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​✦Prologue✦ —  The Quiet Light
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The old stone library sat at the edge of the city, tucked between a dying almond tree and an abandoned post office in Lumnen City. Its walls were the color of old paper, cracked and sun-faded, much like the woman who unlocked its doors each morning.

Reniya Clarke lived three streets away, in a weather-worn bungalow wall and wooden where the sea breeze always found a way through the shutters. She inherited it from her father. She didn't change it much after his death. She just boxed up his belongings and donated the good ones to charity whilst the broken ones went to the city dump. At thirty-nine, though time seemed reluctant to leave its mark on her, her skin held the soft warmth of polished mahogany, and her long, flowing hair—usually gathered into a simple bun at the nape of her neck—gave her a quiet elegance that didn’t ask to be noticed but always was. Her eyes, a rare hazel that caught the light like amber glass, carried the calm of someone who had fought through storms and learned to walk with the wind instead of against it.

She was slender, almost willowy, but her hips carried the subtle sway of a woman who knew her center, who moved from strength rather than vanity. Reniya didn’t wear makeup; she never needed to. Her beauty was the kind that came from stillness, from the way she looked at the world as if listening to something no one else could hear.

Dresses made her feel uncomfortable, too delicate, as if she were wearing someone else’s story. She preferred her tailored pantsuits—sharp, practical, quietly commanding, or a simple tee shirt paired with jeans. They fit her the way armor fits a warrior: precise, familiar, an extension of who she was.

She had learned to move quietly through life—head down, voice steady, heart hidden. The world had taken enough from her already,so she guarded her peace as if it was the last shred of heaven in hell.

Her walk to work was short—seven minutes exactly if she didn’t stop to watch the sunrise, ten if she did. She owned a vehicle ,but she loved walking whilst losing herself in her thoughts. Most mornings, she did. The air would hum faintly then, the same low vibration she’d felt since she was a child. It clung to her like the aftertaste of something divine.

Inside the library, the smell of dust and ink comforted her. She liked order—books shelved by memory, silence woven like a spell between the aisles. Her employees thought she was shy; in truth, she was exhausted from pretending she belonged here. She was a kind boss, but very reserved. Her employees looked at her in quiet wonder. They knew her tired sad eyes carried stories, which were too deep for her to express. 



Her First Husband

Reniya had once believed in love. She met Ryan Ifill when she was twenty-three and living in an apartment in Acardia Bay which was one hundred miles away from Lumen City her home town. She fled the city to escape her abusive father and to get a fresh start. After finishing high school and a stint at the Lumen City University, she achieved her bachelors in International Business and decided to get a fresh start in life away from her fathers darkness. You see, her mother died at ten years old from a rare form of bone cancer and her father turned to booze to numb the pain. It didn't help that Reniya looked like a mini version of her mother. So his love turned to hate, and his care turned to verbal and physical abuse. It was through the kindness of her teachers and university professors that she made it thus far. So, she fled, when she got the first chance. Ryan was —a police officer with a perfect smile and a talent for finding weakness. He met her when she applied for a administrative post at the local police station in Acardia Bay. He courted her with roses, gifts, and whispered promises that she was special, chosen. He was her first and called her his light.

It wasn’t until much later that she understood what that meant.

The first time he hit her, he cried afterward. The second time, he didn’t bother. Ryan kept her alienated from his family. Once his mother reached out to her, to warn her to run away from him. But she was in love. She still married him when she was twenty-six, because she thought that her love would heal him. She lost herself trying to find him. Over the years, he dimmed her light until she could barely see herself. He made her believe that she was too fragile to survive without him. That she needed to change who she was for his acceptance. When he discovered she was barren, he beat her because she was broken in his eyes. A woman who could not give him the child he wanted. He made sure that she knew how he felt about her with every punch, kick and back handed compliment. 

But Reniya was made of flame, even if she didn’t yet know it. She promised herself that she would complete a masters degree in business and work her way up to a higher paying job and escape his abuse. It was an ordinary Tuesday at work for her.  That day, she had been sorting intake reports, the hum of printers and voices forming the familiar blur of routine, when the receptionist called her name over the intercom.

A man in a dark suit waited in the lobby, briefcase clasped like a sacred object. His badge read “C. Wexler, Attorney-at-Law.” His tone was polite but weighted when he said her father’s name, Jonas Dane Clake.

He offered condolences first — awkwardly, sincerely — and handed her a sealed envelope embossed with a wax insignia she didn’t recognize: a coiled ram beneath a fading sun.


“Your father left the family library and the house to you,” he said. 



Reniya’s hands trembled as she broke the seal. She didn't cry. She didn’t have any tears to waste on the man who taught her that love hurt growing up as a child. The envelope contained a folded letter and a thin key.—She barely noticed Ryan watching from across the hall as she stood frozen, the hum of the station fading into silence. For the first time since her father’s death, she felt the world tilt — as though something vast and ancient had just stirred beneath the surface of her ordinary life. She didn’t know about the funeral. But she could never attend the funeral of the monster who made her believe her worth was found at the bottom of his boots. She mourned the part of her that wished he was a good father to her. The part that wanted him to be the daddy every little girl dreams of. But she didn't love him, nor did she hate him. She understood that he was wrestling with demons he could not escape in the end. 

Ryan wasn’t fully human and neither was her father. She’d learn that much later. They were Hollowborne, descended from an ancient hybrid line that fed on brilliance—the kind of brilliance she carried in her soul. Ryan been drawn to her radiance and, failing to own it, sought to destroy it. Just like her father was drawn to her late mother Danika Clarke's light.  Though she noticed the similarities between her mother's life and and hers, she had pushed the consistencies with her marriage to Ryan to the back of her mind. 

That night, as rain battered the roof, she left—no luggage, no plan, just the thin thread of a voice inside saying run. She did. She returned to Lumen City . When she looked back, she saw his eyes glint strangely in the dark—like a mirror catching light that wasn’t his own. She had escaped him, and that was enough. She  went to the court and filed for default divorce when she returned to her home town. She inherited her mother's library. The one her father had almost ran to the ground with his addictions and nonchalant attitude. Her father died from a rare liver cancer. She hoped that he suffered before he died.
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​✦  Chapter One✦— A Second Chance of Love✦ 
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Years passed. He had come into her life on an ordinary Thursday afternoon—the kind of day that slipped through the cracks of memory if not for the quiet tremor it carried. She was thirty-four years old at the time and had used her training to bring the library from the brink of bankruptcy. She used her wisdom to also ensure that the library was categorized as a historical site as well, to safeguard her legacy that she would pass on to her child. She would use invito fertilisation and even adoption to make her wish a reality.  His name was Daniel Mercer, a fifty-five-year-old court prosecutor whose life had been built on the weight of evidence, arguments, and the quiet burden of truth. He had come to her library searching for a rare set of legal volumes, out-of-print case records from the 1950s, the kind of thing only someone like Reniya would still have tucked away in her shelves.

She remembered how he paused when he first saw her, halfway between the aisles of forgotten law and literature. There was a flicker in his expression—something that wasn’t quite recognition, but felt like it. His eyes, a deep gold-brown that caught the light strangely, almost glowed. Later she would understand why. He, too, was of the flame, though his spark slept quietly beneath years of reason and restraint.

Daniel stood about her height, broad-shouldered but soft-spoken, the kind of man who carried both confidence and fatigue in the same breath. His complexion was lighter than hers, his face etched with the fine lines of a man who had seen too much of the world’s contradictions and still believed in justice anyway. To Reniya, he was handsome. His features were refined with his age. 

When she helped him find the books, their hands brushed briefly—and something ancient and familiar stirred. Conversation came easily after that. Between the quiet shuffle of pages and the smell of paper dust, they discovered they were both divorcees, both still nursing invisible bruises from lives that had lost their rhythm. Daniel saw in Reniya not just a woman, but a mirror—someone who had been broken and rebuilt, who hid her heart in the corners of old stories because the real world had proven too cruel.

He longed to help her heal, though he never said it aloud. His way of loving her was gentle persistence—showing up, returning to the library for reasons that grew less and less about books. He was not a wealthy man; prosecutors seldom were. But he was careful, frugal, and his years of steady work had earned him enough to live comfortably, though he never cared much for comfort.

When he finally introduced Reniya to his grown children, they met her with cold eyes and forced politeness. To them, she was a mistake—a woman sixteen years their father’s junior, the owner of a fading library that earned more dust than dollars. But Daniel saw what they could not: that her library wasn’t just a business. It was her inheritance, her sanctuary, a living relic of her family’s devotion to knowledge and imagination. Within those walls, surrounded by the quiet breath of books, Reniya could lose herself and—perhaps for a little while—be found again.

She rebuilt. She even married him after dating him for two years and everything seemed heavenly, though his children and extended family cared nothing for her. They didn't even attend the wedding. Reniya had no children or family of her own as she was an only child.  Three years into their marriage, Daniel fell ill—an aggressive, untraceable cancer that consumed him in weeks. His children blamed her and hated her for it, but never once did they come to greet him when she told them he was slipping away. The savings he had accumulated along with the little Reniya had paid for his short treatment. But in the end the prognosis wasn't good. The cancer had taken over seventy five percent of his body. It was beyond chemo therapy, beyond surgery. All he could do was wait for death to come, and all Reniya could do was brace herself for the loss of her loved one once again. She wondered if this was all her life was going to be. Heart break, after heart break. 
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​✦Chapter Two✦ — Life Isn’t Fair
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The room smelled of antiseptic and rain. Machines hummed softly beside the bed, their blinking lights painting Reniya’s face in pale green and gold. Her husband’s breathing came shallow, each inhale a fading echo of who he had been—a man of warmth, laughter, and morning coffee shared over crossword puzzles. The few weeks turned into two months, but for her nothing could prepare her for what was coming next. 

Now, she was watching him slip away. She knew that her step children didn't like her, but she called them and begged them to come and see their dad for one last time. It was evident to Reniya that their mother had sullied their father's image in their minds after the bitter divorce. They would just cut the call when they picked up the phone and recognized it was her at the other end. The trollop and gold digger who was after their daddy's money. She returned to the hospital room after the call and said to him, “ They will come.”

In these final moments he knew she was lying, but he smiled weakly and turned his head in her direction. She watched him change over the weeks from a vibrant loving man, to the shell that she was looking at in that hospital bed. 

She held his hand as the storm outside clawed at the windows. Thunder rolled low across the sky, like the groan of something ancient. Whilst her inner storm of sadness and pain raged on the inside. Nurses moved quietly around her, their eyes gentle but already grieving for her. They knew he would not make it through the night. 

He opened his eyes once more—clouded, unfocused—and whispered her name. “Ren...” His lips barely moved. “I...love...you...You... shine... even now.”

And then he was gone.

For a long time, she didn’t cry. The world around her simply slowed—until the doctor turned off the monitor and the room filled with silence too thick to breathe.



The funeral came three weeks later, under the same storm that had watched him die. The sky broke open as they lowered his coffin into the wet earth. Reniya stood motionless, the rain washing over her head and black dress, mixing with the tears she had refused to shed.

His family glared from beneath their umbrellas. They whispered that she had brought this on him—that since she came into his life, misfortune had followed. They said she drained him. Her step children refused to acknowledge what she was to their dad. They hated her and said that she was cursed, all she had were his memories and the heartbreak that stung as the tears ran down her face.

Someone spat near her shoes, caked in the cemetery mud, as she turned to leave. She didn’t stop walking.

When she reached her car, she finally looked up at the storm. The jeep waited where she’d left it, parked beneath the drooping arms of an old tamarind tree just beyond the churchyard gates. It was a 2011 pearl white 2017 Suzuki Grand Vitara , the kind of jeep that spoke more of practicality than pride. The paint had dulled over the years from salt air and sun, and a faint line of rust hugged the undercarriage near the left rear door—a reminder of how long she’d been meaning to have it looked at but never did.

The odometer read 162,000 miles, each one earned honestly through commutes to the library, errands into town, and the occasional quiet drive she’d take on sleepless nights, tracing the coastal roads just to hear the sound of the sea. The seats, soft leather once ivory now faded to cream, carried the faint scent of old paper and sandalwood.

It wasn’t new or beautiful, but it was reliable—like everything she still trusted in a world that had turned uncertain. Daniel used to tease her about that jeep, saying it suited her perfectly: quiet, durable, and more capable than people gave it credit for. A small smile tugged at the side of her lips thinking of him. Now, as she stood beside it with the funeral still echoing behind her, the Vitara felt like a fragile lifeline between what was gone and what still refused to die.

When she slid into the driver’s seat, her hands rested on the steering wheel longer than necessary. The dashboard clock blinked 4:17 p.m.—time moving forward, indifferent. She sighed sadly and turned the key, and the engine gave its low, familiar hum, steadying her heartbeat for the long road home. The cemetery was on the other side of Lumen City, fifteen miles away from her house in Astaria Town. She gave him his last wish, which was to be buried with his mother who had died 25 years ago.

Lightning licked across the horizon, and for a moment, she thought she saw light—gold and violet—spiraling briefly in the clouds. She blinked, and it was gone.Two weeks later, she met Arin Jones.

​
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​✦Chapter Three✦ — Entangled With The Abyss
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Arin Jones was the sort of man who carried his age like an accessory—one that enhanced rather than diminished him. At fifty, he still had the easy confidence of a man who’d never quite surrendered his youth. He was of east indian descent and his suits were always tailored, a shade too sharp for the sleepy coastal city, and his cologne lingered in the air like an afterthought of charm. He was a banker by profession, playboy by habit, the kind who treated flirtation as a conversational language.

His hair—once black—was now streaked tastefully with silver, styled in a way that seemed deliberately effortless. His skin carried the warmth of a man who loved the outdoors more than he admitted, and his eyes, a deep storm-grey, had the disarming ability to seem both amused and sympathetic at once. He was attractive with an equally magnetic personality.

When Reniya first came into the bank, still dressed in the muted tones of mourning and clutching the folder of her late husband’s documents, Arin had noticed her immediately—not for her beauty, though it was there, quiet and unadorned—but for the exhaustion and sorrow behind her composure. He’d seen that look before in widows and debtors alike: the gaze of someone standing on the fragile line between holding it together and falling apart. A part of him pitied her. She was so beautiful, but yet so sad.

He softened his voice when he greeted her, letting empathy edge out the charm he usually wore like a second skin.


“Mrs. Mercer,” he’d said, with a tone more fitting a confidant than a banker, “I’m very sorry for your loss. Let’s take this one step at a time.”



In truth, Arin wasn’t used to caring this much. But something about her—her poise, her restraint, the quiet strength in her eyes—stirred a gentler instinct beneath his smooth exterior. He offered her coffee, then conversation, and though he kept his distance, he found himself watching her after she left, wondering why the echo of her presence lingered in his office longer than her perfume did.

He told himself it was compassion. But deep down, even Arin Jones knew better. He knew what she was , and he recognized she didn't have a clue as to her true origins. She was ripe for the picking, and he would be the one to taste all of her. He smiled devilishly. She would be his to enjoy, but not now, he thought. He needed to let her grieve and worm his way into her life, by being a constant shoulder to lean on. Then he would strike.

He carried himself with quiet assurance and the faint scent of sandalwood, and when he looked at her, she felt seen in a way that made her uneasy. He helped her through the paperwork, navigating the legal jargon she couldn’t bear to read. He said she reminded him of someone.

For a time, Reniya thought maybe he was just kind. But there was something about him—a subtle pull, a hum in the air whenever he was near. She told herself it was grief making her imagine things. God knows she missed intimacy and the touch of another man. She remembered when Daniel’s cancer was first discovered, how intimacy with him gave him pain. Then he could not even get it up. But she loved him, even when he could not satisfy her. He told her many times to get another man, to leave him. But Reniya, refused. She loved him, up to the day of his last breath, and she longed to see those beautiful hazel eyes once more. She pushed the thoughts of using the bank manager to ease her loneliness, out of her mind. She already knew that he was attracted to her, but she decided to ignore it. God knows that it couldn't be for the assets her husband left her. The payments for cancer treatments took it all. She was broke, but she was making it work.

Yet the more time she spent around Arin, the weaker she felt. Exhaustion crept into her bones. Her dreams darkened. She began waking at night with her chest burning, her heart thrumming like wings trying to break free.

Something was wrong with Arin Jones. She couldn’t name it yet, but she could feel it. After her late husband's estate was settled, she drifted apart from Arin and fell into the monotony of her boring life as a librarian. She had no children, no pets, no love, and no one to hold her when she felt alone. She started to believe that she was indeed cursed.



Three months after the world taught her that love hurts, Reniya returned to work at her library. It was the only thing her father left her, other than the house and it was the only thing that brought her comfort. It wasn't much by a stretch and didn't give her much revenue. Her late husband's illness crippled their finances, and she didn't have much left to her name, but the library and the bungalow they once called their home. Her late husband owned a house and car, but they agreed to sell them when he first got sick and the hospital bills were mounting up. She forgot about her in-laws, and her in-laws forgot about her. Reniya knew now that she was utterly alone in the world. She buried her husband with trembling hands and a shattered heart and swore never to love again.

Now, each night after closing the library, Reniya would sit beneath the flickering fluorescent light, eyes fixed on the horizon through the dusty glass, and wonder what cursed star she had been born under.

Yet in the deepest part of her, something waited—something that pulsed faintly in her chest like a heartbeat not her own, a promise not yet remembered.

The world thought her story ended with widowhood.

The cosmos knew better.
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​✦Chapter Four✦ —  The Second Funeral
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The morning light fell pale through the library’s tall windows, pooling on the worn oak tables. Reniya folded the day’s newspaper between her fingers, absently sipping her coffee as she skimmed the obituaries.

And then she saw it.

Venessa Jones, aged seventy-six. Mother of Arin Jones, bank manager at CityTrust. Survived by two sons and no grandchildren. Funeral to be held Friday at St. John’s Chapel. Just like her, Arin had no children. She wondered if it was by choice or if he was like her, so broken that the universe refused to give them the ability to reproduce. This was one of the reasons her first husband treated her like crap. Because she could not give him the legacy he wanted, so he decided he would take her joy instead and cheat on her as much as he could. Her precious Daniel didn't mind. He worshipped the ground she walked on. To him, loving her and watching her heal was enough. Tears ran down her eyes as she thought about Daniel, but now she recognized that Arin Jones, the helpful banker was grieving too. 

For a long moment, she stared at the printed name, tracing it with her thumb as if touching it could make sense of the faint ache that bloomed in her chest.

Venessa had been kind to her once. Months ago, when Reniya was still sorting through her late husband’s estate, the older woman had offered her tea in the bank’s break room and told her, “You have kind eyes, dear. Keep them kind, even when the world doesn’t deserve them.”

It was such a simple thing. But Reniya never forgot it. Arin was a manager at the bank and invited her to use the room to compose herself when she cried during the process of dealing with her late husband's estate. She never forgot his softness or kindness. Now she had a chance to return it.



The funeral was small, held under a grey sky that promised rain but never delivered. The scent of lilies mixed with damp grass hung in the air. Arin stood near the front, tall and composed, his face carved into restraint. He greeted mourners with polite nods, the mask of a man holding himself together by force of will.

When he saw Reniya, something in his eyes flickered—recognition, then surprise, then something softer.

“Reniya,” he said, his voice rougher than she remembered. “You came.”

“Your mother was a good woman,” she replied, her tone gentle. “I couldn’t not come.” She raised a good man and a good friend. I had to be there for you, as you were there for me during my darkest hours. She smiled faintly. 

They stood there for a while, the silence between them both awkward and strangely comfortable. When the final hymn began, Reniya hesitated only a second before reaching out and touching his arm. It was a small gesture—human, unthinking—but she felt the tremor in him, the sudden intake of breath.

He leaned into her touch just enough for her to feel the warmth through his jacket.

“I’ll be all right,” he whispered, though his voice betrayed him.

“Of course you will,” she said, and gave him a small, careful hug which he leaned into. “But I’ll check in on you, okay? Just to make sure.”

He nodded once, eyes closing briefly as if holding on to something invisible.



A week later, they met for coffee at the small café across from the bank. It was Arin’s idea. Reniya had planned to decline—grief was still a quiet weight in her own bones—but she told herself it was only kindness, only closure.
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