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      To my love, my anchor, my co-conspirator.

      You never asked to walk through shadows with me,

      but you never let go of my hand when I did.
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            CHAPTER ONE: WHEN SHE WALKED IN

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael Ryder was mid sentence when the knock came. A soft, deliberate rap on the frosted glass door that bore his name in peeling gold letters. He paused, pinched the bridge of his nose, and gave a quick murmur into the phone. "Give me five minutes. I’ll call you back”.

      He set the receiver down and exhaled. His office sat above a forgotten tailor shop on 38th and Eighth, a corner of the Garment District where time forgot to keep up. Midtown Manhattan buzzed just outside his window, its chaos muffled by dirty blinds and old bricks. The scent of rain hovered in the air, damp asphalt and worn paper files. The desk lamp gave off a low amber glow, casting shadows across the room. The air was still, quiet in the way that only came before something important. He didn’t bother calling out. Whoever knocked was already letting themselves in.

      She stepped inside.

      She moved like she belonged in the room but didn’t intend to linger. Plain clothes, understated leather jacket, dark slacks, NYPD badge clipped to her belt but tucked out of sight. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tied back in a no-nonsense sweep. Hazel eyes swept the room once, absorbing, assessing.

      And when her gaze landed on the man behind the desk, something tugged at the edges of her memory, a faint, sharp ache with no name. He looked... wrong. Or maybe too right. Like a name on the tip of her tongue. A dream fading too quickly after waking up.

      He was older than she expected, mid-forties, maybe. Not bulky, but with the kind of build that suggested he could win a fight and not need to brag about it. His button-down shirt was dark, his trench coat slung over the back of his chair. Short blond hair streaked with silver. And the eyes, storm-colored blue and grey, watchful. The kind of eyes that knew things you didn't want to ask about.

      She didn't flinch, but her eyes snagged on the small silver pin on his collar. A sword, not standard detective wear. Gabi Brant filed it all away.

      "Can I help you, Detective?"

      She nodded once. "I was told you take unusual cases. Detective Morano from the 18th said you’re discreet”.

      Michael gestured to the chair opposite his desk. "Discreet is in the job description. What brings you in?"

      Gabi sat, her posture stiff with intent. Her voice was low, clear, almost clinical. "I’m working a case in Hell’s Kitchen. Six victims in six weeks. All were young adults. No obvious connections between them. All found dead within a five-block radius. No signs of assault, no forced entry, no drugs in their system. Just... gone”.

      As she spoke, she found herself hyperaware of the man in front of her. He was calm, somewhat too calm. Not indifferent, just... practiced. She'd seen a hundred cops, a thousand suspects, and a long line of private eyes. But none of them ever gave her this feeling, like her bones were vibrating just being in the same room with him.

      She hated it.

      Michael, for his part, watched her in silence. The precision in her words. The way she held herself, always slightly on guard. It was her, but it wasn’t. The woman in front of him had no idea who she was. No memory of what they’d shared. No sense of the history between them.

      She went on. "I’ve seen a lot of things. Stuff that doesn’t make sense. I don’t believe in ghosts or angels. But I’ve been around long enough to know that sometimes, belief isn’t required. Just a willingness to look deeper”.

      Michael leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking beneath him. "You said six victims. Any patterns in location, background, time of death?"

      Gabi shook her head. "No links. Some tourists, some locals. All young, between 19 and 24. All found in clean, almost staged conditions. Eyes open. No fear on their faces”.

      She reached into her coat and slid a file across the desk. Michael opened it slowly. Inside were the Medical Examiner’s reports and crime scene photos. One in particular caught his eye, a boy, maybe twenty, lying perfectly straight in an alleyway, arms folded across his chest like he was waiting for burial. There was a faint gray smudge on his wrist.

      "What’s this?"

      "A symbol” Gabi said. "Ash or some kind of residue. Each victim had a variation of it. It fades before the ME can lift anything useful”.

      He nodded slowly. "Postmortem markings that erase themselves. That’s new”.

      "One of the victims, college student, named Reina Toma, she called 911 before she died. Just static on the line, but she said one word: ‘light.’ Then nothing”.

      Michael looked up at her. "You think this is supernatural. You just won’t say it”.

      Gabi's mouth tightened. "I think it’s not human. And that’s close enough”.

      "What else?" he asked. "Any commonalities in the crime scenes themselves?"

      Gabi flipped through the file and pulled out another photo. "This was behind victim three’s body. Wall carving. Looks old, but the building was gutted last year”.

      Michael squinted. The symbol looked like a fractured circle with wings, not angelic, not holy. A ward, maybe? Or a seal. He’d seen it carved into scorched stone once, just before a monastery burned. He felt a flicker of memory, a battlefield, another world, and a command he refused.

      "I’ve seen that before” he said softly.

      Gabi tilted her head. "Where?"

      Michael hesitated, then deflected. "You said these scenes are close together. All in Hell’s Kitchen?"

      "Yes. Most within walking distance. Narrow alleys, dead ends. Places no one should end up in unless they were led”.

      "Any witnesses?"

      She frowned. "Just one, guy walking his dog heard a sound. Said it wasn’t a scream. Said it sounded like... humming. He described it like a church choir coming from underground. He thought he imagined it”.

      Michael drummed his fingers on the desk. "Let me guess, the NYPD wants to close it quietly”.

      "Brushed under. One of the captains thinks it’s gang-related. Another thinks it’s some kind of new drug. Me? I think something’s wrong, and nobody wants to see it”.

      Michael studied her in silence for a moment. Her mannerisms. Her voice. The way she spoke like she was carrying the weight of a truth she couldn’t name. It was all Gabi, just… edited, hollowed out.

      He let his gaze drift briefly around the room while she gathered her notes. There was very little decoration, only the essentials. A cracked photograph of an unfamiliar skyline sat in a dusty frame. His desk drawers were cleanly organized, except one, which hadn’t been opened in decades. On the far wall hung a brass sword hilt, embedded into a slab of dark wood, its blade long gone.

      She stood to leave. As she turned toward the door, her eyes flicked across the room once more. For half a heartbeat, they lingered on the silver sword pin at Michael’s collar. Her brow furrowed just slightly. She didn’t know why, but something about it felt wrong. Or right. Or familiar.

      "9 p.m., 45th and 10th” she said. "I’ll wait by the tape”.

      Michael nodded once. "I’ll be there”.

      
      The air outside the building was damp with the kind of cold that sank into your skin and stayed. Gabi tugged her collar higher, the evening pressing in as neon signs flickered to life along the avenue.

      She didn’t normally feel off after an interview. She knew how to read people, body language, tone, evasion tactics. But Michael Ryder was a knot she couldn’t untangle. He hadn’t lied, but nothing about him felt fully true either. Like he was holding something too big to say out loud.

      The sword pin bothered her. Not because it was flashy, it wasn’t. But it meant something. Meant too much. It had called to her the moment she saw it, even though she’d never seen it before.

      Or had she?

      She stopped outside the 12th precinct’s parking lot, waiting for the light. Her reflection stared back at her from a darkened store window. Same jacket, same eyes. Same face she’d had for longer than any human should. She touched her wrist through her sleeve, the one where, sometimes, she thought she saw a mark fade just before the mirror cleared.

      The light turned green. She crossed the street and walked another block, boots echoing against damp pavement. Somewhere above her, a window slammed. A bus hissed to a stop. Voices bled from a bar half a block down. And still, under it all, she felt like something was watching.

      "Light” she murmured, repeating the last word spoken by the girl who’d died. Something prickled behind her eyes, but the memory never came.

      She turned west toward Hell’s Kitchen, not to revisit the crime scene just yet, but to walk it. Feel it. The alleys were darker there. Tighter. Every third streetlight buzzed like it was dying. There was graffiti in languages she couldn’t name. She passed one of the scenes without meaning to, a rust-colored alley behind Eden’s Bowl noddle shop on 10th avenue, now shuttered and tagged with graffiti. The rain had cleaned the concrete, but the air still felt off. Too still. Too reverent.

      She didn’t linger.

      Back in the office, the door clicked shut behind Michael. The room felt colder. Quieter. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, and closed his eyes. The memory came unbidden.

      Flames, light that seared more than skin. Gabi crying out, her wings already ash, her face twisted in confusion and betrayal. And Michael, kneeling before the Thrones, refusing to recant. Refusing to let her suffer alone.

      He remembered the sound, the decree. The voice like thunder over glass: You shall remember. She shall not.

      Another voice had whispered after, softer yet cruel: Let your love rot in silence.

      They had both broken the rules. Loved when they were forbidden. Protected one another when they were meant to obey. And Heaven never forgot.

      Michael had been condemned to memory. Gabi had been condemned to forget.

      When he woke up beside her on Earth, centuries ago, she’d been asleep. Blank. Clean. No memory of what they’d
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