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Chapter One

The rooftop was empty.

Wind moved low across the gravel, stirring what little there was to stir, whispering along the edges of concrete and rusted fixtures. Above it—no moon. Only a wide, unbroken sky, dark enough to swallow detail.

Carmen stood near the edge.

From a distance, she would have been easy to miss. A narrow shape against a larger dark. Leather pulled close against her frame, boots steady, hair shifting with the wind as if it belonged more to the night than to her.

She stepped forward.

The city opened beneath her—twelve stories of light and motion. Headlights threading through intersections. Neon blinking without purpose. Lives continuing, indifferent.

Far away.

She climbed onto the ledge.

Balanced there with a care that suggested she had already decided.

One foot firm.

The other suspended over open air.

“I will finally be free,” she said, almost gently. “Peaceful.”

She believed it.

Or believed she ought to.

The distinction no longer seemed important.

She drew in a breath—deep enough to steady herself—

and leaned.

For an instant, there was nothing beneath her.

No weight. No resistance.

Release.

Then—

something intervened.

Not visible. Not graspable.

But absolute.

Her body struck the rooftop hard, several feet back from the ledge, as though she had been placed there rather than thrown. The impact drove the air from her lungs in a sharp, involuntary gasp.

She lay still.

Not falling.

Not broken.

Alive.

Carmen pulled in a breath, then another, pushing herself upright too quickly, her pulse racing ahead of her thoughts.

The rooftop was unchanged.

Empty.

It gave nothing back.

Then something moved.

A pale light—not bright, not defined—passed across her vision like a memory she had not made. It lingered long enough to be noticed.

Then it was gone.

“Not tonight, Carmen.”

The voice was quiet.

Close enough to feel, though it came from nowhere she could name.

Carmen froze.

“Then when?” she asked.

Her voice did not sound like her own.

“You don’t want this.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You do.”

There was no force in it.

Only certainty.

The air shifted—subtle, almost imperceptible—drawing her attention toward the door.

Carmen turned.

And then the presence moved again.

Behind her now.

Closer.

Near enough that she felt it before she understood it.

“It’s time to go home.”

Her body reacted before her mind could follow.

A sharp, electric awareness lit through her chest, down her spine—immediate, undeniable. She inhaled sharply, eyes widening, though there was still nothing to see.

“I don’t have a home.”

Despite not wanting to leave the rooftop, her hand found the door down.

Turned it.

Opened.

Light spilled up from the stairwell, catching her in fragments—dark hair, the pale streak at her temple, worn denim, skin warmed by movement and cold air.

“To the place you feel safest, then.”

She stepped inside.

Descended.

One step. Then another.

“There’s nowhere I feel safe,” she said, quieter now. “No one to trust… who are you?”

A pause.

Long enough to suggest thought.

“I’m… I’m an angel.”

Carmen blinked.

“You are?”

“What do you think?” the voice asked. “Do you think I am?”

Carmen let out a breath that might have been a laugh.

“I don’t—Well, you have a very sexy voice.”

There was a brief silence.

“…you really think so?”

“Yeah. It’s like… caramel… Tuesday.”

Another pause—smaller this time. Then laughter under breath.

“I mean—thanks. I am flying.”

Carmen slowed on the stairs, a real smile breaking through despite herself.

“No way. You are?”

“Yeah,” the voice said, lighter now. “I love it when this happens.”

“This happens a lot?”

“I don’t know,” the voice admitted. “I can’t remember.”

The voice dragged over each word, almost teasing—low, relaxed, the kind of depth that didn’t belong to most women.

“Are you a girl, or…?”

“Yeah. Usually—yeah, I am, actually.” A small pause. “I want to be.”

Carmen laughed, turning slightly toward the wall, her shoulder brushing it. She felt a little drunk, even though she wasn’t.

“I decided you’re silly,” she said. “Silly, silly.”

“Hmm. Maybe,” the voice said. “Can’t you see me?”

“No,” Carmen shook her head. “I can’t see anything.”

“Huh, that’s weird.” The voice stayed close, easy. “I’m right next to you.”

Carmen stilled, glancing over.

Just the grimy concrete wall. Half-lit.

“Let’s keep going,” the voice added.

“Okay.”

Carmen reached the bottom and pushed out into the night.

“Can’t talk. People. Bike.”

“Yes,” the voice said quickly. “Find your bike.”

She moved automatically, her body already choosing direction.

“How do you know I have a bike?”

“You said you did, Carmen.”

She paused, only for a fraction of a second.

“You can read my mind?”

“No,” the voice said, too fast. “That’d be bad. Bad news. Poor press.”

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh.

“Good. The others can, though.”

There was a pause.

Longer this time.

“…hmm.”

The street carried on around her—cars passing, voices overlapping, the ocean somewhere beyond it all, present even when unseen.

Carmen reached her bike, helmet loose in her hand.

“I did lie about something,” the voice said.

She stopped.

“What?”

“I was trying to be tough for you… I’m not really an angel.”

A beat.

“No?”

Something softened in the space between them.

Closer.

Clearer.

“But you are.”

Carmen stood very still.

“I am?”

No answer came.

The world resumed without waiting for one.

A car passed. Someone glanced at her, then away. The moment closed over itself as if it had never opened.

But something had shifted.

Carmen swung onto her bike and started it, the engine catching beneath her with a familiar, grounding weight.

She looked up.

At the rooftop.

Then down.

To the place where she should have been.

Where she had nearly gone.

The engine idled, steady beneath her.

She swallowed, the fog in her mind thinning—still there, but altered.

Replaced by something sharper.

Not peace.

Not yet.

But direction.

And though she would later try to explain it away—

she did not forget the voice.

Nor the way it had known her name.

***

It had started in the living room—on the couch, Hailey laughing too easily, Carmen’s hand settling at her waist like it belonged there.

Carmen looked at her, thumb brushing the corner of the woman’s mouth, wiping away the smudge of lipstick.

Hailey stilled for a second.

Then leaned in—

and kissed her.

Now they were in the bedroom.

The room was warm. Not hot—just close. Lived-in. No A/C.

The kind of warmth that clung to the sheets, holding the shape of whoever had been in them last.

Plants crowded the windowsill, trailing down in soft green lines. Crystals hung in the light, catching it in shifting fragments that stirred with the air, scattering rainbows across the room.

Light filtered in through half-closed blinds, soft and uneven, striping the bed in pale gold. Dust drifted lazily through it, slow enough to notice if you were looking for something to focus on.

Carmen wasn’t.

Hailey had known what she was getting into.

More than likely.

Carmen didn’t hide it online—didn’t soften it, didn’t dress it up as something else. The way she spoke, the way she looked at the camera, the quiet certainty in it.

Come here. Be good for me.

Hailey had liked that.

Had leaned into it.

Had asked her for coffee like it was casual.

Like it would stay that way.

A quiet place on the corner, nothing memorable—until Hailey had looked at her a little too long over the rim of her cup, mouth curving like she knew something Carmen hadn’t said yet.

“You wanna come over?” she’d asked, casual. “My apartment’s like… a block away.”

Carmen had smiled.

Of course it was.

Now—

The woman laughed beneath her, quiet and a little breathless, her head tipping back against the pillow as Carmen’s mouth brushed hers again—then over her throat.

“Mm,” Carmen murmured, voice low, amused. “Are you smiling?”

“I’m not—” Hailey tried, but it broke into another soft laugh.

Carmen tilted her head, watching her like she’d caught something she liked.

“Hailey,” she said, softer now. “You’re honestly so beautiful.”

The name settled easily on her tongue.

She’d practiced it.

Once. Twice. Under her breath on the ride over—enough to make it feel natural, like she wouldn’t forget.

She never liked forgetting.

She closed the distance.

Slow. Like she already knew exactly where she was going.

Her hand slid up along Hailey’s arm, grounding, steadying, guiding without force. The kind of touch that didn’t ask, didn’t hesitate—just placed.

The woman lay on her back, one knee bent, Carmen stretched along her side, propped slightly over her. Close enough that their legs brushed, close enough that Hailey had to tilt her chin up to meet her.

She did.

Bit her lip, eyes pleading. Carmen couldn't resist.

Her hand drifted to the waistband of the woman’s jeans, teasing the edge—slow, absent, like she hadn’t decided yet.

Then Carmen leaned down and kissed her again, deepening it, circling her tongue.

Up close, Hailey looked like she tried to be harder than she was.

Dark brown hair falling loose around her shoulders, a little wild from being pushed back too many times. Sharp liner, a slight wing at the corners. Rings on her fingers—too many to be accidental. A confidence worn a touch too deliberately, like she’d learned it somewhere and kept it.

Carmen felt it immediately—

the softness underneath.

Hailey followed without hesitation.

Carmen felt it the second it shifted—that small give, that quiet lean-in. The way the tension in her softened, enough to be shaped.

There it was.

She smiled against her mouth.

“Hey,” she whispered, barely pulling back, enough to look at her.

Her hand came up, cupping Hailey’s cheek, thumb brushing over the skin.

“Stay with me.”

Hailey took a deep breath, eyes already a little unfocused, like she’d been pulled somewhere softer than she meant to go. Her arms slid up around Carmen’s shoulders, holding on.

“Good,” Carmen said, quieter now. “Just like that.”

Her thumb traced down along the line of her jaw, to her neck—slower this time. Then lower, over her chest. Claiming.

“I’ve never done this before,” Hailey whispered, cheeks flushing.

Carmen smiled down at her, taking in the nerves, the openness of it—how easy it was.

“Done what?”

“Been with a girl.”

“That’s okay,” Carmen murmured, voice soft, certain. “I’ll show you.”

She already knew.

Could tell it from her photos.

And now could feel it in the way Hailey exhaled—slow and a little shaky.

“What do you want to do?”

“What do I want?” Hailey asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Mhm,” Carmen’s thumb traced circles on her hip. “Be honest—we’ll do what you want.”

“I want to see you...” Hailey's eyes darted down then back up. “Without your shirt on.”

Carmen didn't hesitate. She sat up, fingers finding the hem of her shirt, pulling it over her head in one smooth motion. The sports bra followed, discarded to the side. She ran a hand through her dark hair, letting it fall around her shoulders as she looked down.

Hailey's mouth opened slightly, but nothing came out. Her eyes drifted from Carmen's breasts to her face, then back again.

“They're bigger than I thought,” Hailey whispered.

“Hmm,” Carmen hummed, leaning forward until her breasts brushed against Hailey's chest. “They get in the way sometimes.” She lowered her voice. “Do you like them?”

Hailey nodded quickly, eyes wide.

Carmen's fingers found the hem of Hailey's shirt, pulling it up enough to reveal a sliver of skin. Then a little more. Teasing.

Hailey shivered.

“I'd like to see you too,” Carmen murmured, leaning down to press a kiss against the exposed skin of Hailey's stomach. “If you'll let me.”

Hailey didn't answer with words. She lifted her arms, pulling the shirt over her head. Then reached back to unhook her bra, and let it fall away.

Carmen moved up beside her again, fingers tracing the curve of Hailey's breasts with gentle precision.

“Perfect,” she whispered, licking her lips. “You're just perfect.”

She leaned down to kiss her again, hand cupping Hailey's breast, thumb circling the nipple until it hardened. Hailey's eyes closed, soft sounds slipping from her throat.

Carmen’s hand trailed down Hailey's stomach, drawing a pattern right under her belly button.

“Can I get on top?” Hailey whispered, her voice barely audible.

Carmen smiled, a slow curve of her lips. “Yes. You don't need to ask, sweetheart.”

“Okay.”

Carmen shifted, leaning back against the pillows, creating space. Her breasts shifting with the movement. Hailey moved over her, hands tracing her collar bone before smoothing over her chest. Carmen's breasts overflowed her palms, heavy and tan against her pale skin. A deeper flush spread across Hailey's cheeks as she took them in.

Carmen's hand smoothed over the denim of Hailey's thigh, firm and reassuring. Then Hailey leaned down, tentative at first, before her tongue traced Carmen's nipple. She closed her lips around it, sucking gently. Carmen's fingers moved to Hailey's hair, pushing it back from her face.

“You're doing really well,” Carmen murmured, her voice low and even. “That feels so, so good.”

Hailey moaned softly against her breast, the sound vibrating through Carmen's skin.

Carmen tapped her thigh lightly. “Put this leg between mine.” Hailey shifted as instructed, Carmen bending her own knee to accommodate. “Here,” Carmen said. “You can grind while you suck.”

Hailey pulled away, breathless. She shifted watching Carmen's face as she pushed herself back. Carmen smiled. Hailey's hips found a rhythm, sinking back against Carmen's thigh. A soft moan escaped her lips before she leaned forward, capturing Carmen's mouth. Her hands returned to Carmen's breasts, kneading, massaging.

Carmen threaded her fingers through Hailey's hair, pressing a kiss to her temple. “You're such a good girl, aren't you?”

Hailey nodded, mouth falling open before biting her lower lip. Their eyes met as she focused on her movements, her brow furrowed with concentration.

“Mmm. Just like that.” Carmen reached down, unbuttoning her own jeans and sliding them part-way off, leaving only her boxers. “You can take your pants off too,” she murmured. “Grind your pussy against my leg.”

“Okay, I will,” Hailey breathed.

Carmen's hand came up to cup her cheek, and their eyes locked.

“You don't have to if you don't want to,” Carmen added softly. “But it might feel good… for you.”

“I want to,” Hailey said, already working the buttons of her jeans. She pushed them down, revealing herself—a neat landing strip of dark hair.

Hailey paused.

“Are you sure I can?”

Carmen's eyes met hers again.

“Yes. I want to watch you enjoy yourself.”

Hailey exhaled, her hips sinking back against Carmen's thigh.

“There you go. Like that.”

Carmen could feel the wet heat of her on her skin. She smiled.

“Come here.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper as she pulled Hailey in close.

Their mouths met again, tongues curling around each other as Hailey moaned into it, her movements becoming more purposeful. Carmen's hands slid down, gripping Hailey's ass, guiding her rhythm. Then she leaned back fully against the pillows, allowing Hailey to lavish attention on her breasts once more.

Carmen's fingers continued to card through Hailey's hair, her touch light, steady, as Hailey's hips moved against her in the warm room.

Carmen's head lolled back, a soft sound slipping from her lips.

Hailey stilled above her, lifting her head slightly. Her eyes were wide, pupils dark.

“Yes?” Carmen asked, amusement playing at the corners of her mouth.

“That was... really fuckin’ hot.”

“What?”

“You moaning… like that. Can I try... something. On you?”

Carmen knew what she meant, but she let her ask anyway.

“Like what?”

“I want to try... going down on you.”

Carmen’s surprise flickered, then disappeared, her face settling into something softer, almost amused as she searched for a way around it.

“We can do that later, let's focus on you right now, okay?”

Hailey bit her lip, nodding. “Kay.”

Carmen caught her breath as Hailey switched to the other breast, the sensation sending a fresh wave of pleasure through her. She watched as Hailey's mouth worked, as she moved against Carmen's thigh, her small breasts swaying with each motion. Another soft sound escaped Carmen's mouth.

Hailey's hand trailed down, fingers teasing the waistband of Carmen's boxers. She paused her grinding, unlatching from Carmen's nipple.

“Can I—sorry.” Hailey said, cheeks flushing.

“Go ahead,” Carmen murmured, her hand covering Hailey's, guiding it beneath her underwear. Hailey's lips parted, her gaze dropping down before meeting Carmen's eyes again.

“Feel that.”

Hailey exhaled against Carmen’s face.

“Uh huh.”

Carmen guided her fingers in a firm pattern.

“Just like that. Mmmm,” Carmen’s eyes fluttered closed, her head falling a little, “Just like that... right there.”

Carmen removed her own hand, placing it on Hailey's hip. Hailey leaned forward, pressing kisses to Carmen's neck. Carmen's breath caught.

“Ooh, too hard,” Carmen murmured. “Go a little lighter, okay?”

“Like that?”

“Yes, like that, sweetie.”

Hailey continued, her touches becoming softer, with more rhythm. Carmen moaned as Hailey found the right rhythm. She leaned in close to Carmen’s ear.

“Am I doing good, Mommy?”

Carmen smiled, leaning into it. Mommy. Hailey had said it online. She’d been waiting for her to say it like this.

“Mmm, so, so good,” Carmen said, looking down at her. “So good for Mommy.”

“Okay, I'm definitely gay,” Hailey whispered to herself, a small laugh escaping.

“Well, that's good,” Carmen laughed softly. “Do you want to put your fingers in me?”

“Yes,” Hailey breathed against her skin.

Carmen opened her legs wider as Hailey shifted to sit up properly.

“Go slow.”

Carmen guided Hailey's hand until her fingers were inside, the stretch making Carmen arch slightly, a moan escaping her. Hailey watched, her lips parting, something like disbelief flickering across her face.

“Come back down here with me,” Carmen said.

Carmen smoothed Hailey's hair back, fingers tracing the curve of her scalp, then leaned down to kiss her—deep and unhurried. Her own hand drifted down, fingers finding their way between her legs, pressing against her clit in a quick, firm circle.

The rhythm built, slow and steady, until—

A soft moan escaped her lips as the pleasure crested, her body tensing then releasing in a wave that left her breathless. Hailey pushed her fingers in deeper, and Carmen rolled her hips, riding out the last of it.

After a moment, Carmen gently took Hailey's wrist, pulling her fingers free. She adjusted her boxers back into place, the fabric settling against sensitive skin.

She sat up, their breasts brushing as they kissed again—this time softer, slower.

Carmen swung her legs over the edge of the bed and knelt in front of her, hands settling on Hailey's knees.

“Can I touch your pussy, sweetheart?” Carmen asked, her voice low as she knelt between Hailey's legs.

“Yes… Mommy,” Hailey breathed, looking down at her. “Please touch me.”

Carmen's hand slid from Hailey's knee up her thigh, her touch practiced. She leaned forward, taking Hailey's nipple into her mouth as her fingers found her clit. The response was immediate—Hailey arching against her, a soft sound escaping her lips.

Carmen pulled away and looked up, meeting her eyes.

“Can Mommy go inside?”

“Please,” Hailey whispered, nodding. “Yes, Mommy.”

Carmen eased two fingers inside, the stretch making Hailey gasp.

“Will you grind against my fingers?” Carmen murmured. “Show me how you like it.”

“Mhm,” Hailey breathed, bracing her hands behind her on the bed. Her hips moved against Carmen's fingers, eyes fixed on her face, then drifting down to her breasts.

“I want—” Hailey broke off, her movements faltering. “Oh god...”

“What do you want, baby?” Carmen asked softly.

“To suck on your nipple again.”

Carmen shifted, guiding Hailey to lay back. Then, Carmen hovered over her, positioning herself so her breast was just above Hailey's mouth. “Here,” she murmured, guiding herself closer.

As Hailey's lips closed around her nipple, Carmen began to move her fingers, slow at first, then deeper. Hailey moaned against her breast, the sound vibrating through Carmen's skin.

“Holy fuck,” Carmen whispered, watching her. “You take it so well, don't you?”

Hailey nodded, her mouth still full, another moan muffled against Carmen's skin as her hips moved faster against Carmen's fingers.

Carmen bit down on her lip, her fingers still pumping, thumb coming out to circle Hailey's clit. Then she curled her fingers inside.

A sharp intake of breath—Hailey pulled away from Carmen’s breast with a wet sound, a moan tearing from her throat.

“Oh, yeah,” Hailey whispered, arching her back. “That's... oh god, that's so good.”

Her hips bucked, pressing deeper onto Carmen's hand, her breath coming in shallow gasps now. Carmen watched her face, the way her eyes squeezed shut, the flush spreading down her neck to her chest.

Carmen tilted her head, free hand trailing up over her waist and chest.

“You like that?”

“Yes… yes!”

“Will you come on Mommy's fingers?”

Hailey moaned, pressing her lips together.

“I’m close, I will—I will, Carmen. I’ll come for you.”

That did it—her name, given like that.

Carmen’s mind went soft around the edges, a quiet satisfaction settling in as her free hand rose, brushing her knuckles along Hailey’s neck and jaw. The woman leaned into her touch.

“Good girl,” Carmen purred and came down closer, “Will you help Mommy? Touch your little pussy with me.”

Hailey nodded, bringing her own fingers down to join Carmen's against her clit.

“Look at me,” Carmen murmured.

Hailey looked up at Carmen through her lashes, breath uneven, as Carmen hovered over her. Her hand came up to knead Carmen’s breast, firmer than before.

The woman circled her hips as her own hand worked at her clit. Carmen watched her closely, taking in every detail, her lip caught lightly between her teeth.

“There you go,” Carmen murmured. “You know what you like, don’t you baby?”

“Yes,” she whimpered.

Hailey’s head fell back, a cry tearing through the warm, close air.

A door shut somewhere in the apartment.

Carmen stilled.

Not tense—just… paused. Listening.

Beneath her, Hailey froze—then pushed herself up too quickly, breath catching.

“Who is it?” Carmen whispered.

Her hand came to her mouth.

“It’s my roommate.”

“Do you want to keep going?” Carmen murmured, calm, close. “We can be quiet.”

“No—she already heard us,” Hailey whispered. “I just screamed when I came! The whole building heard it. God, I’m gonna die. I might actually die.”

Carmen didn’t react to that. She shifted back slightly, giving her space, her movements unbothered as she pulled her hand away.

“Oh my god, oh my god,” Hailey said, dragging a hand through her hair. “She heard us though. What do I do?”

“Shhh. Shhh. No, she didn’t,” Carmen said easily. “She just came in the apartment, honey.”

“She would have heard us down the hall. She doesn’t know I’m into women, and she’d be so weird about it, I—”

Carmen was already moving.

She stepped away from the bed, reaching for her clothes, pulling them on without rush. Her gaze flicked once toward the window—

Fire escape.

Noted.

She buttoned her jeans and reached for her bra.

“I don’t know what to do,” Hailey said, grabbing a t-shirt, pulling it over her head too fast.

“There’s nothing to do, okay?” Carmen said, crossing back toward her. She sat on the edge of the bed, steady, grounding. “It’s fine. You’ve done nothing wrong. Just say it was the TV if she asks.”

Hailey shook her head, still panicking, her eyes searching over Carmen's face.

“We could go somewhere else,” she said quickly. “I want to keep—”

“It’s okay,” Carmen cut in gently, shaking her head. “Some other time.”

A small pause.

“I’ve gotta get to work anyway.”

The woman nodded, her mouth working as she looked away, searching for the words.

Carmen reached over, rubbing her thigh.

“Hey, it’s really okay,” she said. “Don’t worry so much about it.”

Hailey looked back at her, hazel eyes blinking a little too fast.

Then she leaned in, kissing her—quieter this time, like something fragile now instead of urgent.

Carmen let it happen.

Then stood.

Hailey caught her again, pulling her back in before she could fully step away.

“You’re amazing,” she said, breath uneven. “Like I can't even describe... I didn’t think you’d actually go out with—”

Carmen smirked and kissed her.

“Can we meet again?”

“Sure,” Carmen said, smiling.

Easy. Convincing.

Hailey looked up at her like that meant something.

Carmen’s expression softened, only slightly, taking in the hope there—the openness of it.

She hadn’t decided.

She liked her.

Wouldn’t be opposed.

But her mind was already moving on—deliveries, the day ahead, winning the lottery.

This—

would stay here.

Carmen grabbed her jacket and helmet from the floor, tucking them under one arm as she pushed the window up and climbed out onto the fire escape, the metal cool beneath her hands.

“I really wouldn’t trust it,” Hailey said behind her. “I’ve never been on it.”

“Yeah,” Carmen said, already moving. “I’ll be fine.”

“Hey—”

Carmen glanced back.

Hailey leaned out just enough to catch her, pulling her in for one last kiss—quick, a little desperate now.

Carmen let it happen.

Then pulled back first.

“Text me,” she said, a faint smirk tugging at her mouth.

Hailey looked at her for a second—something like awe still sitting there—then smiled.

Carmen dropped her gaze, already turning away.

She moved down the fire escape without hesitation, one hand on the rail, the other holding her things, then reached the bottom—kicking the ladder loose with a sharp metallic clang.

It hit hard, echoing up through the alley.

Carmen didn’t look back.

She lifted her hand briefly, catching the scent on her fingers, a small smile pulling at her mouth before she ran them through her hair.

If they didn’t meet again, that was fine with her.

Sometimes it was better to leave things like this—

before they fell hard,

and she had to let them down.

By the time she reached the ground, she was already moving—shrugging into her jacket, helmet in hand, heading for her bike like nothing had happened at all.


Chapter Two

The apartment sat on the far side of town, set into an aging brick building whose narrow halls carried sound too easily—footsteps, voices, the low hum of other lives pressing through the walls.

Inside, the space held itself together out of habit more than care.

The couch dipped in the center, its fabric softened by use. A low table sat crowded with small things—guitar picks, loose strings, a coffee mug gone cold hours ago. Instruments leaned wherever there had been room left for them: one near the window, another against the wall, a third open in its case, as though it had been set down mid-thought and never returned to.

Tristan’s place.

Carmen dropped her keys into the chipped ceramic bowl by the door and didn’t look around.

She knew it all without seeing it. She moved straight for the bathroom, shrugging off her jacket as she went, already reaching for something louder than her thoughts.

The shower came on hard.

Steam gathered quickly, filling the small space, softening the edges of the mirror until her reflection dissolved into shape and light. She stepped under the water, letting it hit her shoulders, her back, her neck—hot enough to demand attention.

For a moment, it worked.

There was only heat.

Only pressure.

Only the steady, grounding weight of water.

Then—

Don’t shower. Turn it off.

The voice did not echo.

It settled.

Close. Certain.

Carmen dragged her hands through her hair, working the shampoo in harder than she needed to.

Stop. He’ll hear you.

Her jaw tightened.

The water ran louder.

He’ll call them.

You never listen to me anymore.

Carmen’s eyes snapped open.

The thought did not feel like hers. It wasn’t.

“Shut THE FUCK up,” she muttered, low and sharp.

Footsteps, then the sound of the doorknob.

“Carmen?”

Her shoulders tensed.

The door cracked open, enough for him to look in.

Tristan leaned against the frame, tall, loose in the way of someone who had never needed to make himself smaller. Dark curls fell into his face, dampened slightly from the humidity. Tattoos traced upward from beneath his shirt collar. A thin chain caught the light at his throat.

He looked out of place here.

Or perhaps she did.

“Hey… babe, are you alright?”

“I’m fine, Tristan.”

“You sure?” His voice softened, careful now. “Do we need to get your medication adjusted?”

“No.” Too fast. “I’m just talking out loud. Please, leave me alone.”

A pause.

“I worry about you.”

Carmen let out a breath that came sharper than she intended.

“Well, you can fuck off.”

The words landed between them, heavier than they needed to be.

He blinked. Hurt flickered across his face, quick but visible, before settling into something tighter.

“God,” he said. “Why are you always so angry? What did I do this time?”

Carmen stood behind the curtain, unmoving.

“You used to be so different. Funny. Warm. Where’d that Carmen go? I miss her.”

The thought rose, quiet and immediate.

I was never those things with you.

Not really.

She reached blindly, grabbed the nearest bottle, and threw it.

It struck the door with a dull, hollow crack.

“JUST GO!”

The door shut.

The space closed again.

The water continued its steady fall.

The voices did not leave.

They pressed in, then receded, then returned—never loud enough to be undeniable, never distant enough to ignore.

Carmen let them pass through her.

There was no fighting them, not really.

Only endurance.

She rinsed off the body wash and stepped out, wrapping a towel tightly around herself, water trailing from her hair in slow drops along her shoulders. She opened the door.

“I’m tired,” she called, her voice flat. “I’m going to bed.”

“Fine,” Tristan answered from the living room. A guitar rested in his lap, fingers working the strings as he tuned it.

Carmen moved through the apartment, slower this time, her body heavier now that the heat was gone.

She passed the table—

and stopped.

A small bundle of flowers sat in a glass jar, their stems unevenly cut, petals beginning to open.

She stared at them.

“…those are nice.”

“I got them for you.”

Of course he did.

She glanced toward him.

He sat back, watching her in that quiet, searching way—as if he believed there was something he could understand, if she only stayed long enough.

“Thank you,” she said. “I love them.”

The words came easily.

They always did.

They had learned to.

She turned away before he could look too closely at her, steps soft down the hallway to the bedroom.

She turned away before he could look too closely at her, her steps soft as she moved down the hallway to the bedroom.

Relief washed over her when the door clicked shut.

Quieter.

A space defined more by absence than comfort.

Carmen sat on the edge of the bed and reached for her phone.

She leaned back slowly, the mattress dipping beneath her weight, and stared at the ceiling without seeing it. No shadows now. Only the voices.

That was progress.

At least, it was something.

Even so—

her chest tightened again.

Duller this time.

Pulling inward.

Not the same.

Not like before.

She thought of the voice on the rooftop—clear, certain, almost… real.

This wasn’t that.

Had it really happened?

For a moment, she could almost feel it again—

weightless.

The voice, close, easy.

I’m flying.

A quiet laugh slipped out of her, the sound surprising even her.

I was trying to be tough for you.

Carmen smiled faintly at the memory—lighter there than she ever was here.

“Stupid,” she murmured, the curve of her mouth lingering.

A soft knock broke it.

Tristan stepped in, careful in his movements, balancing a plate and a glass of water.

A peanut butter sandwich.

Her medication.

He set them down gently on the bedside table.

Up close, he smelled faintly of detergent and something citrus—clean, familiar, unthreatening.

Safe, almost.

That was what she told herself. That she was here because she chose to be.

That she could always fake it.

Carmen looked at him.

Then away.

Guilt gnawed at her.

This was his apartment. He was letting her stay here. Taking care of her.

She shouldn’t be like this.

That wasn’t his fault.

The thought shifted—familiar, unwelcome.

It’s a choice.

Her mother’s voice. Clear as ever. Even now.

Sexual orientation—no, sexual attraction—is a choice. You’re choosing to do this to us. To your family.

Carmen shook her head once, sharp, like she could dislodge it.

I don’t want this! she’d yelled from the stairs.

You’ve made your choice. Now, get out. Go. Leave.

I said, now.

The green door—

closing in her face.

The memory dropped away.

Same pieces.

Again. And again.

Smoothed into a dull edge she could touch without bleeding.

You’re not my daughter anymore.

She took a bite of the sandwich, barely chewing before setting it down again, her appetite gone before it had properly begun.

Her hand moved automatically toward the pill.

“The doctor said you have to eat first,” he said gently.

“I know. I’m not hungry. At all.”

“Just try, Car. Okay?”

Car.

The name caught somewhere in her expression—small, quick, almost gone before it formed.

But she picked the sandwich back up anyway and took another bite, slower this time, more present.

“Just leave the pill. Please.”

He hesitated.

“I hope you’re not thinking of leaving again.”

She looked at him, then away.

I hate myself.

Did you know I almost ended it?

Yeah… just the other day.

She looked back up at him. Almost said it. Didn’t.

“You don’t have to like me,” he said. “Just… don’t leave yet. Okay?”

She let out a quiet breath as he set the pill down beside her.

He stood there a moment, then walked away.

For that small mercy, Carmen was grateful.

Tristan knew better than to push.

There were fewer broken plates that way.

“Thank you,” Carmen said quietly, her voice flattening into something practiced, almost neutral.

Almost.

He lingered in the doorway a moment longer, as though there was still something he meant to say—something that might land better if he found the right words.

He didn’t.

The door clicked shut.

The room settled.

Carmen lay back, her gaze drifting back up to the ceiling.

After a moment, she turned her head.

The pill sat on the table beside her.

Unmoved.

Waiting.

As if it had all the time in the world.

***

Sleep didn’t come clean.

It broke.

Carmen lay on her side, eyes closed, breath uneven—then deeper—then gone.

And then she was running.

Not thinking. Not choosing.

Running.

Her bag slammed against her hip, too heavy, strap digging into her shoulder as her boots hit pavement hard, uneven. A shout behind her—male, laughing—too close.

“Hey—hey!”

And another, “She went that way.”

She didn’t look back.

She never did.

A fence came up fast—chain link, bent at the top.

Carmen didn’t slow.

Her hands caught the metal, foot slipping once before finding purchase, hauling herself up and over in one sharp, practiced motion. The bag snagged—

she tried yanking it, then had to just leave it.

Dropped down hard on the other side, knees jolting—

kept moving.

Always kept moving.

A shift.

Daylight, wrong and too bright.

A park she knew—one of the safer ones, or safe enough during the day. The grass thin, worn down in patches where people passed through too often.

Carmen lay curled on a bench, jacket pulled tight around her, face turned into the crook of her arm.

Trying to sleep.

Trying to disappear.

People moved past her.

Didn’t look.

Or looked and kept going.

That was better.

Better to be nothing…

Night again.

Cold this time.

Sharp enough to bite.

Her breath came out in short, visible bursts as she walked—no direction, just movement. Lights hummed overhead, flickering slightly. A cruiser rolled slow at the end of the block.

Carmen turned before it could reach her.

Not running from them.

Just disappearing.

Down another street.

Into shadow…

The dream shifted again.

Too quickly.

A convenience store—one she didn’t recognize, but somehow knew. Fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. The glass door smudged with fingerprints.

Something felt wrong.

Not loud.

Slightly off. Carmen slowed.

Her hand hovered near the door, but didn’t touch it.

Instead, she turned.

Around the side of the building.

Dark there.

No light reaching.

And then—

a shape.

It looked like a trash bag, but she knew it wasn’t.

It was a body.

Lying wrong.

Too still.

Shadows gathered around it—not moving, but not settled either. Something about them pulled, like they were watching her back.

Carmen took a step closer—

She woke with a low sound caught in her throat, breath dragging sharp as she rolled off the bed, landing hard on her feet.

For a second she only stood there.

Heart racing.

Room dark.

Too quiet.

She ran a hand over her face, pushing the last of it away—not gone, but… receding.

“Fuck.”

Her voice sounded rough.

Real. Loud.

That helped.

She moved out into the living room without turning the lights on at first, then changed her mind and flicked them up—too bright, but better than the dark.

The kitchen was small. Familiar.

She grabbed a glass, filled it from the tap, drank it too fast.

Water ran down her wrist.

She didn’t wipe it.

Just leaned back against the counter for a second, eyes unfocused.

Then, moved to the couch.

She dropped onto it without thinking, one arm thrown over her eyes, the other hanging off the side, glass still loose in her grip.

The lights stayed on.

She didn’t turn them off.

Sleep came again—

quieter this time.

Shallow. Just drifting.

***

A door closed.

Soft.

Carmen stirred, not fully waking, only enough to register the sound.

Silence again.

When she opened her eyes, the room had changed to soft, bright morning.

Light poured through the windows, pale and steady, catching dust in the air, settling across the floor in long, clean lines.

She blinked against it, turning her head slightly.

The apartment was empty.

Tristan gone.

Already.

Carmen pushed herself up slowly, her body fogged with too little sleep.

A note sat on the counter.

She stared at it for a second before getting up to grab it.

Carmen,

Sorry if I was loud this morning.

Hope you slept.

See you later tonight.

Have a good day.

—T

She read it once.

Then again, slower.

Her expression didn’t change.

She set it back down where she found it.

The room was quiet.

Still.

Carmen stood there a moment longer—

then turned away, already moving on.

Dressed without thinking—black jeans, a worn tank, riding jacket pulled on last. Hair tied back loose, pale and dark strands framing her face. Gym bag slung over her shoulder. Helmet tucked under her arm.

In the kitchen, she grabbed a granola bar from the counter, tearing it open with her teeth as she moved. Took a bite.

Chewed.

Didn’t want it.

She threw the rest in the trash, already turning away.

Her phone lit in her hand as she stepped outside. Thumb swiped, accepting the first order that popped up.

Routine.

Movement.

Then the notifications slid in.

That Bitch:

Carmen, how’s the new medication going?

I need you to come sort through your things, there’s way too much of your stuff here.

Could you get a storage unit?

Carmen stared at the screen for a second.

Scoffed.

A short, humorless sound.

She locked the phone and shoved it back into her pocket without replying.

First deliveries.

Then the gym.

That was the plan.

Out there, she could move through people without ever touching them. Talk just enough. Smile when needed. Nothing sticking.

Quiet.

Anonymous.

Carmen swung onto her bike, settling into it like it belonged to her more than anything else did. Helmet on. Engine turning over beneath her, low and steady.

Back in control.

She pulled out into the street, tension easing as the engine thrummed through her bones.
 

***

By the time she got to the gym, the day had already settled into her.

Deliveries done. The road still humming faintly in her body.

Carmen pushed through the doors, cool air hitting her skin—rubber, cleaner, sweat worked into the space. Same as always.

She changed quickly. Black shorts. Loose sleeveless shirt. Black shoes laced tight. No mirror check.

She started with sprints.

Short bursts, fast and controlled, cutting the treadmill before it could slow her down. Again.

Again.

Her breathing stayed even. It always did.

After, she moved to the floor, settling into abs. Slow, deliberate movements. Tight control. No wasted energy.

She liked this part. No one needed anything from her here.

She felt it before she looked.

A girl across the room, watching.

Carmen didn’t turn right away, but caught her in the mirror. Pretty. Soft in the way she liked. Trying a little too hard not to look.

Carmen let it sit for a second.

Then glanced over, brief.

Enough.

The girl looked away too fast.

Carmen almost smiled.

She went back to her set. Didn’t move toward her. Didn’t need to. She could if she wanted.

The shift came sudden.

Not a sound. Not a voice.

A feeling she was being watched.

Carmen stilled at the top of a movement, then lowered slowly, controlled. She didn’t look. Didn’t want to.

Lydia.

Long dark hair. Cat-eye glasses. That sharp, cut look that made people assume she was harder than she was.

Carmen had learned better.

She stood, wiping her hands on her shorts like nothing had changed. Grabbed her water.

Left.

No hesitation. No glance back. Already gone before Lydia could place her.

In the locker room, she moved quickly. Boots tightened. Bag over her shoulder. Helmet in hand.

Then out.

The parking lot was bright, late afternoon light bouncing off windshields, heat rising off the pavement.

Carmen moved straight for her bike.

She almost made it.

“Carmen.”

She stopped and turned.

Lydia stood a few feet away, breath uneven—not from exertion. From something else.

“You really just walked outta the gym?” she said, voice already edged. “Like I wouldn’t notice?”

Carmen didn’t answer right away.

“I was working out,” she said finally, calm.

“That’s not what that was.”

Carmen shrugged, one shoulder. “It’s not a big deal.”

Lydia let out a sharp laugh. “Not a big deal? You disappeared. Again.”

Carmen shifted her helmet in her hand, eyes flicking briefly past Lydia. Two people near the entrance, pretending not to watch.

Of course they were.

She lowered her voice slightly. “Don’t do this here.”

“Oh, now you care?” Lydia stepped closer. “You didn’t care when you were—what, just seeing whoever you want?”

Carmen’s expression didn’t change. “That’s what we agreed on.”

“No,” Lydia snapped. “That’s what you wanted.”

Carmen met her eyes. “Yeah. It is.”

That landed.

Lydia’s mouth tightened. “I asked you for one thing. Just don’t sleep with other people while we were dating.”

Carmen shook her head, small. “I told you I wasn’t doing that. And we weren’t dating.”

“What! No, you did not. You said you weren’t seeing anyone.”

Carmen exhaled softly. There it was.

She adjusted her grip on the helmet. “That was true. At the time.”

“You didn’t even try.”

Carmen didn’t respond to that. Didn’t argue. Didn’t defend.

She waited.

People were definitely watching now. Carmen felt it. Counted it. Measured how long this could go before it became something else.

“I’m not doing this again,” she said, quiet, steady.

“You can’t just ghost me like this,” Lydia said. “Not after everything...”

Carmen turned away from her. Slow and controlled.

Lydia didn’t follow this time.

“Of course you’re leaving,” she called after her.

Carmen didn’t turn.

“Do I really mean nothing to you?”

She reached her bike, swung a leg over, helmet already coming up.

“CARMEN?”

Movement.

Exit.

By the time the engine turned over, the moment had already started to fade.

Another thing she’d stepped out of—

before it could become anything she had to stay for.

***

Carmen stepped out of the restaurant with the bag warm in her hand, the smell of rice and soy clinging faintly to the paper. The street had settled into that in-between hour—lights coming on, sky not fully dark yet, people moving with a little more purpose.

She adjusted her grip on the bag, already angling toward her bike—

—and stopped.

Across the sidewalk, past the spill of light from the windows, Hailey moved through the crowd with two other girls, their voices overlapping, laughter easy and uncontained. One of them bumped her shoulder lightly, saying something that made Hailey laugh again, head tipping back, relaxed in a way that made it clear—this was her in real life. Friends. Moving right past.

Carmen watched for a second.

Then she stepped back, out of the light, pulled her hood up, and waited.

A few seconds.

Long enough for them to pass.

She moved, cutting through the space they’d just been, not rushing, not hesitating, the bag steady in her hand, her focus already narrowing back to the task. Her bike sat where she’d left it, angled between two others.

“Carmen!”

The name slipped through the noise behind her—thin, half-lost in traffic and voices.

She didn’t turn.

By the time it might have been hers—

it wasn’t anymore.

She secured the bag in place, slid on, and started the engine. The vibration settled into her hands, familiar, grounding. She pulled out into the street, taking the route without thinking.

This city is way too small.

I need to get out of here.

A block down, the storefronts thinned, the light harsher where it remained. A convenience store sat on the corner ahead, fluorescent and flat against the dimming sky.

Something lay just beyond it.

Black. Shapeless at first glance. Tucked near the side of the building like it didn’t belong to anything.

Carmen’s eyes flicked to it as she passed—

dread cut through her chest.

Then forward again.

The dream rose up, uninvited.

Can’t it just be a dream for once?

She didn’t slow.

The engine carried her on, the road opening up in front of her. The delivery address sat a few streets ahead. Easy. Close.

Normal.

But the image stayed.

Too still.

Too wrong.

Her jaw worked around it.

Gray sky.

Cold air.

The memory came up all at once, settling in as she rode.

A chain-link fence, bent where people slipped through. The metal catching on fabric if you weren’t careful. Beyond it, the ground uneven, packed down into something between dirt and mud. Dirty tents pulled low, tarps tied off wherever they could hold. The tracks running past it, quiet in that moment, stretching out into distance.

And a body.

Out in the open.

Just… there.

Eyes open, fixed above on nothing.

Carmen had stood at the edge of it, backpack heavy on her shoulders, watching the way the others moved around him without stopping. Like it was normal. Just another overdose. Like he had already been sorted into something else.

She hadn’t moved then.

Had told herself the same thing—

someone else would handle it.

The bike slowed as she approached the drop-off, the memory slipping back but not leaving. She pulled up to the house, cut the engine, and grabbed the bag, moving on auto-pilot now.

Up the walkway. Onto the porch.

She set the food down neatly by the door, adjusted it once so it sat flat, then pulled out her phone and snapped the photo. Delivered.

The door opened before she’d fully stepped back.

“Thank you,” the person said, already reaching for the bag.

Carmen nodded once, a small motion. “Yeah, no problem.”

She turned away, already moving back toward the bike.

Another one.

Done.

She swung her leg over, helmet in hand—but didn’t put it on yet.

Paused.

Her gaze drifted back the way she’d come.

The store sat just out of sight from here.

She could leave.

Nothing had changed.

Someone else would call.

Her fingers flexed the around the helmet.

She exhaled through her nose, short, sharp.

Slipped the it on.

Started the engine.

If they’re still there…

She took a deep breath.

Then I’ll stop.

She turned the bike around.

The ride back felt shorter.

Menacing.

Like the decision had already been made somewhere ahead of her.

The store came back into view, fluorescent light still buzzing, the corner unchanged.

And the shape—

still there.

Carmen pulled over again, slower this time, killing the engine.

For a second, she sat there.

Watching.

Like it might resolve itself if she gave it long enough.

It didn’t.

“Fuck,” she muttered under her breath, already swinging off the bike. “Okay.”

Don’t be a good person. Be a coward.

You fucking idiot.

The thought came.

Too late.

She stepped closer.

The bag wasn’t trash.

And it wasn’t a bag at all actually. Black clothing.

She crouched, the sound of the street dulling at the edges as her focus narrowed. Her hand hovered for a second, then pressed lightly at the shoulder through the fabric.

“Hey,” she said, low, steady. “Hey—can you hear me?”

Nothing.

She pulled the hood back enough to see—

a face.

Pale. Slack.

Too still. Eyes shut. Almost peaceful.

Her pulse kicked once, hard, then leveled out.

She was already reaching for her phone.

“Yeah,” she said when the line picked up, voice even, controlled. “I need an ambulance. There’s a person down outside a convenience store—corner of—” she glanced up at the street sign, grounding herself in it, “—yeah. They’re not responding. I don’t know how to do that. No—I cannot.”

A pause.

She listened, eyes still on the body, scanning without thinking, the way she always did.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just got here. No. I’m not staying.”

She ended the call, lowering the phone.

For a second, she didn’t move.

Then she stepped back, turning away from the light, and crossed to her bike. The engine came on beneath her, low and steady, and she pulled out, not fast, only enough to put distance between herself and the storefront. Half a block down, she slowed, then turned again, easing into a darker stretch of curb and cutting the engine.

She stayed there.

Waiting.

The street moved around her—cars passing, voices carrying faintly, the convenience store just out of direct view now but still present, fixed somewhere behind her.

Minutes stretched.

Then—

sirens.

Faint at first. Then closer.

Red lights cut across the buildings, followed by blue, flashing sharp against the dim street as the first truck pulled in. Another behind it. Then the ambulance, clean and white under the lights.

Carmen watched for a moment, helmet on with the visor up, hands resting loose on the grips.

Long enough to see them move.

Long enough to know it had been handled.

Then she looked down, pulling her phone from her pocket. The screen lit her face in a soft glow—notifications stacked, the next delivery already waiting.

She exhaled once.

One more, lowering her visor.

Then back to that apartment.

She started the engine again, the sound filling the quiet space, and pulled back into the street.


Chapter Three

By the time Carmen got back, the apartment felt the same as always—quiet in that worn-in way, sound carrying just enough from the other room to remind her she wasn’t alone.

Tristan was on the couch, controller in hand, something flashing across the TV in quick, bright movements. He glanced over when she came in, only for a second.

“Hey.”

“… hey.”

Carmen dropped her keys into the bowl, shrugging off her jacket, her body settling into the space without ever really arriving in it. She stood there a second in her black jeans and tank top, shoulders still carrying the outside with her, already dreading this interaction.

“How was your day?” Carmen asked, kicking her boots off, trying not to sound irritated. She always tried.

“Same old, same old,” he said, pressing pause. “You?”

Carmen shrugged. “Same.”

She crossed into the kitchen, socked feet quiet against the floor, grabbing a glass and filling it from the tap. The water ran cold over her fingers as she drank, head tipped back, finishing it in one go.

She could feel him watching.

From the couch—long frame folded forward slightly, controller loose in his hand—Tristan smoothed a hand through his dark curls, then tugged his shirt straight across his chest, like he hadn’t already been sitting there. The fabric—a dark tie-dye, soft and worn—shifted under his fingers. Joggers low on his hips. Casual. Comfortable.

Trying.

She looked away before it could mean anything for him.

Set the glass down.

Came back through.

“Hey, ya hear about that body they found?” he asked, setting the controller aside, his attention turning fully to her now.

Carmen slowed, just slightly. “Body? No. Where?”

“Yeah, it’s all over the news,” he said. “Uh, down by the docks, outside 7-Eleven.” He rubbed the back of his neck, gaze flicking over her. “I was… worried about you.”

Her mouth tightened, barely there.

She let it pass.

“What did they say he died from?”

Tristan leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees, hands hanging loose between them. “I guess suicide. Slit his wrists. But I don’t know… I don’t think so.” He shook his head, a crease forming between his brows. “That’s like the fifth body they’ve found. What the fuck is going on around here?”

Carmen shook her head.

“That doesn’t make sense,” she said after a moment. “Why would someone kill themselves out in public like that?”

“Right? I know it.”

The man’s face surfaced again, uninvited. Pale. Slack. Still.

She turned her head, gaze drifting past him, unfocused.

The room settled into a low hum—the paused game frozen mid-frame, the faint buzz of the TV casting soft light across the walls, catching in the green of Tristan’s eyes as he looked over at her.

A small smile found its way on his face. Carmen’s stomach curled.

So hopeful.

He licked his lips, like he might say something else, like he was waiting for an opening that never really came.

Carmen met it for a second—flat, unreadable—then looked away, swallowing once. Her jaw clenched.

“Oh—your mom reached out,” he said, like nothing had passed. “Said she wants you to come pick some stuff up. Said there’s still a lot of your things over there.”

Carmen’s expression didn’t change.

“Yup,” she said.

Final.

He glanced at her again, the smile fading into something quieter, uncertain.

Like he might try again.

Didn’t.

She moved past him, already heading for the bedroom.

“Make sure to take your medication, Carmen,” he said.

“I already did.”

The door clicked shut behind her, soft but absolute.

Carmen crossed to the bottom two drawers of the dresser, the ones that held the clothes she’d accumulated here. Pulled out a long T-shirt, stripped down, and tugged it on.

She sat on the edge of the bed for a second, then leaned back, pulling her phone out. The screen lit her face in the dim room—messages stacking, names she half-registered, conversations that stayed easy because they didn’t mean anything.

Her fingers moved automatically.

A question here. A tease there.

A photo came through—mirror shot, soft lighting, a woman angled enough to make the invitation obvious. Then below it a message:

Will Mommy punish me when I’m a bad, slutty girl?

Carmen’s mouth curved, thumbs already moving to reply.

Yes, she typed. Mommy will tie you up how you like and give you what you really need.

You can be as slutty as you want, sweetheart. I won’t judge.

The reply came almost instantly.

Fuck that’s hot. I need it so, so bad.

Carmen typed and hit send.

I know you do, baby.

Carmen swiped to a different message, the smirk still there as she skimmed it, then closed out of the app.

It was all fun. Predictable.

She locked her phone and let it fall beside her on the bed.

For a moment, she sat there.

Then reached into her pocket.

The wallet came out easy, softened red leather. She flipped it open without looking, fingers already finding it where it always was.

The paper was fragile now.

Creased.

Edges rounded from years of being handled too often, then not at all, then again.

She slid it free, careful.

The room was dim, so she tilted her phone, letting the camera light flick on, a small, steady glow filling the space.

The drawing came into view.

Familiar. All too familiar.
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A woman by the water. Jacket worn in. Hair pulled back loose.

Lines she could trace without looking—the curve of her jaw, the steady set of her eyes.

Something hard in her. Unyielding. Defiant.

And beneath it—

something deeper. Quiet. Understanding.

Carmen stared at it, still.

“You’re never real… are you?” she murmured, more breath than voice.

Her thumb brushed lightly over the paper, following the edge where it had worn thin.

She’d carried it through everything.

Through leaving.

Through nights that didn’t settle. The ones she could remember anyways.

Through people who never quite stayed.

The image didn’t change.

Didn’t fade.

It waited.

A voice curled at the back of her mind. Dark and intrusive.

But also soft. Familiar in the way things became when they stayed long enough.

He’s coming.

Put it away.

Carmen stilled.

The words didn’t startle her.

They rarely did anymore. The medication kept them quieter now—only slipping through at night, and not every night.

Her gaze darted once toward the door.

Then back to the drawing.

A second longer. Just to feel… something for once. Something other than anger or numbness.

Then she exhaled, slow, and folded it carefully, sliding it back into place.

The light clicked off.

The room dropped into shadow.

She lay down, turning onto her side, back to the door, pulling the blanket up enough to look like sleep.

A few seconds passed.

Then—

the handle turned.

Quietly.

Tristan stepped in, careful in the way he always was at night, like the space might break if he moved too quickly. He paused just inside, watching her for a second.

Carmen didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe differently.

He crossed the room quietly, the bed dipping slightly as he sat, then shifted, pulling back his side of the covers before sliding in.

He didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t try to.

He lay on his back for a moment, staring up at the ceiling, then turned onto his side—facing away from her.

A space remained between them.

It always did.

Tristan exhaled, settling into the mattress.

After a while, his breathing evened out.

Carmen stayed still a little longer.

Eyes open in the dark.

Awake now.

***

Carmen took the stairs at an unhurried pace, the sound of her boots dulled by the narrow walls of the building. The air held a faint sweetness—something overcooked, lingering too long in the hallway.

She knocked—three steady taps, gloved knuckles against the door—then stepped back half a pace, helmet tucked beneath her arm, the low echo of her engine settling behind her like a ghost.

The door opened right away.

Kaci stood there as if she had been waiting for the exact moment.

Her hair fell in soft red waves, half gathered into loose pigtails that made her look younger than she was, or perhaps simply more open. The rest spilled over her shoulders, catching the light. Wide eyes. Lips pressed together, uncertain, as though she had not yet decided how to begin.

She wore something soft—baby blue, oversized, slipping from one shoulder in a way that was not accidental. Bare legs. Comfort arranged with intention.

She had been thinking about this.

Her eyes widened when she saw Carmen.

“Hi,” she said, a little too quickly.

“Hey, Kaci.”

Carmen took her in with a single, unhurried look.

The tension in her shoulders.

The way she held herself slightly inward.

Already waiting to be read.

Then she stepped past her with a smile.

Easy. Familiar.

As though she had been there many times before. Because she had.

Helmet set down. Jacket removed and hung without thought. Each movement measured, unforced, carrying its own quiet authority.

When she turned back, Kaci stood near the door after closing it.

Still waiting.

Carmen’s hair, dark and wind-touched from the ride, settled loosely at her shoulders, the pale streak at her temple catching what little light there was.

Kaci’s breathing broke for a second.

“You look so fucking good,” she murmured. “God, you’re attractive.”

Carmen’s mouth curved, all quiet confidence.

“Careful,” she said, stepping closer, her voice low, almost teasing. “You’re gonna make my head big.”

She stepped in close, enough that she had to tilt her chin up, lifting her hand to smooth a loose strand of hair back from Kaci’s face.

Then her hand found Kaci’s arm—light, steady—moving lower, fingers threading with hers, warm and certain, offering contact before asking anything of it.

Her mouth gave into something smaller, more vulnerable.

Carmen noticed.

She always noticed.

“Sweetheart,” she said, her voice shifting—not louder, not sharper, but quieter in a way that carried more weight. “Are you doing okay?”

Kaci nodded quickly, her voice breaking slightly.

“Yes, Mommy.”

But the answer came too fast, and the hesitation followed it, visible in the way her lip caught between her teeth.

Carmen tilted her head, studying her—not unkindly, but without illusion.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, softer now. “Talk to me, baby.”

Kaci hesitated.

It was brief.

But it was enough.

Carmen felt it in the small tensing of her hand, the flicker across her face, the moment where she decided whether she was allowed to be honest.

Then she chose.

Kaci tugged her gently, already turning, leading her down the short hallway toward the bedroom.

Carmen let herself be led.

Not because she needed to be—

but because she understood the shape of it.

And knew exactly how it would unfold from here.

The bed dipped beneath them, familiar and easy, as though it had learned this weight and would take it again without question.

Kaci’s legs came up around Carmen’s hips, drawing her close with a sort of urgency that needed no explanation. She wanted the weight of her, the steadiness of it—the sense that something had settled where it was meant to.

Carmen leaned into it.

She kissed her slowly at first, allowing the moment to gather of its own accord. Her hand moved along Kaci’s side, tracing the line of her waist before coming to rest at her hip, grip firm.

Kaci’s breath broke softly against her mouth.

And then—

she pulled back.

“I got in trouble at work,” Kaci said, her eyes already beginning to fill.

Carmen paused only long enough to understand the shift, then moved with quiet ease, turning them slightly and drawing Kaci in beside her. One arm wrapped around her, her hand settling into a slow, steady rhythm along her back, as though the motion itself might ease what words could not.

“Oh no,” she murmured, her voice softening just a touch. “What happened, sweetie?”

Kaci wiped her eyes, but didn’t pull away, folding into her instead.

“I didn’t mean to, but I sent some paperwork to the wrong printer. I printed fifty pages to a room where a meeting was happening.”

Carmen brushed a thumb over her cheek.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she said, the words warm. “You made a mistake. That’s all. Mistakes happen.”

“No, they were pissed.” Kaci pressed closer, her voice catching. “The manager came in and dropped the papers on my desk. He threw them down and—and—”

Carmen’s hand moved through Kaci’s hair, slow and steady.

Kaci nuzzled into her chest, settling there.

“Did he seem upset?” Carmen asked calmly, as if the question itself might help.

“Yes, but also… he’s always like that,” Kaci said, her words muffled now.

Carmen hummed, considering.

“You know what I think?”

Kaci tipped her head up slightly. “What?”

Carmen’s mouth curved.

“I think you should tell him to fuck off next time,” she murmured. “That’s what I’d do if I were you.”

Kaci let out a small, surprised laugh, and Carmen felt the shift in her—the tension loosening.

“I want to, but like—”

“Shh.”

Her hand slid to the back of Kaci’s neck, gentle but deliberate, guiding her to quiet the rest.

“I know what’ll make it better.”

Kaci looked at her, eyes soft, still shining with tears.

“Mommy… everything’s so scary.”

Carmen drew her in closer, the space between them disappearing again as if it had never been there.

“I know,” she said quietly. “It can feel like that. It can.”

Her thumb brushed along Kaci’s cheek, catching the last of the tears before they could fall.

“But you’re Mommy’s brave girl, aren’t you?”

Kaci nodded, subtle but there.

“Yes.”

“That’s right,” Carmen murmured, her voice lowering, barely above a whisper. “You’re so brave for me.”

Kaci leaned into her touch.

“And this isn’t scary,” Carmen continued, smoothing her hair back, her hand moving with steady assurance. “You’re safe here with Mommy.”

Kaci let out a soft sound on an exhale, eager now.

“Mommy makes everything better.”

Carmen smiled, dark and knowing.

“She tries,” she said softly. “And you let her.”

Kaci nodded again, her movements small, unsure.

Carmen shifted, propping herself up on an elbow to take her in fully—her eyes drifting down to the soft swell of Kaci's breasts against the thin fabric of her shirt. She reached over, fingers finding the hem, pulling it up slow and teasing, just above her breasts.

Kaci bit her lip, watching her hand.

“Look at you,” Carmen murmured, her voice low, amused. “Such big titties for such a little girl.”

Kaci's eyes widened slightly.

“Does Mommy like them?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Oh yes,” Carmen said, leaning down to press a kiss against the exposed skin above Kaci's bra. “Mommy loves them. Always.”

She guided Kaci to sit up enough for her to unhook the bra and slide it away. The cool air made Kaci shiver, her pink nipples tightening almost at once.

Carmen's mouth found hers again, slow, unhurried, before pulling back.

“Lay back, little one.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Kaci settled against the pillows, her breasts shifting with the movement.

Carmen leaned over her, hands cupping their weight, thumbs brushing over the nipples until they hardened into peaks. She gave one a light slap, enough to make Kaci gasp, then did the same to the other. Kaci moaned softly, arching her back, and Carmen's hand trailed down, pressing between her legs through the thin fabric of her shorts.

Then Carmen pulled off her own shirt, then her bra, letting both fall away without ceremony. Kaci watched, her lips slightly parted, her gaze fixed on the curve of Carmen's breasts.

“I want Mommy,” she whispered, her voice urgent.

Carmen shifted forward, guiding herself closer, positioning her breast just above Kaci's mouth.

“Here, sweetie,” she murmured.

Kaci's lips closed around her nipple at once, sucking hungrily, her hands coming up to squeeze Carmen's breasts with each pull. Carmen let out breathy moan, her free hand sliding down, fingers finding Kaci's clit, rubbing slow circles through the damp fabric of her shorts before slipping beneath it. Kaci circled her hips against Carmen’s hand and moaned as she pushed inside.

“Mommy,” Kaci breathed against her breast. “I want another finger.”

Carmen shook her head slightly, her movements never ceasing. “Not yet, sweetheart. You're not ready.”

“Please,” Kaci pulled back enough to look at her, eyes wide. “I want to try. With Mommy's help.”

Carmen studied her face, noting the flush on her cheeks, the slight tremor in her lower lip. She slowed her movements, considering.

“Okay,” she murmured. “We'll try. But I don't want you to be mad at yourself again if you can’t take it.”

Kaci shook her head, hair brushing against the pillow, her movements quick and certain now, the earlier hesitation gone.

“I won't,” she promised, her voice small but clear. “I won't, Mommy.”

Carmen watched her—watched the way her eyes fixed on hers, earnest and seeking.

“Good,” Carmen murmured, her fingers tracing along Kaci's jaw, then lower, pressing gently against her throat. “That's Mommy's good girl.”

Kaci swallowed, nodding again.

“Mommy knows best,” Kaci whispered.

Carmen's thumb brushed her pulse point once more.

“Always,” she agreed, her voice dropping. “Now lay still for me.”

She eased a second finger in alongside the first, the stretch making Kaci gasp, her back arching off the bed. Carmen shifted, adjusting Kaci's legs, lifting them until they were bent in the air. This was how she'd fuck her properly.

Kaci's fingers bunched in the sheets, twisting them as her hips moved in time with Carmen's strokes. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, nipples tightened to points. Carmen watched her, face intent, focused on the way Kaci's body responded to her.

The heat built low in Carmen's belly, a slow burn that spread outward. Her own hips began to move, a subtle grinding against nothing. Then it hit her, a wave of pleasure that made her breath catch, her fingers still buried deep inside Kaci. She kept moving, riding out her own orgasm while pushing Kaci toward hers.

Kaci's moans grew higher, more desperate. Her body tightened around Carmen's fingers. Then a sharp cry as she came, trembling, her inner muscles pulsing as the pleasure washed over her.

Carmen shifted, drawing Kaci into her arms as she leaned forward. Kaci's mouth found her breast at once, latching on with a soft, needy sound as she rocked her hips against Carmen's fingers, still buried inside her.

“Will you let Mommy take care of you?” Carmen murmured against her hair.

A slight tilt of Kaci’s chin, face flushed, her movements becoming more sleepy.

Carmen pressed a kiss to the crown of her head, then began to lower herself, trailing kisses down Kaci's body—stomach, hips—until her mouth found Kaci's pussy.

Kaci cried out, her fingers tangling in Carmen's hair as Carmen's tongue moved against her, slow at first, then faster. Her hips bounced against Carmen's face, desperate and determined.

Carmen held her steady, hands gripping her thighs, her mouth working until Kaci's body tensed, another sharp cry tearing from her throat as she came again, trembling against her. The pressure built again, deeper this time, and Carmen felt herself tense, then let go with a soft moan against Kaci's skin. The sound vibrated through her, and Kaci whimpered, her thighs tightening around Carmen's head. Her hips bucked once, twice, then settled as the last tremors passed through her, leaving her breathing hard against the pillows.

Carmen shifted up beside her, wondering what she’d have for dinner after this. For now, though, she’d play a little longer.

They lay there in the quiet, breathing in sync, the heat between them still unsettled. Kaci's hand drifted across Carmen's stomach, careful at first, then more certain as it traced the curve of her hip, fingers trailing along the edge of her underwear. Carmen turned her head, catching Kaci's gaze in the dim light.

“It's okay,” Carmen murmured, her voice low, intimate. She reached down, covering Kaci's hand with her own, guiding it beneath the fabric of her boxers. “Like this.”

Carmen's breath hitched as Kaci's fingers found her clit, circling slowly, unsure. She could feel the urge building in her—the impulse to take over, to touch herself just how she liked it, to find that quick release she knew so well. Instead, she stayed her hand, letting Kaci explore.

“You're doing so good, baby,” Carmen said, her voice soft despite the tightening in her belly. “A little slower. Mmm, right there.”

Kaci's movements became more confident, her fingers finding a rhythm that made Carmen's hips shift, a low moan escaping her lips. She watched Kaci's face—the concentration there, the flush that still hadn't faded from her cheeks. Again, Carmen resisted the urge to speed things up, to chase her own pleasure. Instead, she let Kaci set the pace, her fingers working slowly, deliberately.

“Good girl,” Carmen breathed, her body tensing slightly. “That's it. Don't stop.”

“Mmmm.”

Kaci watched carmen's face, her fingers pressing more firmly now, and Carmen felt the wave beginning to crest. She arched against Kaci's hand, her own fingers digging into Kaci's shoulder.

“Right there,” Carmen gasped. “Oh, right there, baby. Don't stop—”

Kaci shifted, propping herself up slightly. Her voice low as she leaned in close to Carmen’s ear, her hand still moving between her legs.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “I love it when you let me touch you,”

Carmen’s jaw tightened.

It wasn’t the words. Not at first.

It was her voice—stripped of the role, the tilt she usually carried. Just Kaci, plain and unguarded.

Then the words settled in.

Too close. Too real.

Carmen looked away, out the window.

Before she could respond, Kaci moved down, her mouth finding Carmen's nipple again, suction stronger than before.

The thought loosened, slipping away as Carmen let herself settle back into the moment.

Her hand rose almost absently, gathering Kaci’s hair—then tightening, a small, sure tug that brought everything back where it belonged.

Kaci moaned against her breast, the sound vibrating through Carmen's skin as her fingers pressed deeper inside, before sliding out to circle her clit. Carmen let her legs fall open, giving Kaci room as she watched her hand move between them. The sight made her own hips shift—a slow, unconscious roll. Her fingers tightened in Kaci's hair, not pulling, just holding, massaging gently at her scalp as Kaci's fingers found their rhythm.

Carmen's free hand rose, cupping her own breast, thumb brushing over the nipple before she leaned in, taking it into her mouth.

Kaci's sucking grew more urgent on the other just as Carmen's orgasm built—tight, hot, then released in a sharp wave that left her breathless, her body trembling beneath Kaci's touch.

She lay back against the pillows, her chest rising and falling rapidly, Kaci's hand still resting against her.

Kaci's lips found Carmen's cheek, trailing down her neck in a series of soft, lingering kisses. For a moment, Carmen allowed it, her body still humming with the aftermath. Then she brought a hand up to Kaci's jaw, guiding her back for a kiss on the lips, her movements unrushed and controlled.

She gently pulled Kaci's hand away from where it rested against her, their fingers intertwined for a brief moment before Carmen released them. The kiss deepened, mouths parting, tongues circling, the rhythm of it familiar and easy. Two minutes passed like that, the room filled with the sounds of their breathing, the rustle of sheets.

Then Carmen shifted, pulling back slightly. Kaci read the movement without question, settling back against the pillows as Carmen pushed herself up.

“Can you stay for a little bit?” Kaci asked, her voice quieter now, the earlier heat replaced by something more vulnerable.

“I want to,” Carmen said, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. “But I can't. I have to—” She paused, glancing back toward the window, already measuring the light outside. “Deliveries.”

“I know, Mama. I know.” Kaci's lips curved into a pout. “Always working hard.”

They kissed once more—quick this time, a seal on what had already happened—before Carmen stood, reaching for her clothes. Ready to just get out.

She dressed with easy efficiency, each piece found and put on without hesitation. Kaci watched from the bed, her gaze tracing the lines of Carmen's body as it disappeared beneath fabric.

Carmen stepped into the other room and gathered her things—helmet, jacket, keys—each item checked and accounted for with the methodical calm of someone who had done this a hundred times before.

Kaci pushed herself up from the bed, pulling a soft robe around herself as Carmen made her way toward the bathroom. The sound of running water filled the small space and left briefly before Carmen emerged, wiping her hands on her jeans. Kaci followed her as she moved toward the door, the quiet of the apartment settling around them.

Before leaving, Carmen turned, pulling Kaci into a hug—quick, but not rushed. She held her for a moment, her hand resting at the Kaci's waist.

“Maybe start looking for a new job,” she murmured, her voice low. “One where you're not treated like shit.”

Kaci nodded against her shoulder.

“I am,” she said, pulling back enough to look at her. “I'd like to work from home anyways.”

They pulled apart.

Carmen tilted her head, her expression unreadable. “That’s good.”

Kaci reached up, her fingers smoothing a stray strand of Carmen's hair. “It was a little tangled. Here.”

“Thanks,” Carmen said, running her own hands her hair, checking it briefly in a nearby mirror. “I'll see you later?”

Kaci shrugged, eyes a little reflective and sad.

“I hope so.”

They kissed one last time—soft, lingering—before Carmen turned, opening the door and stepping out without a backward glance. The click of the latch followed her down the hall, leaving Kaci alone in the quiet of her apartment.

***

The field sat beyond the edge of everything, where the city thinned into something quieter, less certain of itself.

Carmen killed the engine and let the silence settle in around her, the last vibration of it fading from her hands as the wind moved through the dry grass. For a moment she didn’t move, sitting there with her hands still on the grips, as if the world might continue without asking anything more of her.

Kaci’s voice lingered longer than it should have. The way she said it—Mommy—soft, wanting something that reached past the moment and into something else.

Carmen exhaled through her nose, slow this time.

Not sharp. Tired.

She swung off the bike, helmet hanging loose in her hand, boots sinking into the uneven ground as she stepped out into the field. Juniper bushes spread low and stubborn across the earth, their scent faint but familiar when the wind shifted. Overhead, the long lines stretched across the sky, humming faintly, a sound so constant it became part of the air itself.

Same as always.

That was why she came here.

Nothing here asked anything from her.

She walked a little further in, far enough that the road dropped out of sight, until it felt like she had stepped out of one world without quite entering another.

You did it again.

The thought came without force.

Narrating what she did, as usual.

Her gaze drifted over the field, following the slow circle of a hawk overhead, its shadow passing over the grass and gone again before it could settle.

They always want more.

A pause.

You make them want more. It’s kind of on you, Carmen.

Her jaw locked, though the rest of her stayed still.

It didn’t matter.

It never did.

It always ended the same way—shifting, asking, reaching for her in a way she couldn’t return.

And her—

stepping out.

Before it could mean anything.

Her hand slipped into her pocket, fingers brushing the worn edge of her wallet, not pulling it free yet, resting there like it had always been.

“I slept outside for years,” she said quietly, the words barely carrying.

It felt distant. Like something told to her rather than lived.

You were fine then.

Cold. Moving. Unheld.

No one asking anything. No one expecting anything back. No phone. No internet. No reminders.

Maybe this was how she found her way back to something. Because this wasn’t working.

Her mouth pulled faintly at that.

Could go back.

The thought lingered longer than it should have.

Leave. Disappear. Let it all fall away.

She stared out across the field, where the grass bent in long, slow waves beneath the wind.

Except you won’t.

Not because she couldn’t.

Because—

Tristan.

Patient. Careful. Always there.

Trying in ways she didn’t know how to meet.

Her jaw tightened again, sharper this time.

He doesn’t deserve that.

A beat passed, quieter.

Then tell him.

The thought came clean, almost reasonable.

You’re gay. Stay. Be normal about it.

Roommates. Something simple. Something explainable.

She shook her head once, quick, like she could cut it off before it settled.

No.

That would be worse.

Pinned in place. Named. Understood in a way that wasn’t right.

Her breath left her in something close to a laugh, though there was no humor in it.

No one would get it anyway.

They’d look at her. Look at him.

Decide.

Not real. Not serious. Not—

who she says she is.

She exhaled, the thought dissolving before it finished.

Her hand moved then, pulling the wallet free, opening it without looking.

The drawing was already in her fingers.

There.

Always there.

She looked at it, the world around her quieting further, like something narrowing without her meaning it to.

A woman by the water.

Jacket worn in. Hair pulled back loose.

That same expression.

Hard. Unyielding.

And beneath it—

something deeper. Something that did not move, even when everything else did.

Carmen looked away for a second.

Then back again.

“You’re not real,” she said, quietly, as if the words might settle something.

They didn’t.

Her thumb traced the edge of the paper, worn soft from years of being handled, of being kept.

She flicked the lighter.

Held it to the corner.

The flame took slowly, curling the edge inward, darkening it, the paper giving way in small, careful increments.

For a moment she let it burn.

Watched it change.

Then—

“NO.”

Too quick.

She pinched it out between her fingers, the heat sharp and brief, the ember dying into a thin thread of smoke that rose and vanished almost immediately into the open air.

The corner blackened.

Ruined, but still there.

Carmen stared at it, something tightening low and quiet in her chest.

“FERK. Well, jeez.”

She slipped it back into her wallet, more carefully than she meant to, as if that might undo something.

“Maybe my made-up soulmate will forgive me. HA HA.”

Her hand lingered there a second longer before falling away.

The field returned around her.

Open. Indifferent.

Waiting, but not for her.

She looked down at the small bundle in her other hand—dried juniper, tied off roughly, something she had made without knowing exactly why and kept in her pocket.

Close enough.

She lit it.

Smoke rose slow and pale, curling into the air, carrying that sharp, earthy scent with it, something older than the city, older than anything she could name.

She didn’t close her eyes.

Didn’t bow her head.

Just stood there, letting it move past her.

“If…” she started, the word catching slightly.

She exhaled.

Tried again.

“If there’s something…”

Her voice stayed low, uneven now in a way she didn’t bother correcting.

“If I’m supposed to go somewhere. Do something.”

A pause, the wind shifting, carrying the smoke sideways.

“Make it obvious. Stop with games… please? I said ob-vi-ious.”

The words hung there for a moment, then thinned, like everything else.

Nothing answered.

Nothing new, anyway.

It’s mental illness.

Carmen let out a breath that almost became a laugh, though it didn’t quite make it. Still, the feeling remained—something large, approaching, just out of sight.

Her intuition didn’t call it fear.

Her mind did.

It always did.

“My death is coming for me.”

The words left her quietly, like something already decided.

Above her, the hawk circled again, unchanged, untouched by any of it.

She watched it for a moment.

Then let her gaze fall.

Your death is coming for you.

And mine, for me.

The voice came softer. Closer.

Not hers. It felt impersonal somehow—like many voices speaking through a single moment.

The smoke had already thinned into nothing.

The field remained.

Open. Unmoved.

Carmen stood there a little longer, the wind passing through her like it passed through everything else.

My death is coming for me.

The thought settled differently this time.

Quieter.

Heavier.

Alone.

Then she turned back toward her bike.

Answers—

or something like them.

But no clarity.

Just movement.

And faint whispers carried away on wind.


Chapter Four

The breeze off the harbor was colder than it looked.

It carried salt and something metallic, threading through Carmen’s clothes as she rode, settling against her skin in a way that lingered longer than it should have. For a moment, the rooftop returned to her—not as a clear memory, but as a sensation. It had been over a week.

Didn’t feel like it.

And just like that she was up there again. Twelve stories.

Height.

Air.

The absence beneath her feet.

It hit fast. Like lightning. Gone just as quickly.

There had been other things before. Voices. Breaks. Much darker in how they approached her—cloying, taunting, sinister.

That was how she’d learned to smile at things that weren’t funny. At what should have been scary—and wasn’t.

This hadn’t been that way. It had pulled her back from a violent end and guided her back to her bike.

Not tonight, Carmen.

Clear. Exact.

Not hers. Not like the others—those voices, those shapes that reached for her.

Her grip tightened on the handlebars. She let it pass, the way she always did.

But not completely.

She leaned forward over the motorcycle, the engine humming steadily beneath her as she followed the curve of the waterfront road. She had been riding for hours—deliveries stacked one after another since early morning—and the vibration had settled deep into her body, a constant, low presence she no longer noticed unless it stopped.

Her phone buzzed again in its mount.

Another order.

She ignored it.

The bike made the sound again when she downshifted.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Carmen winced beneath the helmet.

“Sooouuunds expensive.”

The noise vanished when she accelerated, as if it had never been there. Still, it left something behind—a small, persistent tension at the back of her thoughts.

It would need fixing.

Another time. That, like most things, could belong to a later version of herself.

The harbor opened ahead, wide and bright beneath the late sun. Gulls circled lazily over the docks. Light fractured across the water in shifting bands, too bright to look at directly.

Carmen slowed at the light and glanced to the right.

A sudden flutter caught in her chest. Strange. She glanced around, half-expecting people—
or shadows.

No one. The street felt oddly quiet.

She turned forward again.

And noticed it.

The gym sign.

Same chain. Same tired lettering.

But unfamiliar.

“Huh.”

It stood in a low brick building near the water, wedged between a marine supply store and a bait shop, its windows reflecting the movement of the harbor more than the life inside it.

She had passed this road countless times.

And yet—

she had not seen it before.

The light changed.

Carmen rolled forward, then slowed again, the decision forming before she fully acknowledged it.

Why not?

Her usual location was no longer an option.

The memory of Lydia unraveling in the parking lot—loud, tearful, insistent on exclusivity Carmen didn’t remember promising.

It had been messy.

Carmen had learned, a long time ago, to avoid that kind of entanglement with anyone.

And going home meant he’d be there.

Tristan.

He wasn’t a bad guy.

If anything, that made it worse.

Carmen didn’t hate him. At least she didn’t think she did.

She simply didn’t want him. Never had.

So, she kept moving.

Riding.

Working.

Finding new women.

Anything that kept her from stillness.

She turned into the lot.

The engine cut, and the sudden quiet pressed in around her, ringing faintly in her ears.

Carmen stepped off the bike, pulling off her helmet and shaking her hair loose. She unzipped her jacket partway—too hot for summer, even with that cool ocean breeze. The motorcycle ticked softly as it cooled, heat bleeding off in slow, uneven pulses.

She crouched beside it, tapping the side panel with the familiarity of habit.

“Hey,” she whispered. “Don’t die on me, you silly little bastard.”

Then she rose, slinging her bag over one shoulder, and headed toward the building, glancing once at the windows. She thought she caught movement in one at ground level, but the glass was tinted.

The gym doors opened with a soft resistance, then gave.

Cool air met her immediately—rubber, cleaning solution, the faint trace of sweat already worked into the space. It was the same as every other location. Same gray flooring, same polished black counter, the same aging posters promising transformation in bold, impersonal fonts.

The girl behind the desk didn’t look up.

Carmen scanned her phone.

Beep.

She moved on without pause. Her skin prickled as she reached the stairs, like she was being watched, but she didn’t turn.

It was obviously nothing.

The hallway to the locker rooms held a quieter air. The sounds of the gym softened into distance—metal striking metal, the muted rhythm of movement above.

Carmen pushed through the door and dropped her gear onto the bench.

Helmet.

Jacket.

Gloves.

Boots.

Layer by layer, the armor came off until she was left in the clothes beneath—light, functional, unremarkable.

Then she changed out of them quickly, pulling on the black sports bra and tank, adjusting them with efficiency before stepping toward the mirror.

For a moment, she simply looked.

Carmen had the kind of face people noticed without knowing why. Dark eyes that suggested amusement even when she felt none. Sharp brows. A mouth that settled easily into something just short of a smile. The kind of face that either charmed people or pissed them off.

Or maybe a little bit of both.

Her hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, the pale streak at the front catching the fluorescent light in a way that made it seem brighter than it was.

Small pieces of jewelry marked her ears, some gauges. Ink traced her skin in quiet, certain choices—nothing overwhelming, nothing careless. Snake here, and scatter of stars. Some poetry she’d liked and kept.

They weren’t statements.

They were decisions.

She rolled her shoulders slightly, studying herself with a detached consideration, as though evaluating something that functioned well enough, despite its flaws.

Carmen tugged at the hem of her sports bra.

Her breasts shifted.

She narrowed her eyes at her reflection.

“Big,” she said, with a small jump, watching their reaction. “Pancakes. Really big… floppy pancakes. You gotta hold ’em up.”

The expression that followed was brief.

Half a smirk.

Gone almost as soon as it formed.

She shook it off, gathering her hair into a loose ponytail, securing it without much care. Then she reached for her water bottle and headphones.

Maybe she’d avoid hooking up with anyone from this gym. That would be best.

Actually, she was done hooking up. She didn’t really need sex.

Not entirely true—but sort of. Sometimes.

Anyway, moving on.

It wouldn’t be difficult. Keep things separate.

Her choice.

The thought folded neatly into place, giving her a brief, quiet sense of control.

The space opened above her as she climbed the stairs.

Light from the harbor windows stretched across the floor, catching on metal frames and polished surfaces. Machines stood in ordered rows, their shapes repeating, familiar and impersonal.

Carmen slipped her headphones on.

Music filled the space between her and everything else.

She paused for a moment at the top of the stairs, scanning the room the way she always did.

Several women were already working out. Small shorts and sports bras.

A few guys too.

Carmen wasn’t shy about the fact that gyms were one of the places she liked to meet women.

Not the ones who clearly wanted to be left alone.

But the ones who seemed a little lost—

or the ones in tight outfits, their eyes darting around, looking for that attention.

Those were usually the easiest conversations to begin.

Carmen moved toward the stair stepper and set an easy pace, letting the machine carry her into its slow, measured climb. From this height she could see nearly the whole gym.

A habit, now.

Some people watched the televisions.

Carmen watched people.

She marked them without appearing to—posture, hesitation, confidence worn like armor or borrowed for the hour. It told her enough. Usually.

Twenty minutes later she stepped down, wiping the machine with absent care before drifting toward the cable stations.

A girl stood there, adjusting attachments with uncertain hands.

Carmen’s usual type.

Pretty in the expected ways. Tight clothes, careful effort. A faint flush already rising at her neck, whether from exertion or awareness it was hard to say.

Carmen slowed, not yet committed. Considering.

Then—something shifted.

Beyond the girl stood another woman.

Watching.

Not the equipment. Not quite the girl, either. The moment itself, perhaps.

She was striking in a way that resisted easy categories—strong-boned, dark hair pulled back without much thought, damp strands clinging at her temples. Her mouth was parted slightly, as if something had just dawned on her and she hadn’t bothered to hide it.

Her gaze did not wander.

It held.

And when it met Carmen’s—

something in Carmen’s body tightened.

It wasn’t a flutter. Not that easy, familiar pull of simple attraction.

Something sharper. Lower. Darker. A full clench. Immediate enough to feel as if it had been ripped from her.

She looked away first. Recalibrating.

The reaction annoyed her.

Unaccounted for. Uninvited.

When she glanced back, the woman was still looking.

She wasn’t embarrassed, just… aware.

And then her mouth curved.

Interested, maybe.

Her eyes flicked, briefly, to the girl between them.

Ah.

Of course.

Carmen’s lips lifted in response, easy now, controlled.

They had been looking at the same girl. Nothing more.

She stepped in, reaching up to unclip the bar.

“Do you need some help?”

The voice came from behind her—low, unhurried.

Carmen turned.

The sound of it landed clean—not loud or sharp, but exact—finding its place in her chest with a precision that made her pause before she understood why.

For a second she didn’t move. Didn’t answer.

Caught in the brief and unfamiliar sensation of something already known.

That was the part that unsettled her.

Déjà vu—almost.

And just as quickly, she pushed it down.

For a second, the light shifted.

Not brighter but more focused.

It caught along the edge of the woman’s shoulders, her hair, the line of her arms—holding there a moment too long, outlining her in something glowing… almost ethereal.

Like a shape that had already been decided.

Then it was gone.

Carmen swallowed it away, fast, as if it had no business being there, and looked at her again.

Up close, the woman was taller than she’d expected—broad shoulders, solid, earned muscle, a sleeveless t-shirt marked with small burn holes, long shorts, the faint sheen of sweat along her collarbone catching the light. Heat clung to her, raw and immediate, edged with salt. She dressed and carried herself like she wasn’t working at a gym at all—like she was at home.

For a moment—no more than that—Carmen had the strange impression she had seen her before.

Do I know her from somewhere?

Not here.

Not in any way she could rationalize.

But enough that her body reacted before her mind dismissed it.

She became aware, suddenly, that she was still standing higher on the platform.

Looking down at her.

Her pulse jumped—once, harder than it should have.

And of course—

she liked it.

The angle.

The control of it.

She stepped down.

The distance shifted.

Now she had to tilt her chin up.

Alex didn’t move.

If anything, she leaned back slightly—enough to look at her fully.

Her lips parted.

Appraising.

Locked onto Carmen.

There was a trace of amusement there—quiet, definite—like she had already made up her mind about something and wasn’t in any hurry to say it out loud.

Carmen felt it land.

There was no politeness in it, no desire to be subtle.

Only intent.

Clear enough that it almost felt like a touch.

Carmen’s jaw shifted side to side.

Not pulling away.

Containing it.

“Oh—no, I’m okay. Thanks.”

“You sure?”

There was no hesitation in it. Only a quiet assumption that she could step in if she wanted to.

Carmen shrugged lightly. “Yeah. I’ve got it.”

“Alright.”

The woman didn’t move right away, as Carmen adjusted the weight.

Not lingering awkwardly—just… staying. Like the space already belonged to her.

“I’ve never seen you here before.”

Carmen glanced back, only slightly.

“This isn’t my usual gym.”

“Huh.”

She shifted—but only slightly—easy and comfortable, like she didn’t need a reason to stay where she was.

“If you need anything—spotter, whatever—let me know.”

A beat.

Then she added, almost as an afterthought,

“I’m Alex.”

Alex.

Carmen blinked, then took her hand without realizing she’d offered it.

“I’m Carmen.”

The contact was brief, but it settled more deeply than it should have—like something aligning without effort.

Alex’s grip was firm. She let out an exhale that was strong enough to reach Carmen’s skin.

A small smile touched her mouth.

“Cool name.”

Cool.

Something warm flickered in Carmen’s chest—quick, a flicker.

Alex blinked once, slow—long, dark lashes brushing down and lifting again, her gaze settling back on her like she hadn’t quite finished looking.

Then she let go—already turning, already moving on, like she had no reason to linger. Like she expected to see her again. And soon.

Carmen watched her for a second longer than she meant to.

She was hot.

But not Carmen’s type.

Not at all.

Too confident.

So much so, it verged on arrogance.

She carried herself like someone who decided where things went—and expected them to stay there.

Carmen clocked it immediately.

Because it was her.

And for an instant—so brief it almost slipped past—

something else rose with it.

A voice, half-remembered.

A shape she had been shown—

not something she believed in outright,

but something she had kept anyway.

Close.

For the nights she needed the world to feel like it meant something.

Carmen took a breath, sharper than she intended.

No.

Coincidence.

That was all.

She just looks similar to it.

The drawing.

Still—

she found herself listening.

The voice settled into place now that she was hearing it fully.

Not imagined. Not mistaken.

The same.

Oh, there was that, too.

She took it in—

and moved on.

Or tried to.

Because searching for meaning in everything got exhausting. And this person would slip through eventually—like everyone else.

But still.

She moved through the gym without quite deciding to, drifting within range of Alex’s voice without making it obvious—toward the dumbbells when she was at the bar, toward the rowers when she shifted again—never close enough to draw attention, never far enough to lose her entirely.

Alex spoke easily to everyone.

Men. Women.

There was a looseness to it, something unforced—

a kind of warmth that carried, that people leaned into without thinking.

It reached her too.

Before she could stop it.

That part she didn’t like.

More than that—

There was a quality in the way Alex held herself.

Like she didn’t care who was watching.

She’d pull up her shirt to wipe her face, letting her sports bra and abs show like it was nothing, the band of her boxers just visible above her shorts.

Damn. I bet she gets a lot of women.

Not women like Carmen—the easier ones. The kind that didn’t matter after. Carmen wouldn’t be one of them.

Carmen walked over to the window for a drink of water. In the reflection, as she tilted the bottle back, she caught a figure by the machines, apparently talking to someone—

and very clearly looking at her.

The stance gave it away. Alex. Details followed.

I should really go.

Something was off. It stirred too much—feelings she didn’t want. And it was frustrating.

This woman seemed like the kind of person who stepped in and expected the space to give.

Carmen clocked it—

and resisted it again and again.

More than she probably should have.

She turned back to the weights, determined not to be pulled into anything more with her, continuing her set. Once or twice after that, she caught Alex looking her way.

It was intentional. There was no mistaking it.

Like she wanted Carmen to see her looking.

This wasn’t what Carmen was used to. She tried not to let it take hold.

When she did it, Alex didn’t look away right away.

And when she did look away, it came with it—
that small, restrained curve of her mouth, caught in the mirror as she turned.

Carmen would smile back. But light. Like it meant nothing. All nonchalant, like she hadn’t already noticed.

Like she wasn’t already adjusting around it.

Despite that, she kept lifting, letting the rhythm of it carry her—though the awareness remained.

Low. Persistent.

As if something had already taken hold—

without asking.

***

By the time she finished her workout, Alex was gone.

Carmen noticed the absence almost immediately.

With an unfamiliar emptiness.

She headed back to the locker room, moving a little faster than necessary, as though that might correct it.

It didn’t.

Later, dressed again, helmet in hand, she stepped into the lobby.

That’s her.

The thought came before she could stop it.

From the drawing.

It didn’t matter. She was gone.

Carmen listened, her pulse skipping a beat. Not to her own mind but for them.

Her steps slowed but she walked like she always did.

Then she heard it.

… she doesn’t want it to be her. That girl from the dreams.

Before she could wonder what that meant someone crossed in front of her.

Carmen didn’t look up.

A small crowd had gathered near the front desk, voices overlapping, something ordinary filling the space where that moment had been.

Gone already.

Of course.

“Have a good one,” someone said as she passed.

Carmen glanced over, surprised anyone was speaking to her.

“Uh—you too.”

She shifted her helmet in one hand and pushed the door open with the other, stepping

through into the cooler air beyond—

and paused.

The second door was already being held open.

Carmen stilled.

Alex leaned against the frame, one hand in her pocket, the posture easy but deliberate, as though she had chosen to be there and nowhere else.

“Hey,” she said, a crooked smile tugging at her mouth. “You followin’ me?”

Carmen pulled back slightly, meeting her gaze, hoping the heat in her cheeks passed for the workout.

“No—you’re clearly following me.”

Alex chuckled.

“I’m in front of you. That’s not how it works. Silly.”

Carmen stiffened at that, remembering the rooftop.

She sounds the same, too.

“Riiigggght,” Carmen said, eyes narrowing. “Yeah… I’m… onto you.”

“Onto me?”

Alex hung close, walking just behind her, attention dropping to the helmet in Carmen’s hand.

“You ride?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “When I’m not flying.”

The words landed between them, light on the surface—

but something in Carmen’s chest tightened again.

She looked back at Alex’s face, waiting.

Nothing.

No flicker of recognition. No shift.

Curiosity.

She doesn’t remember.

Or it wasn’t her.

Alex glanced out toward the lot.

“You fly?”

“Sometimes.”

Carmen stopped and turned.

“What does that… mean?” Alex asked, laughing.

“I have no idea,” Carmen said, already turning away, like Alex was the one who’d said something off.

Alex matched her pace easily, a wide excited smile slipping through before it settled into something more subtle… and interested.

“That your bike out there?”

Carmen followed her gaze.

White body. Red accents. Parked slightly off-center, like it had been left there mid-thought.

“Yeah,” she gestured wide with her whole arm. “There she is. All my money, right there. Isn’t she par-fect?”

Alex paused—enough that Carmen turned back to look at her.

Alex paused—just enough that Carmen turned back.

Her gaze held on her, something tightening there—measured, almost careful. Like she was choosing not to say something.

Then she blinked, and it eased.

She huffed a laugh, stepping closer.

“It’s a nice bike.”

Something lifted in Carmen’s chest, like she should step closer too—but she stepped back instead. Like it meant nothing. Just shifting, the way she always did.

“It was,” Carmen said. “Been actin’ up, I tell ya’.”

“Oh really?” Alex said easily. “I could take a look at it if you want. I live right over there.”

Alex pointed in the direction of the ocean.

Carmen swung her helmet absently from her fingers, glancing over.

She already felt it.

Too fast.

Too certain—

like it had already decided something.

Wrong timing.

Something she should slow down. Get ahead of.

And on top of that the familiar tightness crept in—

Steady.

The same feeling she got when something lingered too long.

Or when help was offered she couldn’t return.

And it was getting late.

“I should probably—”

“Hey, it’s okay.”

Alex reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone.

Carmen cleared her throat, watching her, trying for casual.

A flip phone. Old, worn smooth at the edges.

Short, clean nails.

Carmen looked away briefly, then back—clearing her throat. Her attention caught on Alex’s lips when she wasn’t looking, then dropped again before she could notice.

Alex snapped the phone open one-handed and turned the screen toward her.

“Here. My number. Take a picture if you want.”

Carmen hesitated—only for a second—then pulled out her own phone, angling it toward the screen.

Snap.

“Nice phone,” she said, teasing.

“Yeah,” Alex said, gesturing to Carmen’s. “Those things listen too much. I don’t like it.”

Something in her tightened—quick, familiar.

Not the same. Not what Alex meant.

Still—

it landed.

Yeah, they’re always listening.

Carmen shrugged without missing a beat.

“Probably,” she said. “Still gonna use it.”

Alex looked down at her then, really looked.

“Huh,” she said, more a statement than a question.

“Huh?” Carmen asked.

“You’re very pretty,” Alex said, her gaze catching, eyes widening a fraction before she gave a small, disbelieving shake of her head.

Carmen held her there a second longer than she meant to, her pulse ticking up—caught off guard by it. By the words, the tone of her voice, and the focus of Alex’s gaze.

“Thanks…” she said, a touch too late. “So are you.”

Alex crossed her arms, her gaze dropping briefly—

not away, exactly.

More like she’d taken note of it.

“If you want me to check the bike, text me,” Alex said. “No cost.”

Carmen squinted, her grin widening.

“You’re joking.”

Alex’s mouth tipped at one corner.

“Nope.”

“Are you some kind of mechanic?”

“Yeah. I work on the boats down here, but engines are engines. Cars, bikes, lawn mowers.”

She gave a small shrug. “Hit me up if you want. No pressure—though.”

Oh, she’s smooth.

Too smooth.

“Okay,” Carmen said. “Thanks.”

“Yeah…” Alex said, her gaze lingering a fraction longer than necessary. “Anytime. And I mean that.”

She turned then, but not completely—only enough to glance back, those pale eyes catching Carmen again for a brief, precise second before she started across the lot toward the harbor road, the sun lowering behind her.

When Carmen pulled on her helmet, the visor dimmed the world to a dark glass.

From behind it, she could still see her.

Alex glanced back once.

Carmen dropped her gaze immediately, adjusting something on the bike like she hadn’t been looking.

By the time she glanced up again, Alex was already walking away.

Gone in that quiet, unremarkable way that still left a space behind.

Carmen reached into her pocket and pulled the folded paper from her wallet. She had to steady her hands—they were shaking slightly.

Worn at the creases. Soft from being handled too many times.

She opened it and took a sharp breath in.

The drawing was precise—dark hair pulled back, strong shoulders, sharp brows, a stance that held even in stillness. A figure defined less by detail than by certainty.

The woman in it looked like she knew exactly where she stood.

Carmen stared at it.

Too long.

The resemblance was there.

Not exact. At least she didn’t want to believe it. Just yet.

It’s not enough to prove anything.

But enough that her body reacted before she could reason it away.

The eyes in real life had been different.

Sharper.

More—

She exhaled slowly.

It was her.

It had to be.

Her grip tightened slightly on the page.

No. That wasn’t—

She let out a quiet breath, almost a laugh.

Even if she is… I don’t need it.

It could be fun but I don’t actually need it.

Carmen folded the paper and pushed it back into her wallet, the motion quick, decisive.

Done. There was a kind of peace to it. That maybe now that she’d met the person, potentially she could finally move on with her life. Or whatever.

“I don’t need her,” Carmen whispered in her helmet. “I don’t need anyone.”

The engine roared to life beneath her.

Onto the next delivery.

Or maybe she’d see if anyone wanted to hang out.

She wasn’t ready to go back.

Not yet.

She pulled out of the lot—

and it came with her.

A voice.

A shape.

Something she had kept.

Not enough to follow.

Not something she could leave behind, either.
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Morning light slipped through the blinds in thin, measured lines, laying pale stripes across the apartment.

Carmen moved through them without hurry, pulling on a hoodie as she went, dragging her fingers loosely through her hair on her way to the door.

Tristan was already gone.

Off to work as usual.

She reached for her wallet, unclipped the folded cash, and set it on the counter, pressing it flat beneath her palm—her half of the rent, accounted for. Done.

Keys in hand, she stepped out and locked the door behind her.

The hallway stretched quiet ahead.

Outside, the air met her cooler than expected, touched faintly with salt from the harbor.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced down.

Samantha:

Hey Carmen. Me and Ali are meeting up today, wanna join?

A threesome.

Carmen let out a quiet breath through her nose, something like a laugh, and kept walking.

She could already picture it—the ease of it, the way it always unfolded without much effort. Soft voices, softer bodies, the slow drift from teasing into something warmer, something expected.

One mouth on each nipple. Watching them both come at once. That’s usually where things landed.

Girls who wanted to be guided.

Girls who looked to her.

That had always made sense.

Her tongue ran lightly along her teeth as she typed.

Carmen:

Maybe. I have to work first tho.

The reply came almost immediately.

Samantha:

aww please. We need you.

Carmen slowed, her thumb hovering.

“Oh, you need me?” she murmured, clicking her tongue. “Yeah… bet you do.”

There was a pull there.

Familiar.

Simple.

And just beneath it—

something tighter.

Less certain.

Tristan.

Three years of quiet compromises.

Carmen swallowed and typed anyway.

Carmen:

I want to. I might be able to.

Samantha:

let me know. Miss you.

Carmen looked at that for a second.

Her expression softened.

Carmen:

Miss you too.

Though she wasn’t sure if she really did. Regardless, it would help kill some time.

She slipped her phone into her pocket as she reached her bike, slowing as she came up beside it.

For a moment, she stood there, still.

Then she pulled her phone back out again.

Her thumb moved without much thought—photos.

The image came up.

Not the phone.

Her.

Alex.

Or rather—

the part of her Carmen hadn’t meant to notice.

Her hand.

Long fingers. Strong. Veins popping from the workout. Relaxed in a way that suggested control without effort, like whatever they touched would stay where it was put.

Carmen stared at it.

A second too long.

She could almost—

No.

She exhaled then, sharp.

The thought had already begun to take shape anyway.

What those hands would feel like—steady, certain—against her skin. At her wrist. In her hair. Inside.

Like they already knew where to go.

Carmen’s grip tightened slightly around her phone.

That wasn’t—

That wasn’t what she liked.

Not usually.

She went for shyness. For hesitation. For girls who needed something from her, something she knew how to give.

This—

this was different.

Wrong, almost.

The feeling brushed against her again.

That voice.

Low. Close. Seductive.

And beneath it, something older—half memory, half held—a drawing folded and kept through years when she’d had very little else. Something she carried just to remind herself she wasn’t alone. In other times, to remind her of herself.

A quick, quiet hit of something in the mystery of it.

Love. The possibility that it existed somewhere for her.

Though she wouldn’t admit it.

Carmen’s jaw tightened, the thought settling into something safer before it could take shape.

It didn’t have to mean anything more than that.

People crossed paths. Sometimes it felt sharper than it should, that was all. It didn’t make it fate. Didn’t make it anything she had to follow.

Maybe she was just—

someone she was meant to know.

Maybe she wanted to be more like Alex.

That’s all it needed to be.

Not everything had to turn into something else.

Still, she didn’t look away.

Her thumb hovered over the screen, then shifted, pulling up her contacts, beginning to enter the number—

Her phone buzzed again.

A different name this time.

That Bitch:

Carmen, please call me when you get the chance.

She paused, the motion catching halfway through as she read it.

Once.

Then again.

The words stayed exactly as they were.

Something in her expression shifted—brief, almost there—before smoothing out again, the reaction fading before it could settle into anything she’d have to deal with.

She locked the screen without answering.

Slid the phone back into her pocket.

By the time she swung her leg over the bike, there was nothing left of it.

Just the next thing to do.

The helmet came on, closing the space around her.

The engine turned over beneath her, steady and familiar.

Carmen settled into it without thinking, letting the sound fill in the gaps as she pulled out onto the road.
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