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“Eternity. Infinity. Always.” — the vow that outlives the dark.
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For the ones who have ever whispered promises into the dark,

believing that maybe, just maybe, someone would hear.

For the hearts that learned love was both a wound and a cure,

and still reached for it anyway.

For those who know what it means to lose everything,

and yet carry the weight of “forever” in their chest like a flame

that refuses to go out.

For the survivors, the believers, the dreamers,

and the ones who have been told too many times

that their devotion was too much.

This is for you.

For your eternity.

For your infinity.

For your always.
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The story that follows is heavy with shadows.

It contains depictions of trauma, grief, and psychological manipulation; stalking, surveillance, and harassment; blood imagery and unsettling, body-like descriptions of physical spaces; and the weight of emotional struggle, including panic attacks and intrusive memories.

Silence is used as punishment. Memory becomes burden. Love must fight to endure intimidation that arrives through legal, spiritual, and personal means.

Please read with care. Your well-being matters more than any page. Step back when you need to—this book will wait for you.

​

“I have waited for you in ruins and silence,

and I will wait again —

for eternity, for infinity, always.”
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​Prologue


[image: ]




The Words We Shouldn’t Have Said

The night we first spoke the vow, the sky had no stars.

Just a ceiling of cloud that pressed low and heavy, daring the city to suffocate. Rain slid off rooftops, gathered in alleys, ran in rivers down streets that smelled of iron and oil.

I don’t remember who whispered it first—only that the word broke from one of us like a secret too sharp to hold.

Eternity.

A joke, maybe. A dare, more likely. A word you say when you want to prove you don’t believe in forever.

But then the second followed, unthinking, as if it had been waiting on someone’s tongue.

Infinity.

And when the third slipped out, soft as a confession, heavy as a sentence—

Always.

—something inside me knew we had ruined ourselves.

Because those words were not made for people like us.

Not for women who carried the weight of cages and coffins in our bones. Not for a lawyer who could turn the law into both shield and knife. Not for a girl who once ran from devotion but never stopped wanting to be devoured by it.

We said them anyway.

We gave the dark our vow.

And the dark, greedy thing that it is, decided to keep it.

They’ll tell you love is soft, that it’s safety. That it’s hands entwined on quiet mornings, laughter spilling easily, forgiveness flowing without cost.

They’ll tell you love heals, that it saves. That it teaches broken things to fly again.

But here is the truth we carved in silence:

Love is also a knife.

It cuts first, binds later.

It leaves marks deeper than any cage.

And sometimes it doesn’t save you.

Sometimes it ruins you beautifully.

I remember the taste of rain the first time she kissed me—metal and storm, an argument pressed to my lips. I remember the tremor in her voice when she said my name in the dark, as if speaking it could hold me still. I remember how her eyes looked under a courthouse stairwell light, not like steel but like surrender.

I remember, because I cannot forget.

Because forgetting would be a mercy I was never meant to have.

And if you asked me now—after the trials, the betrayals, the nights spent in silence thick enough to choke—would I take it back? Would I choose a vow softer, safer, kinder?

No.

I would choose ruin again.

I would choose her again.

Eternity.

Infinity.

Always.

The words that bound us.

The words that broke us.

The words that became the only truth we could not unlearn.
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​Chapter One: The Night the Sky Forgot Its Stars
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The courthouse was collapsing, though no one had dared to tear it down yet.

Its bones were cracked — windows boarded with uneven planks, the stone steps weathered to brittle gray. A heavy rain had passed through the city earlier, and the pavement outside still glistened as if the world had tried to wash itself clean but only managed to smear the dirt deeper. Alyssa liked it that way. She sought out places like this — ruins that whispered instead of shouted, places that carried their own ghosts and didn’t ask permission to keep them.

Her camera hung from her neck, a familiar weight, as she stepped through a rusted side door she’d forced open with her shoulder. Inside: dust, silence, the stale scent of mildew and paper rotted by time. The air was heavy, thick with memory. She inhaled it like smoke.

It was almost comforting to photograph buildings that had been left to die. At least here, she didn’t have to pretend things were fine.

Her boots scuffed the floor as she moved through the hall, Polaroid camera ready. She lifted it, framed a shot — the gaping jaw of the central stairwell where moonlight spilled through a broken skylight — and clicked. The instant whirr and spit of paper steadied her heartbeat. She shook the print gently, watching an image take form in the half-dark.

The courthouse had been abandoned for over a decade. Alyssa had never expected anyone else to be here, so the sound — faint, deliberate footsteps echoing somewhere above her — froze her.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Someone was here.

She steadied her hand, but her pulse raced. Usually, she worked alone. Solitude was a shield, silence a kind of armor. Her instinct told her to leave. But instinct had been wrong before. She’d run from shadows for too many years. Tonight, she forced herself to stay still. To wait.

The footsteps grew closer, descending the stairs. A figure emerged from the dark — tall, poised, shoulders squared beneath a suit jacket that caught the pale light—a woman.

Her hair was pulled back neatly, though strands had fallen loose in the humidity. She carried no flashlight, no bag, just a slim folder tucked under one arm and the kind of calm that unsettled Alyssa more than anything.

For a breath, Alyssa thought she was looking at one of the courthouse’s ghosts, stepping out of some unresolved trial from the past. But then the woman’s eyes fixed on her — sharp, piercing, undeniably alive.

“Not exactly safe in here,” the stranger said. Her voice was smooth, but edged, like glass that had been filed just enough not to cut unless you touched it wrong.

Alyssa lifted her chin, though her hands tightened around the camera. “Neither is practicing law in a place like this. Unless you’re here to sue the ghosts.”

The faintest flicker of surprise crossed the woman’s face. Then, a smile — brief, restrained. “Not my kind of case.”

The woman stepped closer, deliberate and calm, as if she owned the silence between them. Alyssa hated that her pulse jumped in response. She raised the camera again, more shield than weapon.

The woman glanced at it. “You planning to take my picture?”

“Already did,” Alyssa said. Her voice was steadier than she felt.

The woman stopped a few feet away, tilting her head. “Then I suppose I should ask how I looked.”

Alyssa lowered the camera slowly, studying her. “Like someone who doesn’t belong here. Which makes two of us.”

They stood in the hollow dark, the courthouse surrounding them like a theater with no audience. Alyssa had always thought silence was her ally, but this one — Kara, though Alyssa didn’t know her name yet — filled it differently. Not with threat, exactly. More with certainty. The kind of certainty Alyssa had spent years dismantling in herself.

The stranger finally extended a hand. “Kara Vale.”

A lawyer’s name. Clean, clipped.

Alyssa hesitated before shaking it. “Alyssa.” Just Alyssa. She never offered her last name to strangers.

Kara’s hand was warm and steady, and her grip was firm but not crushing. Alyssa withdrew quickly, unsettled by its steadiness.

“What are you doing here?” Alyssa asked, trying to reclaim the edge.

“Reviewing evidence,” Kara said simply. “One of my cases ties back to this building.”

“And you do that in the dark?”

“I work where I need to.”

Alyssa huffed a quiet laugh. “That’s one way to say you don’t sleep.”

Something shifted in Kara’s gaze then — the faintest shadow, quickly smoothed over. Alyssa recognized it. A tell she’d seen in mirrors. The trace of exhaustion you don’t admit to.

Kara glanced down at Alyssa’s camera, then back at her face. “And you? Collecting pictures of decay?”

Alyssa shrugged. “Some people chase sunsets. I chase what’s left behind.”

“Interesting hobby.”

“It’s not a hobby.” The words came sharper than she intended, slicing through the space. Kara didn’t flinch, only nodded once, as if Alyssa had given an honest answer.

The air between them was tense, but not hostile. It buzzed with something Alyssa couldn’t name. She hated and craved it all at once.

Another set of footsteps echoed above — sudden, heavy, not Kara’s. Both women froze, their eyes lifting toward the stairwell.

Someone else was here.

Kara’s posture shifted instantly — not fear, but readiness. She set down the slim folder and straightened her jacket. “Stay behind me,” she said.

Alyssa bristled. “I don’t—”

“Stay.” Kara’s tone left no room for negotiation.

Alyssa’s instinct screamed at her to run. Instead, she gripped her camera like a lifeline, stayed in Kara’s shadow, and waited for the dark to reveal what else it held.

The beam of a flashlight licked the railing above them, a white tongue tasting dust. It moved slowly, unhurried, as if the person holding it had all the time in the world and nothing to fear losing.

Kara shifted two inches to the left, angling her body so Alyssa was tucked between the crumbling banister and the line of Kara’s shoulder. Alyssa hated the reflex to obey—but she obeyed anyway. There was something about Kara’s stance that made resistance feel like leaning into wind: you could do it, but why waste the breath.

A hulking silhouette paused on the landing. The flashlight flared and dropped, catching the badge clipped to a chest pocket, the scuffed toe of a boot, the strap of a canvas bag slung crosswise. Not a cop. Private security. The kind that didn’t ask too many questions about who paid them to stand watch over a building the city had already abandoned.

“Building’s closed,” the man called down. His voice turned the stairwell into a barrel; the sound rolled and bounced. “You’re trespassing.”

Light swept toward them. Kara didn’t raise a hand to shield her eyes. She didn’t step back. She just reached into her jacket and produced a slim leather wallet, opened it to a card that flashed blue and silver in the glare.

“I’m Kara Vale,” she said, voice calm enough to slow a pulse. “Attorney of record for a civil matter tied to this site. Who are you representing?”

The flashlight hovered, uncertain. “Rookridge Security,” he said after a beat. “We’re contracted to keep squatters out.”

Kara smiled like she’d been handed ammunition. “And to remove materials from the premises after midnight?”

The man’s chin tipped up half a degree. He didn’t answer.

“Because if you are,” Kara continued gently, “and if those materials are relevant to litigation, you’re skirting spoliation. That’s destruction of evidence. Judges take it personally.”

The second set of footsteps—fainter, quicker—arrived two floors above. Another light sliced across a window frame, catching motes that flashed like tiny comets. Alyssa’s fingers tightened around the camera. She was aware of the way Kara’s bicep brushed her shoulder, steady, an anchor point in a room that had none.

“You should leave,” the guard said. The flashlight narrowed. “Both of you.”

“We will,” Kara said. “After I document the chain of custody on anything leaving this building tonight.”

“Lady.” The beam jittered, annoyed on an exhale. “It’s just trash.”

“Wonderful,” Kara said. “Then a photo won’t hurt anyone.”

She didn’t turn to Alyssa. She didn’t need to. The instruction hung between them—quiet, precise. Alyssa lifted the camera.

The man swore and stepped aside to let the second guard pass. This one was younger, jumpy, eyes too wide above a mask of boredom. A canvas bag hit his hip; the sides bulged with corners of what looked like file folders wrapped in clingfilm. He tried to keep the bag behind his leg when he noticed Kara watching. He failed.

“Smile,” Alyssa said softly, and pressed the shutter.

The flash cracked the dark like a lightning strike. For an instant, the whole stairwell was a freeze-frame—the men squinting, the bag’s bulge, Kara’s profile carved in white fire, Alyssa’s wrist bones like birds under skin. Then the world dropped back into murk, and the Polaroid purred out like a tongue.

“That’s enough,” the older guard said, recovering. “You got what you need? Get out.”

Kara closed the wallet and slid it away, unbothered. “Names,” she said, the word more courteous than please.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It will,” Kara said, not unkindly. “If someone asks you why you were here tonight. If someone tells you the nonprofit that hired your company is under investigation. If someone asks why you carried a contractor bag out the back and placed it into a car with no plates.”

Alyssa clicked the shutter a second time, not because Kara had told her to, but because her body had moved before she thought. The second flash took the tightness out of her chest for one measured, merciful beat. She focused on the square between her fingers, on the slow birth of shapes: a logo blurring into presence on the canvas bag, a vine coiling around an eight-pointed star.

The symbol turned her stomach.

She knew it.

Not from the courthouse, not from any random nonprofit. From a room that smelled like herbs and lemon oil and sickly-sweet incense. From a wall where symbols were called teachings. From a pamphlet on a table near a bowl of river stones labeled “burdens.”

Her blood iced. She couldn’t feel her hands.

Kara sensed the change before Alyssa spoke. A slight turn of her head, a fractional easing of her voice. “Alyssa.”

Alyssa swallowed, but the air stuck. “The star,” she managed. “The vine.”

Kara followed her gaze to the Polaroid, eyes narrowing the way a mind narrows when it zooms from picture to proof. A beat. Two. She made a decision Alyssa couldn’t see but felt ripple outward.

“I’m going to ask you this once more,” Kara said to the guards, still soft, still almost warm. “Names. And the name of the person who sent you.”

Silence stretched. The older guard’s jaw twitched. The younger’s fingers did a staccato dance on the bag strap.

“Hudson,” the older one muttered finally. “And he’s... he’s just the shift lead.”

“And who called him?”

“A client rep.” The man shifted, impatient and a little afraid. “Lady, we’re not paid enough for this.”

Kara tipped her head. “Neither is anyone who has to testify,” she said. “Be smarter than the people who hired you.” She stepped back, her shoulder brushing Alyssa’s again, a touch barely there. “We’re leaving.”

“Good,” Hudson said. “Use the north door.”

Kara smiled with fewer teeth than the world deserved. “We’ll use the one we came in.”

They moved down the shadowed steps together, Alyssa cradling two damp, developing squares. Her heartbeat was a drum line under her tongue. Every breath tasted metallic, as if the courthouse still remembered iron shackles and had chosen tonight to let the memory loose.

Halfway to the ground floor, the younger guard called, “Hey.” They stopped. His face, haloed by his jittering light, looked suddenly too young for the boots. “You didn’t... You didn’t see us, right?”

Kara didn’t answer at once. Alyssa could feel her thinking beside her, the way heat ripples above a road. “That depends,” Kara said at last. “On whether anyone asks the right questions.”

They didn’t wait for a reply.

The corridor to the north door felt narrower than it had on the way in. The grime on the tile walls had become a map of obscure countries; the distant rain had become a rumor. Alyssa counted her steps without meaning to. Eight to the water fountain. Six to the niche where a marble bust used to sit. Twelve to the door itself, a slab of warped wood with a rusted bar.

Kara tried the handle. It held.

“Stuck,” she said. “Or chained.”

Alyssa slipped past her and tested the bolt near the floor. The padlock there was old, brittle, and stubbornness. The chain threaded through the push bar had been wrapped sloppily, then looped again as if the first person hadn’t trusted their knot. Alyssa ran her fingertips along the metal, knowing by shape what her eyes couldn’t see.

“Hold the chain steady,” she said.

Kara lowered to a knee without argument. Alyssa slid a narrow flathead from the side pocket of her camera bag and worked it into the pick-resistant notch. She’d learned how to do this at eighteen, in a night that wasn’t hers to remember—learned which doors made no noise and which ones screamed if you asked them wrong.

“Where’d you pick that up?” Kara asked, tone so neutral it was a kindness.

“Art school,” Alyssa said, and when the lock gave a little, something in her chest did too. “Elective.”

Kara smiled, only in her voice. “They don’t make electives like they used to.”

The chain gave with a sigh. Kara pushed the bar and shouldered the door open, rain and night and air rushing in with a wet hiss. The city beyond was a smear of sodium lamps and slick reflection, streetlights shivering in puddles. Somewhere a siren whined, far enough not to matter. The courthouse exhaled them like regret.

Outside under the eave, they paused—the strange pause of two people who have not yet admitted that parting is the last thing either wants to do.

Kara shook rain from the lapels of her jacket. For the first time since the stairwell, she looked less like an answer and more like a question. “You recognized the symbol.”

Alyssa looked down at the Polaroids. The first was still foggy at the corners. The second had sharpened into brutal clarity: the canvas bag, the star with the vine, the edge of a stamped name trying to surface from the white. She rubbed a thumb along the margin and felt the old nausea lean up like a wave.

“I did,” she said. “It’s a... a nonprofit. They change names when the old one cracks. Same symbol, new words. It used to be Ardent Path. Then Lumen House. I don’t know what they’re calling themselves now.”

Kara didn’t ask the obvious question—How do you know? She let the question sit because she must have heard the rawness in Alyssa’s voice where the answer would be.

A bus hissed by at the end of the block, its lights flaring then fading. Kara reached into her pocket and came out with a card. The white was too clean against the night. She held it between two fingers, and when Alyssa didn’t take it, Kara slid it under the elastic on the back of Alyssa’s camera instead.

“My number,” Kara said. “If you think of the new name. Suppose you want to email me that photo for chain of custody. If you...” She searched for a neutral word and found none. “If it helps.”

Alyssa stared at the card. Kara Vale, Esq. The serif font looked like it had been made to sit on courtroom podiums and letterheads that lived longer than people. A phone number that would answer on the first ring. An address downtown with a view of other buildings trying to look important.

“You said one of your cases ties back to this building,” Alyssa said, hearing how thin her voice had become. “Is it them?”

“I don’t know yet.” Kara’s eyes were slate-dark in the rain, her lashes spiked. “I know they file through a lattice of shells. I know their paperwork smells like lemons. I know this place once held records that could embarrass someone who doesn’t like the feeling.”

Alyssa flinched at lemons. Memory is a greedy animal; once fed, it wants more.

Kara’s gaze flicked to Alyssa’s mouth then away—quick, clinical, devastating. “Are you all right?”

No one asked Alyssa that without sounding as if the correct answer would be the one that required the least from them. Kara asked like she had time for whatever the truth cost.

“I’m... here,” Alyssa said, which was as honest as she knew how to be in weather that made old scars stand up and sing.

Kara nodded once, accepting the currency. “Can I walk you to your car?”

“I walked,” Alyssa said, too fast. She didn’t add that she avoided cars parked alone near empty buildings and trusted her feet more than engines. She didn’t add that she lived four blocks away in a studio that had a sink that sang and windows that didn’t lock properly unless you spoke to them.

“Then I’ll walk,” Kara said.

“You don’t have to—”

“I didn’t ask if I had to.”

The corner of Alyssa’s mouth twitched. “You always win arguments like that?”

“Only with people who argue,” Kara said, and she tucked her hands into her coat pockets to show she wasn’t reaching for anything else. “Come on.”

They stepped into the rain. It wasn’t a downpour, more a careful insistence—a drizzle that found edges and slid along them until everything was delineated: curb from street, coat from skin, stranger from companion. The city at this hour belonged to delivery drivers, insomniacs, and people who made their own rules for survival. Alyssa stepped beside Kara and let the metronome of their footfalls pull her breathing into a rhythm that didn’t hurt.

“You don’t like the dark,” Kara observed after a block.

“I don’t like what it hides.”

“And what is that?”

“People who smile with all their teeth,” Alyssa said. “And paperwork that looks like salvation.”

Kara’s jaw tightened, the only visible proof that her mask could slip. “You said Lumen House.”

“I said it used to be,” Alyssa corrected. “Before that, it was Ardent Path. Before that, Horizon Mercy. Makes it harder to follow the bile when it rebrands. The symbol’s the only thing they can’t quit. Vine around an eight-pointed star. It’s on their mugs and their pamphlets and the shirts they sell to volunteers who don’t ask where the money goes.”

“Does the symbol have a name?”

Alyssa’s mouth went dry. She was suddenly aware of the rain on her neck, each droplet a pin. “They called it the Promise.”

Kara nodded as if that had been evidence she was waiting to put on a table. “Thank you.”

They reached the corner where the street bent toward warehouses and a coffee shop that pretended morning didn’t end. Alyssa stopped, partly because her building was near and partly because her body knew a boundary when it thudded against one.

“This is me,” she said, motioning toward a stoop with a dead fern in a pot.

Kara looked up at the facade—not impressed, not disparaging, cataloging. Rain threaded down her temple and disappeared into her collar. “Text me if you find the new name. Or if anyone follows you.” The last sentence landed like a coat shrugged over Alyssa’s shoulders.

“I don’t get followed,” Alyssa lied.

“Good,” Kara said, as if she hadn’t heard the false notes. “It would be irritating to file a temporary restraining order at two in the morning.”

“You do that often?”

“I prefer to sleep,” Kara said. “But I make exceptions.”

Alyssa looked at the card tucked under her camera band, at the two Polaroids drying against her palm. She wanted to tell Kara she didn’t do this—that she didn’t invite strangers to walk her home, didn’t memorize the way rain made a mouth look softer, or let her past out of its cage on a sidewalk. Instead, she said, because it was the only thing in her throat that would come out without shredding her, “Thank you.”

Kara inclined her head. “You’re welcome.”

She turned to go, and Alyssa thought that would be the end—the woman in the perfect jacket vanishing into a city that would eat and not say thank you for the meal. But halfway across the street, Kara stopped and pivoted, rain glancing off the edges of her like commas.

“Alyssa,” she called. Not loud, just enough. Alyssa looked up. “If you plan to keep documenting... ruins”—a half-smile, gone almost before it arrived—“please carry pepper spray.”

Alyssa surprised herself by laughing. It came out single, bright, disbelieving, like a bell someone forgot to muffle. “Yes, counselor.”

Kara’s mouth moved around the title as if she were deciding whether to reject it or accept it. In the end, she did neither. “Good night.”

“Night,” Alyssa said, softer than she meant to, because she had the strange certainty that anything sharp might cut what they’d made here without ever naming it.

Kara walked away, her silhouette narrowing and thinning until it was a suggestion of a person between two orange pools of light. Alyssa watched until the street swallowed her, then climbed the steps and fitted her key, and only when she was inside, the door latched, the hall’s faint lemon cleanser turning her stomach again, did she let her back slide down the wood and let her breath go.

Her studio hummed, the old refrigerator doing its old refrigerator prayer, the pipes translating neighbors’ secrets into knocks. She spread the Polaroids on the kitchen counter under the weak bulb and stood, arms wrapped tight around her ribcage, while the last ghosts of the image surfaced.

The star sharpened first. The vine twined around it like a promise made by someone who enjoyed the sound of their own lies. On the second photo, a corner of the bag label finally bled into legibility—white on canvas, blurred but undeniable.

SOL—

—EF

Alyssa pressed her thumb to the letters and felt memory press back. Solace. Something-f. Solace Foundation. Of course, they’d choose that word. Pain washed through her in a tide that was almost relief, because it meant she hadn’t been crazy to think you could rename a cage and still call it a sanctuary.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. Unknown number. Her heartbeat skittered before her mind caught up and reminded it who might own unknown numbers at midnight.

Kara Vale: Made it home?

Kara Vale: I’ll file a preservation notice in the morning. Sleep if you can.

A second later, another message arrived, single line:

Kara Vale: If the name comes up, text me first.

Alyssa’s thumbs hovered over the glass. She wasn’t a person who needed rescuing. She didn’t let strangers into the kinds of rooms that required vows to exit alive. She wasn’t—

Alyssa: Home.

Alyssa: Solace Foundation. I think. Logo matches.

Alyssa: Thank you for the walk.

Three dots. They pulsed, hesitated, disappeared.

When the reply came, it was nothing like what the body expects when it wants to be seen, and everything like what the heart recognizes when it is.

Kara Vale: You’re welcome.

Kara Vale: We’ll make sure they keep their records.

Alyssa set the phone down. She stood in the glow of the kitchen bulb and watched the last fog burn off the photos, the previous gray surrender to lines. She didn’t mean to touch her throat, but her fingers found the pulse there anyway and counted it like beads.

Outside, rain thinned until it was only sound. Somewhere far away, a siren finished the thought it started and shut up. The courthouse would be empty again by now, the guards telling themselves they hadn’t seen a thing worth remembering.

Alyssa rinsed a glass, filled it, and drank. Then she taped the Polaroids to the cabinet above the sink, right where the light would hit them in the morning. Proof. Not a case yet. Of a night when the sky forgot its stars and a stranger made the dark feel like something Alyssa could walk through without closing her eyes.

She turned off the light and let the apartment become shape and suggestion. She could still see the clean serif of a name on a card secured under her camera’s elastic in the soft black. She tried to imagine Kara Vale's appearance when she wasn’t armoring her voice to talk to men with flashlights or gentling it to say someone’s name in a stairwell.

Alyssa didn’t pray anymore. But she did, almost without thinking, speak a single word into the quiet, not a vow, not yet, just a small offering thrown to nothing and everything that might catch it.

“Always,” she whispered to the dark, and didn’t ask what she meant.

Chapter Two: A Polite Kind of Dangerous

The rain hadn’t stopped when Alyssa woke the next morning, but the city had changed its mind about how to wear it. At night, the drizzle had been a curtain. By dawn, it was a drumline—sharp against the tin awning outside her window, soft against glass, insistent against skin when she leaned out far enough to test the air.

Her studio smelled faintly of chemicals from the film trays she’d left lined up on the counter. Two Polaroids curled on the edge of the sink, drying into proof. She should have filed them in the battered shoebox where she kept her other ghosts. Instead, she left them in plain view, as if forcing herself to see the star and the vine until it stopped feeling like a knife.

She hadn’t meant to think about Kara Vale again. Yet every time her gaze caught on the Polaroids, it wasn’t the guards she remembered. It was the woman in the suit, standing in the ruined courthouse as if ruin itself owed her civility. Kara’s voice still echoed—smooth, deliberate, threaded with something Alyssa couldn’t name.

It should have unnerved her. It did. And it also steadied her in a way she didn’t want to admit.

She poured coffee into a chipped mug, set her camera on the table, and tried not to replay the last text message: We’ll make them keep their records.

It was too easy to want to believe her.

Alyssa wasn’t surprised when she saw Kara again.

What surprised her was that Kara found her.

The rain had eased into mist when Alyssa ducked into the used bookstore on 9th, her safe place when her head pressed too loud against her ribs. She was tracing spines in the philosophy aisle when the bell over the door chimed, and a voice near the counter asked, “Do you stock property records? Circa 1990s?”

A voice Alyssa recognized.

Her body tightened in reflex. She ducked between shelves, peering through the gap between Kierkegaard and Camus.

Kara.

Same posture, same poise. No suit jacket this time—just a dark shirt rolled at the sleeves, collar open. Still too composed for a place that smelled like dust and ink. She spoke to the clerk in that even tone that made refusal sound like an inconvenience.

Alyssa could have left. Should have. Instead, she stepped into the aisle’s light, a book clutched like an anchor.

Kara saw her.

For a moment, something unspoken shifted between them. Recognition, yes—but also the faintest smile, polite, careful, as if Kara hadn’t expected to find Alyssa in daylight, but wasn’t surprised either.

“Research,” Kara said, closing the space between them. “What about you?”

Alyssa lifted the book. The Architecture of Abandonment. It was an excuse wrapped as truth. “Habit.”

Kara studied the cover, then Alyssa’s face. “I should have guessed.”

“You’re everywhere,” Alyssa said, not accusing, not neutral. “Courthouse. Now here.”

“I could say the same,” Kara replied.

It was disarming, the way Kara stood—not looming, not shrinking, simply occupying. Alyssa felt as if she were being cross-examined without questions.

“Last night,” Kara said after a pause, “you recognized the symbol. Today, I found it again. On a document filed under a nonprofit I’ve been chasing for six months.”

Alyssa’s stomach knotted. “The Solace Foundation.”

Kara nodded. “They’ve hidden themselves under three shells in the last year alone. Paper trails vanish before judges can blink.”

“And you think the courthouse—?”

“Held records that weren’t supposed to survive.” Kara’s mouth tightened. “Which means someone is trying to bury them for good.”

Alyssa exhaled slowly. “And I walked right into it.”

“You walked into proof.” Kara’s tone sharpened, then softened. “I know you didn’t intend to. But those photographs—if admitted properly—could stall them. Maybe expose more.”

Alyssa almost laughed. “You make it sound simple. Take a picture, save the world.”

Kara’s gaze lingered, steady as a hand on glass. “Not the world. Just one piece of it.”

The words landed heavier than Alyssa expected. She shifted the book against her chest, needing the barrier. “And what happens when pieces break in your hands?”

Kara’s expression flickered, a flash of something raw—loss, guilt, memory. Gone in a breath, replaced by composure. “You learn how to hold sharper things.”

They stood there, surrounded by silent shelves and dust, the rain’s hush pressing against the windows. Alyssa thought she should walk away. Kara thought she should let her. Neither moved.

Finally, Kara gestured toward the book in Alyssa’s arms. “May I?”

Alyssa handed it over, careful not to brush fingers, though the air sparked anyway. Kara flipped to the first page and scanned it before returning it.

“You see beauty in ruins,” Kara said quietly. “That’s... unusual.”

Alyssa swallowed. “I see truth. What’s left when people stop pretending.”

Their eyes held longer than they should have. Alyssa broke it first, slipping the book back onto the shelf. “You’re polite,” she said. “But dangerous.”

Kara tilted her head, a half-smile curving. “Dangerous?”

“You know how to make people agree without realizing they have. Even me.”

“Do you regret it?” Kara asked.

Alyssa hesitated. “Ask me again when I don’t want to run.”

Kara didn’t press. Instead, she reached into her folder and slid a single photocopy across the counter of books between them—a contract, stamped with the Solace Foundation’s seal. Alyssa’s pulse skipped.

“They won’t stop,” Kara said. “But neither will I.” Her gaze softened, almost imperceptibly. “Neither should you.”

Alyssa stared at the paper until her breath steadied. She lifted her eyes, and for the first time, let herself hold Kara’s gaze without flinching.

“Eternity?” she whispered, almost without meaning to.

Kara blinked, startled by the echo. Then, softly, steadily: “Infinity.”

The air thickened, heavy with something neither of them wanted to name.

Alyssa exhaled a single word, fragile and unbidden. “Always.”

The vow hung there—unfinished, unearned, undeniable. And the bookstore, for all its silence, seemed to breathe with them.

Outside, the rain turned to sun, but neither woman noticed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three: Don’t Turn on the Lights
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The courthouse had been all shadows.

The bookstore had been dusty and silent.

It was raining again tonight—brutal, relentless, driving people indoors where warmth and light pretended to be enough.

But Alyssa didn’t stay inside.

The Polaroids glaring at her from the cabinet made her apartment feel too small. Too close with the echo of Kara’s voice still clinging to the walls. So she walked, camera swinging against her chest, hood up, shoes drinking in puddles. She told herself she wasn’t looking for Kara. She told herself she wasn’t listening for footsteps that carried certainty instead of haste.

She lied to herself often. She was good at it.

By the time she reached the underpass near the river, the rain had lessened to a steady percussion. Streetlamps flickered weakly, one buzzing overhead like a fly caught in glass. Alyssa set her bag down, lifted her camera, and began framing the dripping concrete pillars, the graffiti bleeding from years of weather. Her hand was steady until a sound rose behind her.

Not footsteps.

A voice.

“Most people choose better weather for night walks.”

Alyssa spun, heart jerking. Kara leaned against the far wall, jacket damp, hair plastered at the edges. No folder this time. No barrier between her and the night.

“You follow me?” Alyssa asked, defensive before she realized it.

“No,” Kara said. “I was already here.”

It wasn’t plausible, but it was said so smoothly that Alyssa almost believed it.

Kara pushed away from the wall and stepped closer. Her presence was different outside the courthouse and the bookstore—less controlled and more elemental. Rain had undone her, just a little. Alyssa’s chest tightened at the sight.

“You carry that camera everywhere,” Kara noted.

“You carry judgment everywhere,” Alyssa countered.

The faintest curve of Kara’s mouth. “Fair enough.”

Silence stretched. Rain tapped a rhythm neither woman named. Alyssa tried to return her gaze to the graffiti, to the shot she’d framed, but Kara’s nearness was magnetic. Her eyes weren’t courtroom-steel now; they were darker, softer, as if they’d learned the language of midnight.

Alyssa lowered the camera slowly. “You can’t keep showing up where I am.”

Kara’s brow lifted. “Do you want me to stop?”

Alyssa hated that she didn’t answer immediately. She hated the truth even more: she didn’t know.

“I don’t need saving,” she said, voice brittle.

Kara stepped close enough that Alyssa could feel the body heat beneath her damp clothes. “I didn’t say you did.”

The light above them flickered, sputtered, then went out. The underpass dropped into thick darkness. Alyssa’s breath caught.

Her pulse quickened, memories clawing at her. Rooms where lights had been cut deliberately, lessons whispered in candlelit silence, shadows used as cages. She forced her hands not to shake, but the dark had teeth, and it bit deep.

Then Kara’s voice came—low, steady, deliberate. “Don’t turn on the lights.”

Alyssa froze.

“Stay with me in this,” Kara added, softer now. “Just... breathe.”

It wasn’t a command. Not the same tone Kara had used with the guards. This was something else—an invitation, a dare, maybe even a plea.

Alyssa’s throat closed, then opened. “Why?” she whispered.

“Because sometimes darkness tells the truth light won’t.”

They stood together, unseen except by each other’s ears and breathing. Alyssa tried to anchor herself in sound: the rain on concrete, the soft exhale Kara released, the wordless hum of the city alive somewhere beyond.

“Say something,” Alyssa murmured, hating the quake in her voice.

“What do you want me to say?” Kara asked.

“Anything.”

A pause. Then: “I lost my brother in the dark. If I studied hard enough, worked sharp enough, argued well enough, I could keep anyone else from slipping through. It doesn’t work that way. The dark doesn’t bargain.”

Alyssa’s chest tightened. She didn’t move, but she wanted to. Wanted to touch the words, to believe them, to cut them open and see if they matched her own scars.

Kara stepped closer, so close Alyssa felt damp warmth radiating across the narrow space. “Now you,” Kara whispered.

Alyssa’s hands clenched on her camera. “I ran. At eighteen. Left my sister inside a place that called itself a family. I told myself freedom meant forgetting. But forgetting only works until someone says the right word. Solace. Lumen. Vine. Star.” Her breath fractured. “It all comes back.”

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was heavy, alive, sacred.

Kara’s hand brushed Alyssa’s wrist—not gripping, not guiding, just there—a point of gravity. Alyssa should have pulled away. Instead, she stilled, the contact grounding her more than the floor beneath her boots.

“See?” Kara said quietly. “The dark isn’t always an enemy. Sometimes it listens better than light.”

Alyssa’s throat burned. She turned slightly, not away, but toward. “And what if it lies?”

Kara’s breath ghosted the space between them. “Then we lie back.”
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