronger."

"You're not strong."

The words sting, but I don't flinch. "Not yet."

He steps closer. One hand lifts, slow, deliberate. His thumb brushes the split at my lip. The caress is feather-light. A caress. A wound. I freeze. The air between us *cracks*. Not with violence. With something worse, something alive. His thumb lingers, smearing the blood. "You think this is a game? That you can walk into my world and play at being hard? You don't know what it costs."

"I know what I've lost," I say, voice low, raw. "I know what they took from me."

His gaze flickersâ€”just onceâ€”to my throat, where the scar hides beneath my collar. The one from the night they came for my father. The night they left me for dead in the gutter. "You survived," he says. "That doesn't mean you're ready."

"And you are?" I challenge. "Is that why you fight in the dark? To remind yourself you're still alive?"

His jaw tightens. "You don't know me."

"I know you don't sleep. I know you carry that chain like it's a promise. I know you come here every nightâ€”to punish yourself, or to remember, I don't know which. But you're not as unbreakable as you pretend."

His hand drops, but he doesn't move away. His breath brushes my cheek. "You don't belong in this life, Cass."

"Maybe I don't," I say, heart hammering. "But I don't belong anywhere else either."

Silence. Thenâ€”his hand slides to the side of my neck, not rough, not gentle. *Claiming.* His fingers curl just beneath my jaw, warm and unyielding. "You have no idea what you're asking for," he murmurs. "This worldâ€”it doesn't just break you. It *uses* you. It takes everything, and then it takes more."

"I've already been taken from," I say. "What's left to lose?"

His eyes search mine. And for the first time, I see itâ€”the crack in the armor. A flicker of something raw. Hunger, fear. *Need.*

"I could ruin you," he whispers. "You already have."

A breath. Then his mouth crashes down on mine. It's not gentle. It's fury and surrender in one. His lips are rough, demanding, his teeth catching my lower lip where it's split, sending a jolt of pain that spirals straight to my core. I gasp, and he takes it, deepening the kiss, his hand tightening at my neck, the other sliding around my waist, dragging me flush against him. He tastes like salt and iron. Like violence and survival. His body is hard against mineâ€”every ridge, every scar, every truth I've tried to deny. My hands fist in his shirt, then claw at his bare back, feeling the flex of muscle, the heat of him. He bites my lip. I moan. "Tell me to stop," he growls against my mouth. I arch into him. "Don't you dare."

He cursesâ€”low, gutturalâ€”and kisses me again, deeper, harder, until I'm breathless, until my knees tremble. His hand slides down, over my hip, under my thigh, lifting me, pressing me higher against the wall. My legs wrap around his waist instinctively, and the contactâ€”oh God, the *contact*â€”it's electric. I can feel him, thick and hard against me, and I grind down, desperate, needing more. "Cass," he breathes, breaking the kiss, his forehead pressed to mine. His eyes are wild. "We can'tâ€”"

"Don't," I say, biting his shoulder. "Don't stop. Not now."

He growls, low in his chest, and his mouth finds my neck, teeth. Lips. Sucking hard enough to mark. I cry out, fingers tangled in his hair, holding him close. And thenâ€”distant voices. Footsteps echoing down the hall. Kieran freezes. His body tenses, alert, dangerous. He doesn't move away, but his grip shiftsâ€”from lover to protector. He lowers me slowly, but keeps me pressed against the wall, his body shielding mine. The voices grow louder. Italian. Harsh. One laughsâ€”cold, mocking, *Luca.*

Kieran's eyes darken. He presses a finger to my lips, then steps back, pulling his shirt from the floor and slipping it on in one fluid motion. He doesn't button it. "Stay here," he whispers. "Don't move."

I grab his wrist. "Kieranâ€”"

"I mean it, Cass." His voice is steel. "Hide, and if anything happensâ€”run. Don't look back."

He turns, strides down the hall toward the voices, his footsteps silent on the concrete. I sink to the floor, heart racing, lips still burning. Somewhere beyond the wall, a door slams. A voiceâ€”Luca'sâ€”laughs again, "Kieran, always in the shadows. Always pretending you're not one of us."

And Kieran's answer is quiet, deadly. "I stopped pretending a long time ago."

I press my back to the wall. The air is thick with the scent of himâ€”sweat, leather, something dark and sacred. I should run. But my body remembers the heat of his mouth. The way his hands held me like I was something worth keeping. And for the first time in yearsâ€”since the fire, since the blood, since the silenceâ€”I don't feel empty. I feel *awake.*

And that terrifies me more than any blade. The voices rise. Angry. Sharp. I close my eyes. And I wait. Because whatever happens next, I know one thing:

I'm not leaving this time. Not until I know what this is. Not until I know if he'll break meâ€¦

â€¦or save me. Before he could answer, a scream cut through the night.

=== Chapter 3: Echoes in the Dark ===

As the sun rose

**Chapter 3 â€“ "If I Love You, I Have to Go"**

*Two years earlier.*

Rain falls on New York like an unwanted confession. It slicks the pavement of Washington Square Park, turning the cobblestones into black mirrors that swallow the glow of the streetlamps. I'm standing beneath the arch, hunched in a wool coat too thin for November, waiting for him. Kieran. Even now, saying his name in my head sends a ripple through my chestâ€”like fingers brushing over piano keys in the dark. I check my phone again. No messages. No missed calls. Just the dim blue glow of an empty screen and the time: 11:48 PM. We were supposed to meet at ten. He's never late. Not like this. A gust of wind whips the hem of my coat. I pull it tighter, tucking my chin down. The cold bites at my ears. I should go. I *know* I should go. But something in meâ€”some stubborn, soft thread of hopeâ€”won't let me leave. Not yet. Then, I see it. Taped to the underside of the arch, tucked beneath the stone like a secret: a folded slip of paper, white, edged with rain. My breath catches. I reach for it, fingers trembling, and peel it free. The moisture has blurred the ink slightly, but I know his handwriting like my own pulse.

> *Cass,*

> *If I love you, I have to go.*

> *Don't try to find me. Trust that I'll come back when I can. Trust that I'm still me.*

> *And trust that thisâ€”usâ€”is worth more than the truth I'm chasing.*

> *I love you. Always.*

> *K.*

I read it once, then again. And again. Until the words stop making sense and just become shapes on a page. My knees give out. I slide down the cold stone of the arch, back pressed to the wet marble, the note clutched in my fist. Rain soaks through my jeans, but I don't feel it. Not really. All I feel is the hollowing out, like someone reached into my chest and carved away the part of me that believed in love, in promises, in *us*. He didn't say goodbye. He didn't explain. Justâ€¦ *go.*

And in that single word, my world fractures.—-

*Now.*

The apartment smells of old coffee and damp paper. Rain still drums against the fire escape, steady and unrelenting. I sit at my deskâ€”my fortress of chaosâ€”surrounded by printouts, red string, sticky notes with names and dates that don't yet connect. Kieran's face stares back at me from a grainy surveillance still, blown up from a security feed outside a shuttered warehouse in Red Hook. I've circled it in red marker. Next to it, another photo: a classified document leaked from an untraceable source. The watermark reads: *Project Requiem â€“ Active Clearance: Black Veil.*

I didn't believe it at first. But the detailsâ€¦ they fit. The timing. The locations. The way every lead I've chased over the past six monthsâ€”stories about missing journalists, corrupt prosecutors, encrypted data trails buried beneath layers of shell companiesâ€”keeps circling back to the same shadow. An off-the-books intelligence arm, not CIA, not FBI. Something deeper, something darker. And at its center: Kieran O'Shaughnessy. My Kieran. The boy who used to read Camus aloud to me in bed, cigarette smoke curling toward the ceiling like a prayer. The man who tenderly kissed me in the rain after my first byline was published, who whispered, *"You're going to change the world, Cass. I just hope I'm there to see it."*

I press the heels of my palms into my eyes. I've spent two years hating him, grieving him. Pretending he was a coward, a liar, a man who vanished because he couldn't handle *us*â€”our dreams, our future, the weight of loving someone who refused to look away from the dark. But now? Now I think I was wrong. The file in front of meâ€”scanned, encrypted, decrypted in a backroom server I wasn't supposed to accessâ€”shows a name embedded in a list of operatives: *K.O. â€“ Asset Status: Active / Undercover â€“ No Contact Protocol Enforced.*

Next to it: a note.

> *Asset recruited under duress. Coerced via threat to civilian relationship (C. V. â€“ subject: Cassandra Vale). Extraction denied due to operational necessity, asset compliance confirmed. Emotional detachment protocol initiated. Monitor for deviation.*

My breath stutters. They *took* him. Not his choice. They *threatened* me. And he wentâ€”because he loved me. The room tilts. I grip the edge of the desk, knuckles white. The rain outside is louder now, or maybe it's the blood rushing in my ears. I feel sick. I feel furious. I feelâ€¦ *seen.*

All this time, I thought he left because I wasn't enough. But he left because I was *too much*. Too important. Too precious. And he would rather break my heart than let them break *me.*

A sound escapes meâ€”half laugh, half sob. I stand abruptly, pacing the length of the dim room. My boots scuff over loose papers. I stop in front of the wallâ€”*my wall*â€”the one I've been building for months. A mosaic of conspiracy, crime, silence bought with blood: photos, maps, names. And now, at the center, *him.*

Kieran, not a ghost. Not a ghost *anymore.*

A soldier in a war no one knows is being fought. And Iâ€¦ I've been chasing the same truth he was sent to bury. I press a hand to the cold wall, fingertips brushing his face in the photo. "I'm sorry," I whisper. "I didn't know."

But even as I say it, something shifts. Because if he's still out thereâ€¦ if he's still *alive*â€¦ then this isn't over. And I'm not just a journalist anymore. I'm a weapon. And I'm going to find him.—-

*Two years earlier â€“ 72 hours before the note.*

The air in the newsroom hums with the quiet desperation of deadlines and stale coffee. I'm hunched over my laptop, fingers flying across the keys, chasing a lead on a missing informantâ€”*Elias Mendoza*, a low-level enforcer for the Moretti family who vanished after flipping on a narcotics shipment. Kieran drops into the chair beside me, tossing a manila envelope onto the desk. "You're gonna want to see this," he murmurs, voice low. I glance at him. His dark curls are messy, eyes bloodshot from too many all-nighters, but there's a fire in them I haven't seen in weeks. "What is it?" He flips open the envelope and slides out a series of black-and-white photosâ€”security footage from a dockyard in Brooklyn, men in long coats. A shipment being unloaded at 3 AM. A license plate barely visible under the grime. And thenâ€”frame sixâ€”*a face.*

I freeze. "That's Councilman Hale," I whisper. Kieran nods. "And that's not a fishing trip he's on."

My pulse kicks. Hale is supposed to be clean. Progressive, a rising star. But the man in the photo is handing a briefcase to a known associate of Moretti's. "This is Pulitzer-level," I say, heart hammering. "I know," Kieran says, leaning in. "But Cassâ€¦ we need to be careful. This goes higher than Hale. I've been tracking the money. It's not just local, it's *international*. Shell companies. Offshore accounts. There's a whole networkâ€”something beneath the surface. And I thinkâ€¦ I think they're watching us."

I laughâ€”a sharp, brittle sound. "Paranoid much?"

He doesn't smile. "I've had three missed calls from a blocked number in the last two days. My laptop was wiped last weekâ€”cleaned, not hacked. Like someone didn't want me to find something. And yesterdayâ€¦ I found a tracker in my car."

The laugh dies. I stare at him. "You're serious."

"I am. And I'm scared, Cass. Not for me. For *us.* If this story is as big as I think it isâ€¦ they won't hesitate to disappear us." I reach for his hand. His fingers are cold. "We're journalists," I say, voice firm. "We have a duty to tell the truth."
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