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  For those who survived what was done in the name of love, faith, or control-and learned to choose themselves. If this story hurts, it’s because you recognize it. 






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        1. Chapter One
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter Fourteen
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter Fifteen
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter Sixteen
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter Seventeen
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter Twenty-One
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter Twenty-Two
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter Twenty-Three
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter Twenty-Four
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter Twenty-Five
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter Twenty-Six
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
      

    
      	
        30. Chapter Thirty
        
      

    
      	
        31. Chapter Thirty-One
        
      

    
      	
        32. Chapter Thirty-Two
        
      

    
      	
        33. Chapter Thirty-Three
        
      

    
      	
        34. Chapter Thirty-Four
        
      

    
      	
        35. Chapter Thirty-Five
        
      

    
      	
        36. Chapter Thirty-Six
        
      

    
      	
        37. Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
      

    
      	
        38. Chapter Thirty-Eight
        
      

    
      	
        39. Chapter Thirty-Nine
        
      

    
      	
        40. Chapter Forty
        
      

    
      	
        41. Chapter Forty-One
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Corista Holland
        
      

    
    


  




  Acknowledgments



To my best friend, Becca: thank you for always believing in me, for listening to every idea, every plot twist, and every late-night ramble about this story. Your encouragement, honesty, and laughter have been a guiding light on this journey.




To my husband, Cory Ellis: your love, patience, and unwavering support have carried me through every challenge, every deadline, and every doubt. You’ve been my anchor, my cheerleader, and my safe place to dream, and this book would not exist without you.








  
  One

  
  
  Chapter One

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




 

5:45 a.m.

The green numbers on the alarm clock glowed in the dark like an accusation. Lyza had been awake for hours. Sleep refused to come, no matter how tightly she shut her eyes.

She lay flat on her back, staring at the ceiling as the digits blinked steadily on the nightstand—5:45, unwavering, smug in their certainty. Her heart thudded loudly in her ears, every beat echoing against the quiet of the room. Around her, the house creaked the way it always did before dawn; pipes cooling in the walls, wood contracting in the chill, the faint whistle of wind slipping through the poorly sealed window beside her bed.

The curtains snapped inward on a sudden gust. Lyza flinched, breath catching out of habit more than fear, and pushed herself upright. Cold air washed over her bare arms as she swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her feet hit the hardwood floor and she winced,  

toes curling against the bite of it. This was usually the moment it started. The spiral. The pressure in her chest. The familiar sense of dread tightening like a fist around her lungs, and yet—it didn’t come.

Lyza froze, waiting for it—counting without meaning to, bracing without realizing she was doing it. Nothing. Her heart was racing, sure, but it wasn’t running her. She felt… present. Anchored. Uncomfortably steady, like someone had quietly rearranged her internal organs while she slept. “What the fuck,” she muttered.

She stood and crossed the room, careful not to turn on the light. Muscle memory guided her as she pulled on black leggings, a tank top, movements smooth and automatic. Another gust rattled the window hard enough to make the glass shudder, and she paused only long enough to yank a hoodie from the shelf and pull it over her head.

Her gaze snagged on the small lock box tucked into the back of the closet. The pistol inside it sat heavy in her awareness. She didn’t open it. Didn’t need to. Safety had become a habit, not a fear. Still, she noted it—like she always did—and moved on.

What unsettled her wasn’t the wind or the quiet or even the early hour. It was the absence. She didn’t feel panic at her core. That alone was enough to make her uneasy. On impulse—testing herself—Lyza turned back to the bed. She made it. Smoothed the sheets. Straightened the corners. Set the pillows neatly in place. No dizziness. No weakness. No familiar drain that usually followed even small exertions. She sank onto the edge of the mattress, gripping it hard. Her breath was steady yet sharp in her chest. The ease of it felt wrong, like a door opening where there had always been a wall. Something had changed.

She tied her long black hair into a messy bun,grabbed her bag, and slipped out into the hallway. The house was quiet in that hollow, half-abandoned way it always felt in the mornings. The television murmured faintly from the living room—someone was asleep on the couch, breathing heavy. Not worth acknowledging.

Lyza didn’t even look. She pulled on her Vans at the door and stepped outside. The cold air slapped against her skin, sharp and clean, and she welcomed it. The moon still hung low at the edge of the sky, pale and distant. She fished through her bag for her keys, fingers brushing the familiar weight of them—and stopped. Walking felt… necessary.

She tucked the keys away and started down the block instead. Five blocks to work. The same route she’d walked a hundred times. Burnt orange leaves crunched beneath her shoes, the sound crisp and final. Mailboxes lined the sidewalk in neat, familiar rows. Everything looked the same. It didn’t feel the right. The old man on the corner was already on his porch, mug of coffee clutched in both hands. He was always there. A fixture. Today, his gaze locked onto her as she passed. Not glancing. Not curious. Fixed on her.

Lyza felt it like pressure settling between her shoulder blades. She lifted her chin and kept walking, close enough to see his hand tighten around the mug, the coffee untouched as she moved past him. Weird, she thought—and didn’t slow.

The streetlights dimmed as she passed beneath them, their glow narrowing, pooling at her feet instead of spilling onto the street. The street itself felt tighter, like it was subtly drawing in around her. Recognition stirred in her chest.

She turned the corner toward Ada’s Bookstore and the sensation eased, though it didn’t disappear.

Ada’s sat wedged between a cozy coffee shop and a long-shuttered storefront, its stone steps worn smooth by decades of footsteps. Lyza climbed them and let herself inside. She paused at the door for just a moment. Her hairs on the back of her neck lifted, like someone was watching her. She shook it off and continued inside. A gray blur launched itself from the counter.

“Hey there, pretty girl,” Lyza murmured as Tabitha wound through her legs, headbutting her hand with proprietary affection. The bell chimed softly behind her. The shop settled. For the first time that morning, Lyza exhaled.

Lyza could hear Ada moving in the back room as she crossed behind the counter and powered on the computer. The familiar whir and click of it booting up filled the quiet, grounding in a way nothing else ever quite managed.

Ada had owned the shop longer than Lyza had been alive. Longer than most people could remember. No one knew exactly when she’d opened it—only that it had always been there. A constant. The kind of place that felt less owned than watched over.

Miss Ada herself emerged a moment later, movements unhurried, deliberate. Her skin was the rich caramel color of polished wood, her amber eyes sharp beneath heavy lashes that missed very little. Her hair was wrapped today in one of her bright, patterned cloths, and a thick turquoise necklace rested against her chest like armor disguised as jewelry.

“Well, someone’s up before—”

Ada stopped. Not mid-sentence. Mid-breath. Her gaze fixed on Lyza with a focus that made the hairs along Lyza’s arms lift. Not concern. Not surprise. Assessment. Like Ada wasn’t looking at her so much as through her, measuring something that wasn’t visible.

Tabitha, who had been lazily stretched across the counter moments before, slid to the floor and sat at Ada’s feet. Her tail flicked once. Twice. Slow. Intent. Lyza arched a brow. “Good morning to you too.”

Ada hummed softly, noncommittal. “Mm.” Then she turned and walked past Lyza toward the office like nothing had happened.

Lyza watched her go, unease blooming low in her chest. Ada was strange—always had been—but this felt… outside her usual range. Ada was cryptic, yes. Eccentric. Deliberately vague in the way people get when they know more than they’re saying and prefer it that way. This was different. Lyza shook it off and focused on work. The bell over the door chimed throughout the morning. Customers came in. Browsed. Left. None of them lingered. They moved through the aisles like they were late for something else, hands brushing spines without really seeing them. When Lyza looked up to greet them, they startled—flinched almost imperceptibly—and their eyes slid away from hers like they’d brushed something too hot.

A woman pretended to check her phone. A man cleared his throat and asked for a book he didn’t stay to hear about. Another offered a tight smile and backed out without buying anything at all. Lyza noticed. She just didn’t care. Normally, this would’ve crawled under her skin—made her hyper-aware of her posture, her tone, the set of her face. Today, it barely registered. There was no tightening in her chest, no internal scramble to adjust herself into something more palatable.

A quiet widening inside her, like she no longer needed to fold herself smaller to fit into the world. Whatever people were reacting to, it wasn’t something she’d chosen. And for the first time, that didn’t feel like a problem.She stayed exactly where she was. Tabitha watched her from the counter, eyes unblinking. When their gazes met, the cat’s pupils thinned—not in fear, but focus. Like she was listening for something beneath the noise of the room. Lyza felt it then—not anxiety. Space.

The day moved on like any other—at least on the surface. Lyza was midway down one of the aisles, sliding a hardback into place when the bell over the door jingled. She turned automatically, muscle memory guiding her more than thought.

The book in her hand never made it to the shelf. It started vibrating in her grip. Not enough to rattle—just a low, wrong hum beneath her fingers, like a held breath. Lyza stilled, heart ticking up a notch, eyes flicking down to the spine. The moment stretched—

It was just another customer walking through the door.. She didn’t have time for this. Lyza set the book down carefully and rounded the corner.

“Hello, Miss. I’m looking for a rare Poe edition. I was told this was the place to find it.” He was already looking at her. Not past her. Not around her. His eyes were fixed on her.

Lyza had never seen the strange man in the store before, he stood tall—six-four, maybe taller—broad-shouldered and immaculately put together.She could see the tattoos that crept from beneath the cuffs of his sleeves, dark ink against pale skin. His eyes were an unsettling shade of green—bright, sharp, assessing. His jawline looked like it had been carved rather than grown. He was handsome.

But it was the smile that made Lyza pause. Too perfect. Too controlled. Like it had been carefully chosen. The shadows around him shifted, subtle but unmistakable, stretching and folding as though they answered to him instead of than the light. “Yes,” Lyza said evenly. “If you’ll follow me.” She turned without waiting to see if he would. He did. The aisle felt narrower with him in it. Lyza stopped at a shelf near the back, reaching for a carefully wrapped volume. “This is where you’ll find what you’re looking for.”

She handed it over. His fingers brushed hers. The vibration flared—brief, electric—and vanished. “Impressive,” he murmured, examining the book. “You keep rare things well-hidden.” Lyza didn’t respond. She walked back toward the front, aware—keenly—of Ada approaching from the back room.

“Lyza,” Ada called, tone light but eyes sharp. “Did you order the new stock last week?” Before Lyza could answer, the man appeared at the counter with three books stacked neatly in his arms. Tabitha hissed. Not a warning. Not a threat. Just enough sound to register. Ada’s gaze darkened as it settled on him, amber eyes hardening like glass.

“I’ll take these,” the man said pleasantly. Lyza rang him up, hands steady despite the way the air seemed to press inward around them.

“I’m Corbin,” he said. “Oh,” Lyza replied, offering a smile she didn’t have to force. “I’m Lyza.”

“Lyza—” Ada’s voice snapped through the space, sharp as a blade. Lyza looked at her. Then back at Corbin.

“It was nice meeting you,” he said, dipping his head slightly—respectful, deliberate. Then he turned and left. The bell jingled. And the air shifted. Not colder. Not warmer. Cleaner.

Lyza exhaled without realizing she’d been holding her breath. Ada didn’t move. Neither did Tabitha. The tension in the shop had settled into something sharp and watchful, like a held breath.

Tabitha lounged in the front window, stretched long and regal where no sunlight reached, her grey fur gleaming anyway. Her eyes tracked the street beyond the glass, unblinking. Lyza finished stocking the last shelf and straightened, rolling tension out of her shoulders. Ada hadn’t said much since the man left, but she hadn’t looked away either.

“You walked to work this morning,” Ada said at last. Lyza glanced up. “Yes, ma’am.” Ada studied her for a beat too long. “I’ll drive you home tonight.” Lyza blinked. “That’s not necessary.” One amber brow lifted. “I’ve walked to and from this shop for years,” Lyza continued. “I’ll be fine.” Ada’s gaze sharpened—not with irritation, but interest.

“Well,” she said slowly, “look at you. Speaking with confidence.” The words landed heavier than they should have. Lyza felt it then—how steady her voice had been. How she hadn’t shrunk. Hadn’t apologized. She smiled despite herself. “Miss Ada, I’m twenty-four. I’m aware of the dangers of 2025. But we live in a safe area.” Ada blinked once. Twice.

“You don’t know what kind of danger walks unseen,” she said quietly. Tabitha chirped, leaping down from the windowsill and trotting toward the back of the shop, tail flicking once like a warning. Ada was already reaching for her coat. “Don’t stay too late,” she said over her shoulder. “The store will still be here tomorrow.” And then she was gone. The walk home should have made Lyza nervous. It didn’t. Ada’s words echoed in her mind as she moved through the quiet streets, but they slid off her instead of sinking in. No tightness in her chest. No creeping dread. Just awareness—clear and steady.

Her house looked familiar and dark. She unlocked the door and stepped inside. The smell hit first. Cheap takeout. Old wine. Her mother lay sprawled on the couch, an empty bottle tipped on its side, the television flickering through a rerun of The Vampire Diaries. The wineglass in her hand was nearly empty. Lyza exhaled softly. She pulled a blanket from the basket and draped it over her mother’s shoulders. Rene didn’t stir. From the fridge, Lyza took a bottle of white wine, then retreated to her room, shutting the door behind her. The latch clicked. And the sound began. A low hum—faint at first, almost imagined. The alarm clock blinked green on her dresser. The television across the room vibrated softly. The light bulb flickered. Lyza froze.

The hum grew louder as she stepped forward, rising in pitch until it pressed behind her eyes, under her skin. Her breathing turned ragged, heart pounding—not with fear, but something else. Recognition. The air felt charged. Alive. Every electrical object in the room sang in response to her presence. Lyza swallowed. “What the hell…” she whispered. The hum answered. Lyza stopped. Every screen in the room had gone dark. Not flickering. Not broken. Just off. The air felt… arranged, as if something had reached in and set everything exactly where it wanted it. Her heartbeat slowed, and that was wrong. She crossed the room and pressed her fingers to the television screen. It was cold, unnaturally cold, and a shiver ran up her arm.

She stepped back, her pulse finally kicking, and looked around. Nothing moved. Nothing resisted her.The thought came unbidden, calm and absolute: This isn’t malfunctioning. Her gaze dropped to her hands, and she clenched her fingers. The lamp across the room shattered. Glass sprayed the wall, the sound sharp and final. Lyza didn’t jump. She didn’t scream. She exhaled, and the room seemed to hold its breath with her. Then, came a knock sounded at her door.

“Lyza.” Her father called, his voice sharp with irritation and impatience. “What the hell was that?” She stared at the door, something steady and unyielding settling behind her ribs.

“For the first time in her life,” she realized, she didn’t feel small. “Nothing,” she called back, Her voice steady, unshaken. Silence followed. Outside, the night pressed close to the house, as if listening. Far away—deep enough that time barely mattered—something ancient turned its attention fully toward her. Not out of curiosity, but in recognition.
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Lyza woke with unease already coiled in her chest. She blinked the last of sleep from her eyes—and froze. The room was wrong. Not unfamiliar, not distorted exactly. Just… misaligned. The angles didn’t meet where they should, the corners leaning inward by a fraction too much, like the world had been redrawn by someone working from memory.

“What the fuck,” she muttered. She turned her head toward the alarm clock on the bedside table. For a moment she simply stared at it, her mind struggling to understand what she was seeing. Then it clicked. The numbers were backward. Not mirrored—wrong. The segments were inverted, the numbers folding in on themselves until time meant nothing at all. Her pulse kicked once, sharp and fast. She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head hard, as if she could knock the image loose.

When she opened them again, the room had settled. The walls stood straight. Morning light spilled through the window like it always did. The clock on the bedside table read 6:12, perfectly normal. Like it had never been anything else.

Lyza exhaled slowly through her nose and swung her legs out of bed. The floorboards were cool beneath her feet as she crossed the room toward the mirror, watching herself the whole way. Her reflection followed— until it didn’t. Just for a heartbeat. Lyza lifted her hand. The woman in the mirror copied the motion a fraction of a second too late, like it had hesitated before deciding to obey. Her stomach dropped. “Nope,” she said, flat and firm. She turned away before she could second-guess herself and walked straight into the bathroom, splashing ice-cold water over her face until the shock drove thought out of her head. She brushed her teeth too hard, scrubbed until her gums stung, grounding herself in sensation.

When she looked up again, her reflection behaved. Good.

She dressed fast—leggings, hoodie, whatever was clean—moving with the sharp efficiency of someone who didn’t have time to spiral. I don’t have time for this shit today. Lyza grabbed her shoes and headed for the front door without looking back. She flipped through radio stations as she backed the Jeep out of the driveway. Static. Half a song. Static again. She didn’t actually want music—just noise. Something predictable.

The wind whistled against the open window, colder than she expected. At the red light, she glanced sideways. The guy in the car next to her was already looking. Not casually. Not curious. Focused. Three seconds passed. Four.

His eyes widened—not in interest, but in something closer to recognition. Or calculation. Then he floored it. Lyza blinked as his car tore through the intersection on yellow, tires squealing. “…dramatic much,” she muttered. But her hands tightened on the steering wheel anyway. Lyza pulled into the back parking lot behind the shop and cut the engine. She stayed where she was for a moment, watching. Traffic bled through the intersection out front. People crossed the street in uneven clusters, coffee cups in hand, jackets half-zipped, conversations overlapping. Life moving at a pace that wasn’t calculated — just habitual.

She got out of the Jeep and shut the door, the sound too loud in the open space. Lyza rounded the building toward the front entrance. She could have used the back door, but Ada never did. Half the time it was blocked by boxes of inventory waiting to be sorted, like the shop itself refused shortcuts. She was halfway to the door when the feeling hit. Not being watched. Targeted. Lyza slowed without meaning to and looked up. A man stood across the street. Black hoodie. Bald head. Hands loose at his sides. He wasn’t trying to blend in, wasn’t pretending to look at anything else. His  attention was fixed on her with unnerving clarity. This wasn’t an attraction. This wasn’t curiosity. It was an assessment. The way a hunter looks when it’s already decided something is worth following.

Lyza’s stomach dropped, cold and heavy. The moment stretched — one breath, then another — long enough that she couldn’t dismiss it as coincidence. When she moved again, his gaze tracked her without hesitation. The dark feeling settled deeper, anchoring itself somewhere beneath her ribs. She didn’t look back a second time. But she knew, with unsettling certainty, that this one hadn’t been accidental. Lyza walked into work with a smile on her face. It wasn’t forced. That was the strange part.

Ada stood behind the counter, humming softly to herself as she tallied something in one of her ledgers. The sound was low, steady—older than any song Lyza recognized, but comforting all the same. When Lyza crossed the threshold, Ada glanced up, eyes flicking over her in a way that felt automatic rather than curious. Then she went back to work.

Lyza dropped her bag behind the counter and leaned her elbows on the worn wood. “I really could use a coff—” Ada set a mug down in front of her without looking. Lyza blinked. The coffee was exactly how she liked it. Cream, one sugar. Still steaming. She huffed a quiet laugh. “How do you always do that?” Ada’s lips curved, but she didn’t answer.

Tabitha chose that moment to vault onto the counter, landing with boneless precision before pressing her entire body against Lyza’s arm. She purred loudly, insistent, tail flicking like punctuation as she sang the song of her people. “Good morning to you too,” Lyza murmured, scratching behind her ears. The cat paused mid-purr. Not stopped—paused. Her ears twitched once, swiveling toward the front windows. Lyza followed the motion instinctively, but the street outside looked normal enough. Quiet. Overcast. No one lingering where they shouldn’t.

Still, Tabitha stayed alert, muscles taut beneath her fur. Lyza picked up her coffee and turned away before she could think too hard about it. She flipped the sign to OPEN, the bell chiming softly as the lock disengaged, and headed toward the shelves to see what stock needed replacing. The air in the shop felt… settled. Not empty. Not heavy. As if something had chosen to behave. The day was going smoothly so far. By mid-morning, the shop was full—every chair occupied, the aisles humming with quiet conversation and the soft thrum of turning pages.

Lyza stood near the romance section, helping a woman hunt down some dark, smutty book that was apparently all over TikTok. The woman nodded along as Lyza spoke, but her attention kept slipping—eyes drifting, fingers worrying the strap of her purse. “Third shelf down,” Lyza said, sliding a copy free. “If you like morally gray, this one commits.” The woman laughed, a little too loud. “Right. Yes. That’s—thank you.” But she didn’t take the book right away. Instead, she looked at Lyza 

like she was trying to remember something important and couldn’t quite grasp it. Her gaze flicked to Lyza’s eyes, then away. Back again. Lingering. “You okay?” Lyza asked gently. The woman blinked, startled. “I’m sorry. I just—” She shook her head, cheeks flushing. “You remind me of someone. That’s all.” She took the book and hurried toward the register without another word.

Lyza watched her go, a familiar tightness settling between her shoulders. The next customer was no different. A man browsing the history section stopped mid-step when Lyza passed him, his breath hitching audibly. A teenager at the poetry shelf stared outright until her friend elbowed her hard enough to draw a hiss. Even the regulars—the ones who usually greeted Lyza by name—seemed off-balance, conversations trailing into nothing when she entered the aisle. It wasn’t an attraction. And it wasn’t fear. It was… awareness. Like they could feel her before they saw her.

Lyza kept busy, re-shelving returns, straightening displays, anything to ground herself in the familiar weight of routine. She told herself it was leftover nerves from the morning. From the mirror. From the man in the hoodie.

Still, she caught Ada watching her. Not openly. Ada never did anything openly. But Lyza felt it—the way Ada’s attention followed her through the shop, quiet and measured, as though she were counting something invisible. When Lyza passed the counter, Ada spoke without looking up. “You feel it, don’t you?” Lyza slowed. “Feel what?” Ada turned a page in her ledger. “That the room listens when you move.” Lyza’s mouth went dry. Before she could answer, the bell over the door chimed.

The sound rang sharper than it should have, cutting clean through the noise of the shop. Every head turned—customers, Ada, even Tabitha, who rose from her sunless window perch with a low, warning chirr.

Lyza didn’t know why, but she knew this instinctively: Whoever had just walked in wasn’t here to browse. The customers thinned as the afternoon wore on, trickling out until the shop settled into its familiar quiet. The kind that breathed. Paper and dust and old stories resting where they belonged. Then the bell chimed again. The man who entered was dressed nicer than most—tailored coat, polished shoes, the kind of effort that stood out in a place like this. He didn’t look at the shelves right away. His attention was fixed on the phone pressed tight to his ear. “I’ll deal with Corbin,” he said, voice low but sharp enough to cut. “Yes. I understand. Don’t call me again.” He ended the call without waiting for a response. Lyza paused where she stood. Corbin. The name clicked immediately—the man with the Poe question. The rare editions. The quiet intensity that had lingered after he left. Small town, Lyza told herself. People know people.

Still, something about hearing Corbin’s name spoken like that—like a problem to be managed—set her nerves on edge. The man prowled the aisles without urgency, hands clasped behind his back, eyes scanning spines without really seeing them. He didn’t ask for help. Didn’t acknowledge Lyza or Ada. Just… watched. Absorbed. Then, without purchasing so much as a bookmark, he turned and left.

The bell chimed softly behind him. Ada didn’t say a word. She returned to wiping the counter, movements precise, controlled—but Lyza noticed the tightness in her shoulders. The way her jaw set, like she’d just seen something she’d hoped never to see again.

They finished closing duties in near silence. Lyza was stacking returns when the bell jingled once more. She came around the corner and nearly collided with Corbin. “Oh—” She stopped short, heart kicking oddly against her ribs.

Corbin smiled, easy and familiar, like he’d always belonged in the doorway. “Hiya. I was hoping you’d be here today.” Ada stilled behind the counter.

Corbin shifted his weight, suddenly almost shy. “I, um… I wanted to ask if you’d like to get dinner. Friday?” Ada’s voice cut through the room like a blade. “Lyza.” 

Lyza didn’t look back. She studied Corbin for a moment, the way he waited without pushing, without expectation. “Well. Hi to you too.” A smile tugged at her mouth. “Maybe. I don’t know what Friday holds yet.”

“I can work with a maybe,” Corbin said, grin widening. He gave a small wave to Ada—careful, respectful—and headed back out the door. The bell jingled. The shop felt different with him gone. Ada didn’t wait. She grabbed her coat, keys already in hand, and headed for the door. “Lock up,” she said, sharp and precise. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The door closed behind her with finality. Lyza stood alone among the shelves, heart thudding, certain of one thing she couldn’t explain: Whatever had started waking up in her life— It had just learned her name. Ada’s car was already gone by the time Lyza locked the door. The street felt thinner without it, like sound didn’t carry the same way once the engine noise faded. Lyza stood there longer than necessary, keys cold in her hand, listening to the quiet stretch and settle around her. Tabitha chirped from inside the shop window. “I know,” Lyza murmured, though she wasn’t sure what she was agreeing with.

She locked up properly, checked the handle twice, then turned toward the back parking lot. The jeep sat where she’d left it, paint dulled by dusk, nothing out of place. No shadows leaning too long. No figures pretending not to watch. Still— Her shoulders didn’t drop. The drive home passed in fragments. A red light that stayed red too long. A billboard that seemed closer than it should 

have been. When she checked the rearview mirror, her own eyes caught her off guard — darker somehow, sharper, like the whites had receded just enough to make her look unfamiliar. She looked away first.

At home, the house greeted her with its usual exhaustion. The television murmured from the living room. Her mother slept upright, wineglass tipped but unbroken, chest rising and falling in shallow, uneven rhythm. Lyza paused just long enough to make sure she was breathing, then continued down the hall. Her bedroom door clicked shut behind her. The sound lingered. Lyza frowned. Doors always echoed in this house. Thin walls. Hollow frames. But this—this was like the noise had nowhere to go. Like the room had swallowed it whole.

She set her bag down slowly. The air felt… dense. Not heavy. Concentrated. As if the space itself had drawn inward by a few inches when she wasn’t looking. The edges of her room seemed closer than they had that 

morning, the ceiling lower, the corners less forgiving. “Okay,” she said softly. “Enough.” Her voice sounded right. Steady. Not shaken. She crossed to the mirror.

Her reflection stood where it should—hair still tied back, hoodie slipping off one shoulder, that faint crease between her brows she’d earned sometime in college and never lost. Lyza leaned closer, studying her own face like it might give something away. The reflection didn’t blink. Lyza’s breath caught. Just for a beat. Just long enough to register the wrongness before it corrected itself, lashes lowering a fraction of a second too late. The glass hummed under her fingertips when she reached out, a low vibration she felt more in her bones than her skin. 

She pulled her hand back. The hum stopped. Lyza stepped away from the mirror, heart steady but alert now, a clean line of awareness slicing through the unease. This wasn’t panic. Panic was loud. Messy. This felt precise.

Like something waiting to see what she’d do. She turned in a slow circle, eyes tracking the room. The lamp. The dresser. The closed window. Everything is ordinary. Everything is behaving. For now at least. Lyza grabbed her phone and checked the time. 6:12 p.m. She frowned. She could have sworn it was later than that. The drive had felt so much longer than what it appeared to have been. The afternoon felt as if it was heavier. She checked again. Still 6:12 PM. The numbers didn’t flicker. They didn’t reverse. They stayed exactly where they were.

“Fine,” she said, more firmly this time. “We’ll do this later.” Decision settled into her chest with surprising ease. She changed clothes, rolled her shoulders, grounded herself in familiar motions. By the time she lay back on her bed, the room had relaxed its hold on her, distance returning to the corners like nothing had happened. But Lyza didn’t close her eyes. Because now she knew. Whatever had brushed up against her yesterday, whatever 

people had seen today, it hadn’t gone away. It had followed her home. And next time, she wouldn’t pretend it hadn’t happened. Behind her, the mirror breathed.
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The shop should have been busier. Lyza noticed it before anything else: the way the bell chimed too softly when the door opened, the way customers drifted through without lingering, their footsteps light and distracted as if they had somewhere else they would rather be. By mid-afternoon every task on her list was finished. The shelves were immaculate, the counter polished, the floor swept clean enough that the afternoon light reflected faintly across the wood. Even the air felt strange — quiet in a way that wasn’t peaceful so much as… held.

She leaned against the counter and pulled out her phone, her thumb hovering for a moment before opening TikTok. Doom-scrolling usually made the slow hours disappear. A few videos passed beneath her thumb — someone cooking, someone dancing,

Someone arguing about a celebrity scandal — but none of it stuck long enough to hold her attention. Today it wasn’t working. High above the shop floor, Tabitha slept on the tallest shelf, curled tightly with her tail tucked over her nose. The cat usually observed everything. Customers, sounds, shadows — nothing escaped those sharp amber eyes. Today she hadn’t moved once. It made the shop feel wrong. Like a place pretending to be itself. The bell chimed.

Ada emerged from the back room with a stack of books pressed carefully to her chest. Her coat was already on, the dark wool buttoned high against the cool evening air that seeped through the old storefront windows. “Lyza, dear,” she said, setting the books neatly on the counter. “I’m gone for the day. Lock up early if business allows.” At the sound of Ada’s voice, Tabitha stirred above them, stretching in a slow arch of fur and bone. A soft sound escaped her throat — something that might 

have been a sleepy meow, or might have been something else entirely.

“Bye, Miss Ada,” Lyza said. Ada reached the door, her hand resting briefly on the brass handle before she paused. Then she turned. Her gaze sharpened as it settled on Lyza — not unkind, but deliberate, as if weighing something invisible in the air between them. “Feed Tabitha,” she said. A small pause followed. “And don’t go where you aren’t invited.”

The door opened before Lyza could respond. The bell chimed once as Ada stepped out into the evening and the door closed quietly behind her. Lyza let out a slow breath. “Well,” she muttered to the empty shop, “that wasn’t ominous at all.” Above her, Tabitha chittered softly before hopping down from the shelf. The cat padded along the counter, circled Lyza once with her tail flicking against Lyza’s wrist, then slipped toward the back of the shop.

Being alone here was usually Lyza’s favorite thing. The quiet, the smell of old books and incense, the soft creaking of the building 

settling around her — it usually felt comforting. Today the silence pressed against her ears. She glanced at the clock on the wall. 4:45. No customers since three. Might as well close early.

Lyza moved through the shop on autopilot, straightening chairs and wiping the counter before counting the register. Everything was exactly as it should be. Even Tabitha’s food bowl was already full, just like Ada had asked.

That was when Lyza heard the click. She froze. The office door stood open. Ada never left it open. Lyza stared at the doorway longer than she meant to, curiosity curling low in her chest despite the warning she could still hear in Ada’s voice. In all the years she had worked here, Ada had never invited her inside that office, and Lyza had never asked. Tonight, though, something about the open door felt… different. Before she could talk herself out of it, she stepped inside.

The office itself was disappointingly ordinary. Bookshelves lined the walls, packed 

with ledgers and carefully labeled binders. A red-oak desk sat beneath a shaded lamp, the surface stacked with neat columns of paperwork. Plants filled the corners, their green leaves thriving despite the absence of sunlight. Nothing strange. Nothing revealing. Except the second doorway. A heavy purple velvet curtain hung across it, thick enough to swallow the dim lamplight behind Lyza. The fabric barely moved, yet something about it felt expectant — as though it had been waiting.

Tabitha slipped past Lyza’s legs and leapt lightly onto the desk. The cat settled there, watching her with unblinking amber eyes. Don’t. The warning seemed to echo in the stillness of the room. Lyza swallowed. Then she reached out and pulled the curtain aside. The room beyond was larger than she expected — a private sitting room centered around a round wooden table nearly buried beneath old books and loose papers. A tall cabinet displayed strange artifacts: tarot decks worn soft along the edges, dried herbs bound carefully with twine, and small objects Lyza didn’t have names for.

A velvet couch rested beneath what she first assumed was a window. But it wasn’t a window. It was stained glass. Lyza stopped breathing. A woman stood at the center of the mural, her dark hair flowing down her back in waves of shadow and light. Her painted eyes were blue so deep it felt like staring into open water. A crown rested upon her head — sharp, ancient, forged of something that looked older than gold. She did not kneel. Before her, a man knelt. Not in submission. In oath. One pane of the glass burned with color — blues and golds and crimson light that shimmered like living fire. Another pane gleamed with softer light, pale and radiant.

The third pane drank the sunlight whole. Dark. Lightless. Swallowing every reflection. Lyza’s heart beat once, hard enough to hurt. The glass caught the fading afternoon light in a way that felt wrong — flaring for a moment before dimming again, as though it were breathing.

Her hand lifted before she realized she was moving. Behind her, Tabitha hissed. Lyza was so distracted she didn’t even hear it. Her fingertips brushed the glass. It was usually warm. Not cold like it should have been. Not inert. The warmth pulsed beneath her skin, slow and steady, familiar in a way she couldn’t explain. It felt as if something on the other side had recognized her. The room went completely still.

Her pulse thundered in her ears while the edges of her vision shimmered, colors blurring together. The world didn’t spin or tilt — it simply shifted, like something unseen had leaned closer to listen. For one breathless moment she couldn’t pull away. Then the pressure vanished. Lyza stumbled backward, her hand flying to her chest. “What the hell…”

The mural remained perfectly still. Unchanged. Tabitha jumped down from the desk, her tail puffed wide as she stared at the glass. Ada’s voice echoed faintly in Lyza’s memory.

Don’t go where you aren’t invited. A short, breathless laugh escaped Lyza before she could stop it. “Too late,” she whispered. Her hands were still trembling when she pulled her phone from her pocket. If something was happening,  if something had already begun, she wasn’t going to pretend none of it mattered.

She opened her messages and tapped Corbin’s name. Hey. You still want to do tonight? She hit send before she could think better of it. No going back.
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The cave breathed. Not with lungs, but with pressure — damp stone and old rot, the iron sting of blood long absorbed into the walls. This was not a place meant for the living. It was a place for containment. For things that had to be kept.

Chains circled his wrists. Silver. Etched deep with deliberate lines that pulsed faintly with binding magic. The cuffs hummed against bone — not pain, but control. Each pulse echoed the wards carved into the cavern walls, a steady rhythm meant to remind him exactly where stillness ended and punishment began. He had not moved in a very long time. Then the world shifted. Not sound. Not light. Pressure. It rolled through the darkness with sudden clarity — clean, undeniable. Recognition without language. A call that needed no voice. His eyes opened.

The bindings reacted instantly. Silver flared cold against his skin as the cuffs tightened, the magic striking before conscious thought could follow. His breath caught, not from fear, but from the violence of the response as muscle and tendon drew tight beneath the chains. Reflex. Sharp. Immediate. Above him, far beyond stone and ward and distance, something sealed had been touched. He leaned forward slowly, one hand bracing against the cavern floor.

The rock beneath his palm was warm. That was new. The pressure came again — weaker now, but unmistakable — aligning with the hollow place in his chest that had never fully closed. Not a chance and not coincidence. A resonance answering its source. The silver cuff around his wrist gave a thin, furious whine as light fractured along the etched runes. The magic shuddered, faltered, then held. Cracked. But not broken. Good.

He lifted his head toward the unseen world above him. Somewhere beyond the prison of stone and blood and silence, a door had opened that should never have existed. Something was awakened.

Lyza locked up the shop and headed for her jeep, her thoughts still slightly out of sync with her body. The cold should have snapped her back into herself. The night air had teeth tonight — sharp, biting — but it slid over her skin without purchase. She didn’t shiver. Didn’t even register the chill at first. The realization arrived distantly, like noticing you had stopped blinking.

She climbed into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The engine rumbled to life, steady and familiar, grounding in a way nothing else had been all day. For a moment she simply sat there, hands resting on the wheel, breath shallow but controlled as the headlights washed pale light across the empty street.

Then it hit. Not pain. Not nausea. A pull. Low and centered beneath her ribs, as if something inside her had shifted and settled into place after years of being slightly wrong. Her hand moved instinctively to her abdomen, fingers pressing against the fabric of her shirt as though she might steady whatever had moved there.

Her heart didn’t race. That was the strangest part. She waited for panic — for the sharp edge of fear she had lived with most of her life to rise and take control. It never came. Instead, warmth spread outward from the point beneath her palm, slow and deliberate, threading through her chest and down into her limbs. Whole, she thought distantly. The word landed with unsettling certainty.

Lyza swallowed, lowered her hand, and shifted the jeep into drive. The road unfurled ahead of her in quiet ribbons of asphalt, streetlights sliding past the windshield as if nothing in the world had changed. But something had. She could feel it in her bones. Her phone lit up on the console. Corbin. She glanced down at the screen, pulse steady, breath still calm. Absolutely. Dress nice. Would you be okay with me picking you up, or would you prefer meeting there?

The warmth in her chest pulsed once. Not approval. Not warning. Recognition. Lyza didn’t overthink it. Didn’t analyze the sensation or search for reasons. Her thumbs hovered above the screen for half a second — just long enough to feel that quiet pull again, subtle but persistent. I’d like to meet. Where? The reply was brief. Efficient. Lyza appreciated that. She didn’t know this man. Not really. There was no universe in which she was giving him her address. It was bad enough he knew where she worked, and even that realization tightened something low in her chest.

Her phone chimed again. Corner of 12th. 7 PM. Lyza stared at the message for a moment, the soft glow of the screen reflecting faintly across the windshield. She didn’t feel fear. She felt assessment. Distance. Control. Finally she typed a single word. Okay. The message was sent with a quiet chime, and she flipped the phone face down on the console. That was it. The choice had been made. No rehearsal. No justification. No turning back. Far beneath layers of stone and blood and silence that had not been disturbed for centuries, something ancient shifted.
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Lyza studied herself in the mirror. The dress clung to her like it had been made with intention rather than fabric, long and tight, unapologetic. She traced her lips slowly with dark red lipstick — so deep it almost read as purple, the kind of color that promised trouble and didn’t apologize for it. Her eyes were lined in smoke, lashes dark and deliberate. Her hair fell in loose curls, controlled chaos.

This date wasn’t for him. It was for her. She sat on the edge of the bed and laced the leather straps up her legs, fingers steady, precise. When she stood, it was with the quiet certainty of someone who knew exactly where she was going, even if she didn’t yet know why.

Outside, the cold bit sharp and clean. She didn’t bother with a coat. Heat curled beneath her skin, restless and alive, and the night air felt like balance. She locked the house behind her and slid into the Jeep, the engine growling awake as she pulled into the street. Twelve minutes later, she parked.

Lyza stepped onto the corner of 12th Street, heels striking pavement with purpose. She never wore them — but tonight, every step mattered. The city seemed to take note, sounds thinning, air tightening as she crossed the block.Corbin was already there. Right where he’d said he’d be. Corbin leaned beneath the streetlight like he’d stepped out of a different decade entirely — black slacks pressed sharp, a long, tailored coat draped over his shoulders with careless elegance. Not a costume. Not nostalgia. Choice.

Lyza slowed, assessing. Impressed — despite herself. And somewhere deep beneath the surface of the world, something old listened. Corbin noticed her immediately. He went still the moment she stepped into view, eyes locking onto her like she’d pulled a wire taut between them. A low sound slipped out of  him before he could stop it — something between a breath and a curse. “Damn,” he said softly. Then, with a slow smile that was precise but didn’t quite reach his eyes, “You look like trouble.”

Lyza arched a brow. “I get that a lot.” He laughed under his breath and placed a light hand at the small of her back, guiding her toward the entrance. The touch was careful. Measured. Like he was very aware of exactly how much pressure he was using. “Mr. Vole?” the hostess said brightly. “Right this way.”

The restaurant was immaculate — candlelight glinting off polished glass, low voices folding into soft music. Everyone was dressed to impress. Power dinners. Anniversary dates. People who wanted to be seen. Lyza took it in without comment. When she reached for her chair, Corbin moved first, pulling it out for her with practiced ease. Gentlemanly. Intentional. He waited until she was seated before taking his own place across from her.

Dinner passed quietly at first. Not awkward — just watchful. Silverware against porcelain. The low murmur of the room. Corbin ate like a man used to being observed, posture easy but alert, eyes flicking up to her more often than necessary.

Lyza broke the silence. “So,” she said lightly, swirling her wine once. “Where are you from?” Corbin didn’t answer right away. He cut his steak with unhurried precision, lifted the bite, chewed thoughtfully. Only when he’d swallowed did he look at her again. “Here,” he said. A beat. “There. Around.”

Lyza tilted her head. “Wow. That was… incredibly informative.” The corner of his mouth twitched. A few minutes passed before she spoke again, voice calm but pointed. “You asked me out,” she said. “I assumed that meant getting to know each other. Was I mistaken?”

Corbin set his silverware down carefully, aligning it with the edge of the plate. When he  looked up, something guarded slid into place behind his eyes. “No,” he said. “You’re not wrong. My life is just… complicated.”

Lyza studied him, weighing the answer. Then she let it go — for now. “What do you do for work?” she asked, glancing at his coat, the restaurant, the way he carried himself. “This doesn’t feel like a nine-to-five.”

For the first time, Corbin faltered. He inhaled too sharply, coughing once as if the question had gone down the wrong way. He recovered quickly, but Lyza caught it. “I work for my father,” he said. “Family business. Special operations.”

She nodded slowly, as if that explained everything. “Must be interesting,” she said. Corbin watched her over the rim of his glass, something unreadable flickering across his face. “You have no idea.”

They talked after that. Not about anything that mattered — not on the surface. Lyza offered pieces of her life the way one offers change from a pocket. Home. Work. Enough truth to be polite, never enough to be vulnerable. Corbin listened with an attentiveness that felt practiced, responding with stories of books he loved, authors he returned to again and again. He spoke about reading the way some people spoke about survival.

When the plates were cleared, they lingered. Lyza found herself watching him instead of the room — the way the candlelight bent when he leaned forward, the way the shadows at his back seemed to gather rather than fall. It wasn’t dramatic. It was subtle. As if the dark simply preferred him. Eventually, they stood.

Outside, the night had settled thick and close around the street. Corbin adjusted his coat and glanced toward the parking lot. “Would you like me to walk you to your car?” he asked.

Lyza smiled once, small and controlled. “I’ll be okay. Thank you for dinner.” She turned and started away. Behind her, the air shifted. “Alyza.”

She stopped. The sound of her full name hit like a dropped glass — sharp, unmistakable. She had never said it. Never corrected him. Never offered it. Slowly, Lyza turned back. “Yes?” she asked. Her voice was cool. Measured. Not a question. Corbin stood where she’d left him, the streetlight carving his face into angles and shadow. For a moment, something darker gathered at his feet, restless, alive. “Be careful in the dark,” he said quietly. Then he turned and walked away. Lyza didn’t move until he was gone. And for the first time that night, the shadows didn’t follow him.

Lyza drove home in silence, the radio murmuring something forgettable in the background. She didn’t register the music—only the way Corbin had said her name.

“Hey, Alyza…” The way it slid off his tongue. Familiar. Intentional. She pulled into the drive and let herself inside, keys tossed onto the table out of habit. The house was dark, quiet—until it wasn’t.

“You’re late.” Lyza stopped mid-step. “I’m an adult who pays bills,” she said evenly. “I don’t have a curfew.” She didn’t turn around. Didn’t wait for a response. She walked down the hall and shut her bedroom door behind her, the click of the latch loud in the quiet. Only then did she exhale—deep and shaky—like she’d been holding her breath since she’d left the restaurant.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off her shoes, fingers clumsier than usual. Her phone was already in her hand before she realized she’d picked it up. Chrissy answered on the second ring. “Girl,” Chrissy said, laughing, “I thought you were dead.” “No. I’m alive,” Lyza said, rubbing her temple. “Just tired.”

Chrissy hummed, unconvinced. “You’re always tired. Try again. What’s going on?” Lyza sighed. Chrissy had always been like this—even through a phone line, she could sniff out a lie like blood in water. “Okay,” Lyza said. “You win. I went on a date tonight.” The squeal on the other end was immediate and deafening. Lyza pulled the phone away from her ear. “Oh my God,” Chrissy shrieked. “Tell me everything. What’s his name? Is he hot? I mean—obviously he’s hot if you went on a date with him—” Lyza laughed despite herself. “I’m not that shallow. Am I?” Chrissy scoffed. “Please. Continue.” “His name is Corbin.”

The moment the name left her lips, pain bloomed behind Lyza’s eyes—sharp and sudden, like pressure building too fast. She winced. Then the line crackled. Static flooded the call, thick and disorienting. Chrissy was still talking—Lyza could hear her voice beneath it—but the words were swallowed whole.

“Chrissy?” Lyza said, pulling the phone back to look at the screen. “Can you hear that?” “Hear what?” Chrissy replied, her voice perfectly clear on her end. The static worsened, a low hiss crawling into Lyza’s skull. “Chrissy,” Lyza said again, louder now. “Chrissy!” Nothing but noise. She ended the call and stared at the dark screen, her heart pounding. She’d explain later. Right now, she needed quiet.

Annoyed, Lyza tossed her phone onto the bed and began to undress, movements sharp and restless. Fabric pooled at her feet. She didn’t bother folding anything. The bathroom light clicked on—too bright. Too invasive.

She turned it off again and opened the drawer instead, fingers closing around her lighter. One by one, she lit the three candles on the counter. Their flames steadied, softening the room into gold and shadow.

Lyza leaned over the sink and studied her reflection. Her makeup was flawless. Hair falling exactly where she’d intended it to. But in the flicker of candlelight, something was… wrong. The angles of her face felt unfamiliar. Sharper. Older. As if the light itself didn’t quite know how to hold her. She looked away. Turning the water on full, she waited until steam bloomed and fogged the mirror. As hot as it would go. She stepped into the tub and sank down, porcelain warm beneath her skin.

She leaned back and extended one foot beneath the stream. The water reacted. Lyza blinked. Once. Twice. Three times. The flow from the faucet didn’t splash and scatter the way it should have. It pulled. The stream curved unnaturally, clinging to her foot, wrapping around her ankle. Instead of falling away, it slid upward—running along her calf like it recognized her.

Her breath caught. “That’s not…” she whispered. The water climbed higher. Heat spread through her leg, not painful—familiar. A deep warmth that settled into her bones, like something long dormant stretching awake. The candles flickered violently, their flames bowing inward toward her. Lyza tried to pull her leg back. The water tightened. Not a grip. A claim. Her pulse roared in her ears as the surface of the bath began to ripple, slow and deliberate, as though something beneath it had exhaled. Symbols—not quite shapes, not quite reflections—rolled across the water’s skin and vanished just as quickly.

The pressure in her chest bloomed, heavy and grounding all at once. She didn’t feel fear. She felt recognition. Somewhere far below—beneath flesh, beneath bone—something ancient shifted and took notice. And this time, it did not go back to sleep.
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