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            The fire welcomes all,

but spares no one.

From ash we rise,

or vanish in the smoke.
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Chapter One: Under Watchful Eyes: Weight of the First Pew 
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The hymnals were heavy in Cole’s hands, their cracked red spines smelling of mildew and old ink, a scent that seemed to rise with every turn of the page. Each crease, each faded stain, carried the residue of countless fingers that had clutched these volumes before him, whispering prayers that had long since drifted into memory. Cole thumbed the brittle edges, imagining every person who had leaned into these same hymns, their devotion pressed into paper like fingerprints on glass. The weight of history settled on him, heavier than the pew beneath his knees.

He sat beside his mother, Margaret Shepard, in the first pew of Evergreen Hills Baptist Church, his long legs curled awkwardly against the varnished wood, the space too short to fit him comfortably. Margaret’s posture was precise, every spine and chin rigid with self-discipline. Her lips moved silently, mouthing the opening prayer before the preacher even spoke, as though she had memorized her devotion and recited it in autopilot. Her eyes were sharp, scanning the congregation occasionally, ensuring they were witnessing the perfect picture of piety she demanded.

At the piano, his grandmother, Eleanor “Nell” Whitcomb, guided the congregation’s voices with subtle authority. Each chord she struck carried both grace and precision, her hands moving as if the piano were an extension of her soul. Cole’s gaze lingered on her. She was the calm within the storm of expectation, the quiet presence that reminded him that there could be love and warmth even in the shadow of rigid rules.

Reverend Amos Weller rose behind the lectern, his figure commanding, a presence that seemed to bend the room itself toward him. His Bible lay open, markers sticking out like stakes in a territory claimed long before Cole was born. When he spoke, his voice rolled over the pews with deliberate weight, demanding attention and respect.

“Brothers and sisters,” he began, sweeping his gaze across the congregation, “the Lord’s house welcomes all who come in humility, in repentance, and in need.”

Margaret exhaled sharply beside him, a small hiss of tension that sent a ripple down Cole’s spine. Nell’s lips did not move, but he caught the flicker of her jaw tightening, a silent resistance to the preacher’s fire-and-brimstone cadence.

Cole shifted slightly, adjusting the hymnal in his hands, feeling the pressure of expectation from both sides. The stained-glass window above the pulpit caught his eye—Christ as shepherd, arms outstretched, a lamb cradled close. The glass lamb’s face, trusting and blind, seemed to mirror Cole’s own helplessness, the feeling of being constantly measured, never free.

He tried to focus on the sermon, but his mind wandered, tracing paths beyond the walls of the church, imagining a world unburdened by judgment and expectation. A flicker of rebellion sparked, small but insistent, like a candle refusing to be extinguished.

Beside him, Margaret’s lips moved in prayer, precise and disciplined, as if devotion could be measured in the exactness of her posture and the perfection of her voice. On his other side, Nell’s cane tapped once, twice, a rhythm of quiet assurance that grounded him amid the swirl of pressure and obligation.

Every glance, every nod from the congregation, every approving smile and whisper, weighed on him, shaping him in ways both subtle and profound. Yet amid the expectation, amid the rigid structure of tradition, a spark glimmered—a curiosity about the life that might exist beyond the pews, the hymns, the judgment.

The final hymn rose, swelling through the sanctuary, and Nell’s hands danced over the keys, guiding the voices of the congregation with practiced ease. Cole felt the music wrap around him, a tether to both home and possibility. The hymnal in his hands a paradox of weight and liberation. The past, with all its rules and silent pressures, would always remain.

The service concluded, and as the congregation filed out, Cole lingered at the piano. Nell’s hands traced the keys with practiced grace, the music rising to fill the emptiness that his mother’s expectations left behind. For the first time, he allowed a flicker of curiosity to pass through him—the thought of a life beyond rules, beyond judgment, beyond the red hymnals of Evergreen Hills.
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Chapter Two: The Vivid Dream
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Cole woke with the taste of a hymn still lingering on his tongue, a melody that clung to the edges of his consciousness like smoke in a darkened room. For a moment, the walls of Evergreen Hills Baptist Church seemed to rise around him again: the cracked red hymnals in his hands, his mother’s rigid shoulders, the polished wood of the pew pressing uncomfortably against his knees. His chest ached with the memory, the echo of whispered prayers bouncing faintly in his ears.

The half-light of their New Orleans bedroom cut across the room in pale stripes, glinting on River’s shoulder, his chest rising and falling in slow rhythm. Cole’s body pressed close, warmth seeping through the years of tension and fear he had carried, dissolving in the presence of River’s steady heartbeat. Outside, the faint pulse of Bourbon Street drifted through the open window, a mixture of jazz, laughter, and distant horns, a city that never truly slept.

River stirred, eyes fluttering open, soft gray catching the light. His hand rose, cupping Cole’s forehead, thumb tracing a familiar path over the arch of his brow. The touch pulled Cole backward—not into sleep, but into memory. The hymns of his childhood, his mother’s alto humming low across his bedroom, the line traced gently over his brow to lull him into obedience and quiet. A warmth that was once comfort now carried the sting of control and expectation.

“Morning,” River murmured, voice rough with sleep but soft, grounding.

Cole’s lips curved in a small smile, brushing a kiss against River’s shoulder. The memory lingered, sharp as a knife and soft as a whisper, coiling around him. In two days, they would stand together beneath chandeliers and rainbow lights, making vows that would stitch together past wounds and present triumphs. The space would be intimate, the walls of the club—the same club where Cole had learned to pour drinks, to survive, to grow—filled with the people who mattered most.

He thought of the horses waiting at the small farm just outside the city, their hooves stirring dust that smelled of earth and freedom. River’s weekends spent riding, the old rodeo dreams buried and reborn, reminded Cole of how far he had come from the small, constrained boy of Evergreen Hills. Every stride of the horses, every kick of dirt, grounded him, tethered him to a life he had carved from uncertainty.

“Was it a good dream?” River asked, still tracing the line over his brow, his thumb a steady pulse against Cole’s skin.

Cole swallowed, chest tightening. “Good... and bad,” he whispered. “It was home.”

River tilted his head, studying him. “Home can be more than one thing.”

Cole nodded. “Yeah. Sometimes it’s a place of rules. Sometimes it’s... love.”

He thought of the lessons that had framed his childhood. They were carved into him with invisible hands: obedience, perfection, fear. The dichotomy of his past clung to him, a shadow interwoven with his triumphs.

Two days. Two nights until vows. Two days until the boy who had once clutched a hymnal in a stiff pew would stand in the glow of neon lights, declaring love that had been fought for, earned, and ultimately chosen.

Cole let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, pressing closer to River. The warmth, the heartbeat, the living, breathing proof that he had survived everything and emerged whole, wrapped around him like a hymn of a different kind—one of joy, acceptance, and hard-won peace.
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Chapter Three: Best Man, Best Friend 
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The city pulsed around him, alive even in the early morning. Jazz spilled from open doors, blending with the tang of spilled beer and the distant honks of cars weaving down Bourbon Street. Cole leaned against the iron railing of his balcony, coffee steaming in his hands, savoring the quiet before the whirlwind of the coming days. Two nights until vows. Two nights until forever.

A familiar voice called from below. “Morning, Cole!”

Cole looked down to see Ethan Carter, coffee in hand, leaning casually against the wrought-iron railing of the neighboring balcony. Broader through the shoulders than he remembered, streaks of gray tracing through his dark hair, but the grin—the same irrepressible grin—remained.

“You’re up early,” Cole called, laughing. “Planning to hypnotize the city with that grin again?”

Ethan raised his cup. “Just keeping watch. Someone has to make sure you don’t get cold feet.”

Cole bounded down the steps, meeting him at the entrance to their shared courtyard. They collided in a hug that was part tackle, part relief, the kind of embrace that erased years in a single heartbeat.

“You’re really doing it,” Ethan said, gripping his shoulders, eyes alight with pride and disbelief.

Cole shrugged, a small smile betraying his nerves. “Guess miracles happen.”

Inside, the magnificent home smelled of fresh coffee and lemon polish, River’s touch evident in the subtle scents that lingered. Photos lined the mantle: Cole on horseback, the three of them at Mardi Gras years ago, beads around their necks, laughter frozen in time. Ethan dropped onto the couch, stretching his legs.

“Lila’s working at the clinic,” he said, rifling through a magazine left out by River. “Still bossing me around remotely. You know her—makes sure the place runs smooth so River can  be more at the bar now.”

Cole nodded, taking a sip of coffee. He thought of the vet clinic, a quiet sanctuary amid the chaos of New Orleans nightlife, where Ethan and Lila balanced compassion with precision. Ethan, a skilled vet, handled patients with the same dedication he applied to friendships, while Lila, the clinic manager, orchestrated schedules, finances, and staff with an almost surgical efficiency. River split his time between the clinic and the Phoenix, and having Ethan and Lila in place allowed him to focus on the club without losing the threads of his other life.

Cole let his mind wander back, to simpler times, to when the three of them had first dreamed of escape.

Flashback — Evergreen Hills, West Virginia, 1999

Cole sat on the tailgate of Ethan’s truck, summer heat heavy in the air, fireflies dancing in the dusk. High school behind them, the future yawning wide and terrifying. Lila leaned against Ethan, hair braided back, smile glowing in the streetlamp light.

“You really think you’ll stay here?” Cole asked, staring into the quiet darkness of the country road.

Ethan shook his head. “Hell no. We’re getting out. All three of us.”

Lila nodded firmly. “We’ve talked about it. Ethan and me, we’re headed south. Nashville maybe. Or...” She glanced at Cole, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “New Orleans.”

Cole felt the name ripple through him—exotic, dangerous, alive. “Why New Orleans?”

“Because it’s loud,” Lila said, eyes sparkling. “Because nobody cares who you are there. Because you could breathe there.”

Her words burned through him. He had tried to hide, to shrink, to blend in. But they saw him—the boy who had lingered too long in hallways, the one whose silence sometimes cut deeper than any insult.

Ethan tossed a pebble into the gravel road. “Promise me something, Cole.”

“What?”

“That when we go—you come with us. No excuses. We’re not leaving you behind.”

Cole tried to laugh, thin and shaky. “And if I don’t?”

Ethan’s gaze pierced him. “Then I’ll drag your six-foot-six ass into the truck myself.”

Lila slipped her hand into his. “We mean it. Wherever we end up, we end up together.”

The night pressed around them. Cicadas thrummed in chorus. Cole squeezed her hand back, feeling a flicker of hope that had been absent for months, maybe years. Escape, freedom, choice—it was suddenly tangible, and terrifying.

Back in the present, Ethan still lounged on the couch, rifling through River’s magazines. “You remember that night?” Cole asked softly.

“Course I do,” Ethan said, expression softening. “Kept my promise, didn’t I?”

Cole smiled, chest aching with gratitude. Betrayal, loss, rejection—they had all carved wounds into him, but Ethan and Lila had been constants, anchors through the storm.

“You saved me, you know,” Cole admitted, voice rougher than intended.

“Nah,” Ethan said with a shrug. “You saved yourself. We just held on until you did.”

Truth hung between them, unspoken and undeniable. Outside, the street swelled with music and life, but inside, Cole allowed himself a rare moment of quiet triumph. He was where he was meant to be, surrounded by chosen family, standing on the cusp of everything he had fought to achieve.
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Chapter Four: Skyy’s Flowers 
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The morning light spilled over the rooftops of the French Quarter, falling into Cole and River’s large home, a blend of exposed brick, wrought-iron balconies, and the faint scent of the city waking below. Cole leaned against the kitchen island, mug in hand, savoring the rare quiet before the whirlwind of the day. River’s presence beside him was a steady, grounding warmth, a reminder of home amidst the pulse of New Orleans life.

“Skyy!” River called with a grin, moving to open the door.

Skyy Slater—River’s younger sister by four years—stood on the threshold, a cascade of golden curls framing her bright, mischievous smile. She held a wicker basket brimming with flowers, each stem perfectly arranged. Her hands were dusted with soil and petals, a reflection of her whirlwind personality.

“Good morning, you two,” she said, stepping fully into the kitchen. “I brought these for you—thought they’d brighten the living room before the wedding chaos starts.”

Cole grinned, taking the flowers from her hands. “They’re perfect. You always know what we need.”

River leaned in from the counter, his hand brushing hers in greeting. “Thanks, Skyy. These are beautiful.”

Skyy laughed, a soft, lilting sound. “Years of practice,” she replied. “Besides, someone has to keep you two from living in chaos.”

Cole caught the subtle glance she gave River, noting the effortless ease with which she moved between them. Skyy had been part of their lives as long as River had—almost like another sibling to him, and a dear friend to Cole. She had celebrated milestones, offered advice, and always been a comforting presence in their shared lives.

“Today’s mission?” Cole asked.

Skyy’s grin widened. “Securing flowers for the wedding. I’ve mapped the city in my mind—from the hidden florist tucked down a cobblestone lane to the bustling flower market near the river. Nothing’s too small to escape my attention.”

She kissed both of them on the cheek before slipping on her coat and gathering her basket. “I’ll see you later with the prettiest blooms in all of New Orleans.”

With a flourish, she stepped out into the morning sun, weaving through the Quarter’s narrow streets until she arrived at her favorite shop. Inside, Skyy’s fingers brushed over the petals with practiced gentleness. Peonies, lilies, orchids—each bloom seemed to bend toward her touch, responding to her energy. The florist, an older woman with streaks of silver in her hair, smiled knowingly. “Skyy, you always pick the perfect ones. River’s lucky to have you on his team.”

Skyy chuckled, tossing a small wink over her shoulder. “He knows it. And so does Cole. Don’t worry—I’ve got this covered.” As the wedding planner for Cole and River, she took her responsibilities seriously, yet always managed to keep a playful energy alive in the process.

The morning drifted around her in easy focus, punctuated by small smiles and thoughtful touches. Cole thought, fleetingly, about how much of their lives Skyy had been part of—how much he loved her, and how much she had come to love him in return. The bond was unspoken but undeniable, a deep connection forged over years of shared history and quiet understanding.

And for today, that was more than enough.
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Chapter Five: Morning at The Mirage
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The French Quarter was already humming when Cole stepped out onto the street, the heat rising off the cobblestones in soft waves. The Quarter never truly slept, but mornings carried a peculiar calm, as though the city itself exhaled before the neon and noise reclaimed it again. Cole adjusted the cuff of his shirt, tucking his keys into his pocket as he started toward the bar. River was still inside, already fussing over last-minute details for the wedding.

Behind him, their tall shutters creaked in the breeze. The house—his and River’s—was one of the old beauties of the Quarter, wide galleries with wrought-iron rails and tall ceilings that carried the scent of jasmine from the garden below. The house had taken years to make their own, every brick and beam a symbol of permanence in a city that thrived on impermanence.

But Cole’s morning belonged to the bar.

The Mirage stood at the corner of Chartres and Ursulines, its wrought-iron balcony curling like lace above chipped plaster walls. Weathered shutters framed windows clouded by years of smoke and song. To anyone else, it was just another bar in a city bursting with them. But to Cole, it was the place where his story had first started.

Cole paused in front of the building, running his hand over the cool brick. The weight of history pressed against his palm—late nights, first lessons, mistakes, triumphs. For him, it wasn’t just a building. It was a rebirth, one he had earned scar by scar.
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