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PROLOGUE
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"There are loves so pure they burn. Not with warmth—with destruction. They consume everything: reason, safety, future. And when such love meets an immovable force, something must break. Usually, it's the lovers themselves." — Unknown

"Time is not a river that flows in one direction. It is a prison with infinite cells, each containing a different version of your suffering. And the cruelest joke? You get to choose which cell to inhabit. Again. And again. And again." — The Keeper of Hours

"The first time you lose someone, you believe death is the enemy. The second time, you realize death is mercy. By the tenth time, you understand: love itself is the curse." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #247

"Some people are born into darkness. Others have it thrust upon them. But the truly damned? They choose it. They walk into hell willingly, eyes wide open, because someone they love is burning there. And they'd rather burn together than survive alone." — Viktor Volkov, in a rare moment of honesty
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CHAPTER 1: The Architecture of Normal
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September 15th - Three Months Before

The city of Ashmont wore its decay like a badge of honor. Once a manufacturing hub, it had slowly bled jobs and hope over three decades, leaving behind shells of factories and people who remembered better times. The wealthy lived in the Heights—a gated community of mansions that looked down on the city like vultures watching carrion. Everyone else lived in various shades of struggle.

Damien Cross had been born in the Flats, the neighborhood where even hope came secondhand. His childhood home was a two-bedroom apartment that smelled of mildew and his mother's endless cigarettes. The walls were thin enough to hear neighbors arguing, loving, living their small desperate lives.

His father, Marcus Cross, had worked at the Hendricks Steel Mill for seventeen years. A good man, everyone said. Hard worker. Never missed a shift. Provided for his family despite the odds. Then, at forty-three, his heart decided it had had enough. Massive coronary. Dead before the ambulance arrived. Left behind a wife, two kids, and debts that multiplied like cancer.

Damien had been fifteen when he found his father. Came home from school to see him slumped in his chair, newspaper still in his hands. For a moment, Damien thought he was sleeping. Then he saw the color. The stillness. The absolute absence of breath.

He'd learned something that day: death wasn't dramatic. It was quiet. Mundane. A person there one moment, gone the next, leaving only meat that used to be someone.

The funeral was small. The life insurance barely covered it. The debts remained. And Damien's mother, Elizabeth, had to learn quickly that the world didn't pause for grief.

She got two jobs. Morning shift at the diner downtown, evening shift cleaning offices. Damien rarely saw her awake. She was always either working or collapsed in exhausted sleep. His younger sister, Maya, was twelve and needed medication for asthma that insurance didn't quite cover.

So Damien became the man of the house at fifteen. Got a work permit. Lied about his age to get construction jobs on weekends. Studied at night. Applied for every scholarship he could find because college was the only way out, and he'd promised his father—in that terrible moment of discovery—that he'd make something of himself.

By twenty-two, he'd done it. Barely. He had a scholarship to Ashmont University studying civil engineering. Worked construction during the day, attended classes at night. His hands were calloused, his back ached perpetually, and he hadn't slept more than five hours a night in years.

But he was doing it. Surviving. Moving forward one painful step at a time.

Until the Tuesday he met Amaya Volkov and learned that survival wasn't enough. That sometimes the heart wanted things that destroyed everything you'd built.

The Second Cup Coffee Shop - September 15th, 8:47 PM

The coffee shop occupied the ground floor of a building that had once been elegant. Now the elegance was nostalgic—worn hardwood floors, mismatched furniture that might be vintage or just old, walls painted a color that was either "artistic taupe" or "we gave up."

But it had three things Damien needed: free wifi, outlets at every table, and staff who didn't care if you nursed one coffee for six hours while studying.

He'd been coming here five nights a week for three months. Always sat at the same table—back corner, near the window, away from the door's draft. His textbook was open to Chapter 12: Differential Equations in Structural Analysis. The concepts swam in front of his tired eyes. He'd been working since 6 AM, attended two classes, and now faced three hours of homework before he could sleep.

The coffee helped. Barely. He was on his third cup, which probably explained why his hands trembled slightly while writing. Caffeine and exhaustion made poor companions.

The door opened. He glanced up out of habit—the survival instinct of someone who'd grown up in neighborhoods where you always knew who was entering a room.

She walked in, and something about her made him look twice.

Not because she was beautiful, though she was. Dark hair that fell past her shoulders in waves that looked effortless but probably required expensive maintenance. Skin that suggested Mediterranean heritage, or maybe just genetics being generous. Features that were striking rather than conventionally pretty—strong nose, defined cheekbones, lips that looked like they smiled rarely but meaningfully.

But it wasn't her appearance that caught his attention. It was the way she moved. Like someone navigating a minefield. Each step careful. Eyes scanning the room not with curiosity but wariness. Looking for exits, threats, judgment.

She wore a coat that cost more than Damien made in two months. Designer jeans that fit perfectly. Boots that were simultaneously practical and expensive. Everything about her screamed money, but her body language screamed fear.

She approached the counter, ordered in a voice too quiet for Damien to hear, paid with cash, and retreated to a table by the window. Not the table closest to the window—the one where she could see the door but wasn't immediately visible from outside.

Damien tried to return to his differential equations. Failed. Kept glancing at her.

She sat motionless, hands wrapped around her tea cup (Earl Grey, he'd heard her order), staring at nothing. Or everything. Hard to tell.

Then he saw it. The tears. Not sobbing. Not making a scene. Just silent tears tracking down her cheeks while she stared at the rain-streaked window.

Damien had learned early that the world was full of suffering. You couldn't fix everyone's problems. Couldn't save every person who was hurting. His mother had taught him that—often by example. You did what you could for those closest to you and tried not to drown in the tide of everyone else's pain.

But something about this woman—this girl, really, she couldn't be older than twenty—called to something in him. Maybe it was the way she cried without making a sound, like she'd learned early that crying was allowed but only if you didn't bother anyone with it.

He recognized that. Had done the same thing after his father died. Cried in the shower where no one could hear. Cried into his pillow. Cried during long walks at night. But never in front of his mother or sister. Never where his grief might add to their burdens.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Damien stood. Walked over to her table. His heart hammered—social anxiety mixing with exhaustion mixing with the absolute certainty that this was probably a mistake.

Damien: "Excuse me. Are you okay?"

She looked up, startled. Quickly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, a gesture that was both practiced and ineffective—her eyes were still wet, her cheeks still streaked.

Amaya: "I'm fine. Thank you."

Her voice was controlled. Modulated. The voice of someone who'd been trained in proper diction and social grace. But underneath, Damien heard the tremor.

Damien: "You don't look fine. You look like someone who needs a friend. Or at least someone who won't judge you for crying in public."

Amaya: "And you're volunteering?"

There was no hostility in the question. Just exhaustion. And maybe a hint of curiosity.

Damien: "I have excellent qualifications. I cry in public all the time. Mostly over math homework, but still. Very experienced crier."

The corner of her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but the ghost of one.

Amaya: "Math homework?"

Damien: "Differential equations. They're harder than they sound. Or maybe I'm dumber than I think. Probably both."
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