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​Chapter 1: The First Meeting
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The summer after high school felt like an endless stretch of gray days and humid nights. Everyone I knew seemed to have a plan, a clear path they were stepping onto, while I was just standing at the edge, watching them go. College wasn’t for me—I’d known that since halfway through junior year. But beyond that, everything else was a haze.

That was the summer I met Nate Brooks. One of those hot, sticky nights at a party I’d ended up at for no reason other than there was nothing else to do. The music was too loud, the beer tasted flat, and I remember feeling like I was on the outside looking in.

And then I noticed him.

Nate was leaning against a wall, surrounded by people but somehow separate. He had this presence, this quiet confidence that made him stand out without even trying. I don’t know what it was about him that drew me in. Maybe it was the way he seemed so at ease, like he belonged there. Like he belonged anywhere he chose to be.

We didn’t talk much that first night. Just a few words, a nod, maybe a shared look or two across the room. But I couldn’t shake the feeling he left with me. There was something about Nate that felt like certainty, and it made me feel like I’d been walking in circles my whole life without realizing it.

A few days later, we ran into each other again, this time at the corner store just off Main Street. He was grabbing a soda from the cooler, and we ended up talking for a few minutes, casual, like we were old friends. He mentioned that he was heading off to college soon, full scholarship—criminal justice major, with plans to become a detective. He talked about it with this kind of surety that was completely foreign to me. He knew where he was going, while I had nothing but vague ideas and a sense that something was missing.

After that, we kept crossing paths. It felt almost like fate, though I never believed in that kind of thing. I’d be sitting in a pew on Sundays, mostly because my parents expected me to, and there he’d be, a few rows up, head tilted down in a way that looked like he was praying but also like he was somewhere else entirely.

One Sunday after the service, he caught me just as I was trying to slip out unnoticed. “Want to grab coffee?” he asked, casual, like it was the most natural thing in the world. I didn’t have anything better to do, so I said yes.

That afternoon turned into hours. We ended up at an old diner on the edge of town, the kind of place that never seemed to close, where the coffee tasted burnt but strong enough to keep you going. Nate told me about his plans, how he was going to work his way up to detective one day, maybe even something higher. And there I was, with nothing but half-formed thoughts and aimless ideas.

The thing is, Nate never made me feel like I was wasting his time. He just listened, nodding along, asking questions that made me feel like my answers mattered. For the first time in a long while, I felt seen, like there was more to me than the empty drifting I’d been doing.

I never told him about the restless feeling that kept me awake most nights, the sense that no matter where I went or what I did, I’d always be dragging something heavy behind me. And he never pushed. He just kept showing up, in small ways, like he knew I needed something to hold onto without me having to ask.

Looking back, that was the beginning. Nate, with his plans and his bright future, and me, trying to figure out which way was up.

I thought I could keep up with him, thought that maybe, if I stayed close enough, some of his certainty might rub off on me. But life doesn’t work like that, does it? You can’t borrow someone else’s light to find your way. Sooner or later, the shadows close in.

But at the time, I didn’t know that. I just knew that for the first time, I didn’t feel completely alone.
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​Chapter 2: A Growing Bond
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It didn’t take long for our coffee outings to turn into something more. At first, it was just an excuse to see each other—a shared cup of bad diner coffee, a walk down by the lake when the sun was setting, and the air cooled just enough to be comfortable. But there was always this undercurrent between us, something neither of us said out loud, though we both felt it.

We started dating a few months after that first afternoon at the diner. It happened quietly, without any big declarations or dramatic moments. Nate wasn’t one for grand gestures, and I... well, I didn’t know what I was doing. I’d never been with someone like him before—someone who seemed to see me, not just the parts I showed to the world.

Nate was patient. That’s one of the first things I loved about him. He never pushed, never asked for more than I was ready to give. When we started spending more time together, it felt natural, like slipping into a rhythm I didn’t know I’d been missing. He’d drive in from the city after classes, and we’d spend the weekend together, falling into the kind of comfortable silence that only happens when you truly know someone.

I remember the first time he stayed over. We’d spent the night talking about everything and nothing, curled up on the old, sagging couch in my apartment. The kind of conversation that drifts past midnight without either of you noticing. He fell asleep with his head on my shoulder, and I didn’t move for hours, afraid that if I shifted, I’d wake him up and break whatever spell we were under.

Dating Nate was... easy. Easier than anything else I’d known. He made it simple to let my guard down, to just be. For the first time, I didn’t feel like I had to hide parts of myself, like I was always holding something back. And that’s a dangerous thing, isn’t it? Letting someone in, letting them see the parts of you that you’ve kept buried for so long. But with Nate, I didn’t even realize it was happening.

We didn’t move fast. There were no rushed decisions, no whirlwind romance. It was slow, deliberate, like we were both afraid to break whatever fragile thing we were building. But the more time we spent together, the more I realized I didn’t want to imagine my life without him in it.

He proposed on a rainy Sunday afternoon. I can still remember it—the sound of the rain tapping against the windows, the smell of the coffee we’d just brewed filling the air. We were sitting at the kitchen table, both of us wrapped in the kind of comfortable silence that had come to define our relationship. And then, out of nowhere, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet box.

“Caleb,” he said, his voice so calm, so steady, “I know we haven’t talked about this much, but... I want you to be my partner. For life. I want us to build something together, something that’s ours.”

I didn’t say yes right away. Not because I didn’t want to—God, I wanted nothing more than to say yes. But a part of me, that dark, gnawing part that always whispered I wasn’t good enough, kept me quiet. I looked at him, searching his eyes for any hint of doubt, any sign that he wasn’t sure. But all I saw was Nate, calm and patient as always, waiting for me to catch up.

So I said yes. Of course, I said yes.

Our wedding was small, just a handful of friends and family. I don’t think either of us wanted a big show. It was more about the promises we were making to each other than about the ceremony itself. Nate wore his best suit, the one he only pulled out for special occasions, and I can still remember the way his eyes lit up when he saw me walk down the aisle.

My parents were there, of course. They didn’t say much, just smiled politely, pretending like they were happy for me. I knew they’d been hoping I’d come around to their way of life eventually—that I’d settle down with a nice girl, start going to church more regularly, maybe even follow in the footsteps of my father, who always thought I’d make a good preacher. But when I said my vows, standing there with Nate’s hands in mine, I realized that none of that mattered anymore.

What mattered was the way Nate looked at me, like I was someone worth loving, someone worth staying for. And for the first time in my life, I truly believed him.

We moved into a small apartment in the city, closer to his new job. He’d just graduated and gotten into the police academy, on his way to becoming a detective. I was still figuring things out, taking whatever odd jobs I could find while trying to avoid the feeling that I was falling behind. But with Nate, none of that seemed to matter. He made me feel like I was exactly where I needed to be, like we were building a life that was ours and no one else’s.

But the thing about happiness is that it’s fleeting, isn’t it? You grab onto it with both hands, but no matter how tight your grip, it always finds a way to slip through your fingers.

Nate never asked about the long nights, the ones when I’d disappear without an explanation, returning home hours later smelling like cigarette smoke and something darker. He never questioned the tired look in my eyes or the way my hands would shake when I thought he wasn’t looking.

Maybe he knew. Maybe he saw the shadows creeping in, the ones I tried so hard to keep at bay. But if he did, he never said a word. He just kept loving me, kept holding on, even when I was sure he’d let go.

And I... well, I let him believe that everything was fine. That I was fine. But looking back now, I can see it all so clearly. The cracks were already starting to show, and it was only a matter of time before everything came crashing down.

But that’s a story for later. For now, it’s enough to say that we were happy. At least, as happy as two people can be when one of them is hiding something so dark it could swallow them whole.

Because even then, standing there with a ring on my finger and Nate’s hand in mine, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the darkness was waiting, just around the corner. And when it finally caught up to me, it took everything I thought I knew and turned it to ash.
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​Chapter 3: A Hidden World
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I wasn’t supposed to find it. It happened almost by accident—one of those nights where the city itself seemed restless, like it was hiding secrets in its darkest corners. Nate was stuck at academy training late that evening, and I had no real reason to head home. The air was heavy and electric, a night that seemed to invite wandering, urging you to see what hidden things might be waiting to be discovered.

That’s how I ended up on a street I’d never noticed before, the kind where the buildings were pressed close together, dark and uninviting. The door caught my eye—a heavy, black door, set back in the brick, with no sign or lights to mark it. It was almost hidden, but there was something about it that drew me in. Maybe it was curiosity, or maybe I was just tired of feeling like my life was on hold.

I pushed the door open, and it was like stepping into another world. The lighting was dim, casting everything in shades of red and shadow. The air was rich with scents I couldn’t quite place—leather, sweat, perfume. It wasn’t a place you’d find by accident, not unless you were looking for something you didn’t even know you needed.

People moved slowly, their faces half-hidden behind masks, their voices low, almost inaudible beneath the throb of music that seemed to vibrate through the floor. I should have turned around and left right then and there, but instead, I stayed. There was something mesmerizing about it, the way people gave themselves over so completely, surrendering to something they couldn’t control.

I went back. Not because I belonged there, but because something about that place called to me. It felt like I’d stumbled upon a part of myself that I hadn’t known was missing. I kept my distance, watching from the edges, my back against the cool brick walls. There was something raw and real in the way people interacted, the way power flowed back and forth, exchanged like currency.

One night, a woman approached me. She wore a mask that obscured her face, her eyes sharp and assessing. “You keep coming back,” she said, her voice barely louder than the music. “Why are you hiding in the shadows?”

I didn’t have an answer for her, but she didn’t seem to mind. Instead, she guided me into that world, showing me what it meant to have power, to take control in a way that was both exhilarating and terrifying. It was more than just desire—it was about becoming someone else, someone who wasn’t bound by the expectations of others. Someone who could be both feared and desired.

That’s how I found Noctis Lux. The name felt like it belonged to someone else, someone powerful, someone who didn’t flinch or hesitate. It rolled off my tongue like a promise, a way to leave behind the uncertainty that had defined my life up until then. When I put on the mask, when I stepped into that role, I wasn’t Caleb anymore. I was someone people looked at with awe, someone who held the power they craved.

The first time I took on a client, my hands were trembling. The leather felt tight against my skin, the weight of it both comforting and overwhelming. But as I looked down at the person before me, as they handed me their trust, I felt something shift inside. The fear melted away, replaced by a calm sense of purpose. In that moment, I was Noctis Lux, and there was no room for hesitation.

It wasn’t just a job—it was an awakening. A chance to be in control, to command the kind of respect I’d never felt before. In that dark, hidden world, I found something I’d been missing, something that made me feel alive in a way I hadn’t known was possible.

At home, I was still Caleb. Still the husband who cooked dinner with Nate, who went to church with my parents on Sundays, who tried to fit into the role everyone expected of me. But at night, in the shadows, I became someone else. I wore the mask, and I felt free—free from the doubts and insecurities that always seemed to cling to me.

Nate never asked about the late nights. He’d look at me with those soft eyes of
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