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Chapter One: Embers
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The city hummed beneath a blanket of mist and flickering neon. Somewhere between midnight and consequence, Elena sat in the shadowed corner of a dive bar tucked off a forgotten alley in East Monroe. The kind of place filled with people escaping something—memories, expectations, themselves.

Her bourbon was untouched. She didn’t drink to forget. She drank to remember.

She watched the crowd like a sniper—steady, silent, detached. Her eyes didn’t search for danger. They calculated its odds.

She’d been called beautiful once. Now, she was called lethal.

Across the bar, the door creaked open and let the rain whisper inside. A man stepped through—not with the bravado of someone chasing attention, but with the quiet surety of someone who never needed it. He didn’t belong there, but he fit. The contradiction flickered across Elena’s mind and held.

He took the stool two spots down. Ordered something brown. Didn’t glance her way—but didn’t need to.

It was how he didn’t speak that caught her off guard.

The silence bent around him—not empty, but full of something Elena had learned to be wary of: restraint.

She lit a cigarette out of habit, not addiction. Let the silence simmer. Then, without looking at him:

Elena: “You don’t look like someone who drinks to forget.”

Kade: “I remember everything. That’s the problem.”

His voice was steady, unhurried. Gravel wrapped in velvet. She finally glanced his way—just once—and saw a face lined with quiet battles. Not handsome in the polished sense. But carved from purpose. The kind of face you wouldn’t trust in daylight but might follow in the dark.

They didn’t speak again for a while.

Outside, the rain thickened. Elena checked her phone and frowned—encrypted message. No name. Just coordinates and a time: now.

She left the bar without a word, walking fast but not rushed. Her boots were quiet against wet pavement.

Two blocks away, two men stepped from the shadows.

“You missed your appointment,” one snarled, knife already glinting. “Now we improvise.”

She didn’t flinch. The first came at her quick—she moved quicker. Steel met bone. Pain bloomed. But the second man hesitated, staring at the bloodied blur of motion.

Then came him.

Kade. Like an echo, like a choice.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t hesitate. The second man collapsed without understanding how—brutality that didn’t need poetry. Kade stepped back, wiped his knuckles with the hem of his sleeve.

Elena, panting, looked at him in the mist.

Elena: “You followed me.”

Kade: “I watched you walk into trouble.”

Pause.

Elena: “I didn’t ask for help.”

Kade: “You didn’t need to.”

And then, just like that, he turned and walked away.

Elena stared after him, breath shallow, bones aching. Not from the fight. From the fact that something unfamiliar was stirring beneath the ash—the heat of curiosity, tempered by warning.
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ELENA DIDN’T GO HOME.

Her ribs ached and blood tingled in her knuckles. She slipped into an all-night laundromat where the hum of machines gave her breathing room. Flushed from adrenaline but oddly calm, she sat beside the industrial dryers and pulled out her phone again.

The message had a second line now. You’re not the only one being watched.

She scanned the room. Nothing. Just flickering fluorescent lights and a teenager playing handheld games near the vending machine. And then—

The reflection in the dryer’s glass caught movement behind her. Not threatening. Familiar.

Kade.

He sat beside her like they were continuing a conversation that had never truly begun. No expression. Just that quiet energy that unnerved people who weren’t used to strength without performance.

Elena: “You tailing me now?”

Kade: “I don’t chase. I’m just good at knowing where to be.”

She wanted to be angry at the intrusion, but couldn’t. He didn’t make her feel small. Just seen.
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