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Content Warning
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Chapter One

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.

***

By the fourth delivery, Carmen could feel it settling into her legs—the dull, familiar fatigue that came from repetition more than strain.

She pulled up to a small duplex, killed the engine, and stepped off the bike in one motion, already reaching for the bag as she went. Up the steps, a quick knock.

The door opened just enough.

“Thanks,” the woman said, already reaching.

“Yeah, no problem.”

The exchange was brief—food for cash, a quick, practiced smile—and over almost as soon as it began.

Carmen turned away before the door had fully shut, heading back down the steps, her helmet already in her hands.

Back on the bike.

The engine caught.

The road took her again.

A few minutes later, she veered off toward the water, the pavement giving way to a gravel lot that overlooked the ocean.

No cars.

Just wind and the steady movement of the tide below.

She rolled to a stop and cut the engine.

The silence that followed wasn’t complete, but it was enough—waves pushing against rock, the air shifting around her, open and uncontained.

Carmen pulled off her helmet, shaking her hair loose, then reached for her water bottle.

She drank slowly this time.

Not rushed.

When she lowered it, she didn’t move right away.

Just stood there, looking out at the horizon, where the light broke against the water in uneven lines.

“Hi, Grandma,” Carmen whispered.

The words felt strange in her mouth.

Like they had somewhere to go.

Night.

A hallway that didn’t hold light.

Her door was half open.

Carmen standing there, small, certain someone had been inside.

Her grandmother in bed down the hall, voice steady even from the doorway.

“There’s nothing anyone but you can see in there.”

Carmen came closer. It had been hard to see her in those days without her wig.

“Why can’t they?”

A pause. Then a fit of coughing.

She’ll die soon.

“Because they’re not attuned to it.”

“I don’t want to be.”

A tilt of the head, a sad smile.

“You don’t get to choose that, honey.”

Carmen stepped closer then, into the dim room, the smell of medicine and something fading.

“Don’t let anyone tell you there’s something wrong with you,” her grandmother said quietly.

“They will.”

“I won’t.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

The memory didn’t stay.

It never did.

It slipped the same way everything else did—leaving behind only the feeling.

Carmen sniffed, lifting the bottle again, taking another drink.

The wind shifted.

The light moved.

And her thoughts—

pulled somewhere else.

To this Alex person.

Every time Carmen pictured her face—heard her voice—her body lifted slightly, like the ground had loosened its hold on her.

It felt… cleaner.

Clear.

Like whatever followed her—

didn’t come as close.

Carmen stilled.

That didn’t happen.

It had never—

She exhaled slowly.

She needed to see her again.

She’d been turning it over all day.

What she would say.

How she would say it.

Hey, I actually need my bike looked at.

The words formed—

and fell flat.

Too easy.

Her jaw set slightly.

No.

She had just enough money to make it through the week.

Nothing extra.

And she wasn’t taking a handout.

Not from her.

Not from anyone.

Carmen let out a breath and dragged a hand through her hair, the motion more restless than it needed to be.

“Figure it out,” she muttered.

Her phone was already in her hand before she noticed she’d reached for it.

A message.

A new thread opened.

Her thumb hovered for a moment longer than it needed to.

Then—

Carmen:

Hey it’s Carmen, remember me from the gym? My bike was making a weird noise but it went away.

She read it once, the words already feeling slightly off now that they were there.

Too late.

Sent.

A brief, immediate regret followed, sharp enough to make her exhale under her breath.

“Why did I say that…”

Her phone buzzed almost at once.

Alex:

O hey cutie. Like what kind of noise?

Carmen’s breath caught, the speed of it more unsettling than the message itself.

Cutie?

She stared at the word a second longer than the rest.

Then—

Carmen:

A clicking.

The reply came quickly enough that she didn’t have time to put the phone away.

Three dots.

Alex:

feel free to bring it by. I’m at work until 3 today.

Something in her dropped.

Not sharply.

Just enough to be felt.

She had control over that.

That she could control.

Yup.

Her grip tightened slightly around the phone as she checked the time.

1:42.

Too soon.

Too easy.

“Okay… don’t be weird,” she muttered, more to herself than anything.

She locked the screen and shoved the phone into her pocket, as if that might undo the exchange, or at least distance her from it.

It didn’t.

She made another delivery.

Then another.

Moved through them the same way she always did—quick, efficient, practiced.

She didn’t check her phone.

Didn’t think about it.

She thought about it.

At 2:07, she pulled off again.

The same gravel lot. The same stretch of water.

The decision had already been made somewhere between stops.

She just hadn’t said it yet.

Her phone was in her hand before she reached for it.

Carmen:

Bike seems alright. Thanks for the offer though. I think it’ll be fine.

She hit send.

The regret came faster this time.

“Idiot.”

The reply followed almost immediately.

Alex:

oh. You still want to stop by?

Carmen stilled.

Her pulse kicked once, harder than it needed to.

There it was.

Not gone.

Not dismissed.

Still open.

Her thumb hovered over the screen, unmoving, as though the answer might settle on its own if she waited long enough.

It didn’t.

The wind moved around her, light but constant, pressing at her skin, pulling loose strands of hair across her face.

“Just say yes,” she murmured.

A breath.

Held.

Then—

Carmen:

Sure.


Chapter Two

Carmen followed the road down past the gym, the building slipping out of view behind her as the street narrowed toward the water.

She slowed where the pavement gave way to gravel, pulling into a rough lot near the edge of the hill. The ground dropped off below into docks and low buildings, the harbor stretching out beyond them, light breaking across the surface in uneven flashes.

This was the area she’d seen her go the other day, from the gym.

Somewhere down there.

She killed the engine and sat for a moment, scanning the slope, searching for something that would tell her where to go.

Nothing did.

Carmen pulled off her helmet and reached for her phone.

Carmen:

Hey. Where exactly are you?

The reply came almost immediately.

Alex:

where are you?

Carmen glanced around, orienting herself.

Carmen:

Up on the hill. Parking lot above the docks.

A second passed.

Then—

Alex:

do you see me? I’m waving my arms.

Carmen stepped forward, squinting toward the water.

For a moment, nothing—

Then—

“Carmen! Over here!”

She found her. Then she was gone.

For a second—

there was no one.

The space at the base of the hill sat empty, the open garage dark behind it, the air unmoving as if it had settled around an absence.

Carmen stopped.

A sharp, immediate pull in her chest—

Then she blinked.

Alex was there again, waving like nothing had ever been missing.

Carmen swallowed and kept walking.

At the base of the hill, Alex stood near the garage, both arms raised, waving wide and unrestrained, a grin already breaking across her face as if the distance between them didn’t exist.

Even from here, she drew the eye.

Not in the way Carmen was used to.

Not careful. Not measured.

Open. Radiating energy. Alive. Exuberant.

Like she had already decided this was worth her attention and couldn’t hold it back.

Carmen lifted a hand in return, smaller, automatic, and started down.

The gravel shifted beneath her boots as she made her way toward the docks, the sound of water rising with each step, steady against the rocks.

Closer now—

Alex pushed off from where she’d been leaning and came forward to meet her, closing the remaining distance without hesitation.

“Hey,” she said, easy.

For a moment, Carmen didn’t answer.

It wasn’t just that she was attractive.

It was the way she looked at her.

Direct.

Unhurried.

Not waiting to be read.

Self-contained.

As if she had already settled on something and saw no reason to hide it.

Carmen felt it land low in her chest, unfamiliar enough that she noticed it.

“Hey,” she said.

Alex tipped her head toward the open door behind her, already turning as if Carmen would follow.

“Come in, come in.”

Carmen came closer but hung back in the doorway. Raised a brow.

“How’s it going?”

“Oh, you know…” Alex shrugged. “Long day at the office.”

“You work in an office?” Carmen asked, completely serious.

Alex laughed—loud, uncontained—already unbuttoning her outer shirt as she did. She shrugged it off and tossed it aside without looking, revealing the navy T-shirt beneath.

“You’ve got a way about you,” Alex said. “I can never tell if you’re joking or not.”

Carmen frowned slightly at that.

Never?

She brushed past it.

“I never joke,” she said, tone flat. “About anything.”

There was a beat—Alex looked at her and Carmen stayed stone-faced.

Then it broke, both of them laughing, the tension shifting without effort.

The garage sat close to the water, open to the docks beyond, boats moving slow against their lines in the late afternoon light.

The air carried salt and oil, something metallic beneath it that clung to the space, worked into the wood, the tools, the floor itself.

A long workbench stretched along one wall, parts laid out in a pattern that suggested order, though not one immediately visible.

It was not a space made for appearances.

It was used.

Alex’s.

Carmen stayed where she was, taking it in—not just the room, but the way Alex moved through it, the ease of it, the lack of performance.

Then she stepped a little more inside.

Carmen liked it.

Not for how it looked—there was nothing arranged for that—but for the way it held itself. The way the air moved through it from the water beyond. It felt lived in without being crowded, as though everything in it had earned its place.

Alex was off to the side, returning tools from a bucket, the movements easy, controlled. She glanced up through her lashes as Carmen took the space in.

Her lips parted slightly—then she cleared her throat.

“They found a body this week,” she said, as if it had occurred to her just then. “Did you hear about it?”

“No,” Carmen said. “I don’t really watch the news.”

“Yeah, me neither, but…” Alex shrugged, setting something down with a quiet clink. “It was someone I worked with. I was one of the people who found him. Down by the water.”

Carmen looked at her.

“Holy shit. Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’ve just never…” Alex shook her head slightly, searching for the shape of it. “Like, seen a body before. In person? It was—” she exhaled, brief and controlled. “A lot.”

Something passed between them then.

Not quite shared.

Just… acknowledged.

Carmen cleared her throat.

She thought, briefly, of the bodies she had seen.

Not like this.

Not spoken of after.

Overdoses, mostly. Winter taking what it was given. Faces turned away, or blurred into the rest. Then there was the body at 7-Eleven from the other night deemed a suicide on the news.

But there had been one from before—

She didn’t stay with it either.

Blood. Too much of it. The coat.

Carmen set it aside with the ease of habit.

“Wow,” she said instead. “That’s really rough. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Oh, it’s alright…” Alex gave a small shrug. “He was kind of an asshole.”

Carmen tilted her head, a faint grimace touching her mouth.

“Still.”

She shifted her weight, watching Alex.

“What do they think happened?”

“Suicide,” Alex said. “Like… drained of blood. Slit his wrists and walked into the ocean. That’s what they’re saying, anyways.”

There was a pause.

Not long.

Just long enough.

Carmen let out a quiet breath.

“Yeah,” she said. “Seems a little fishy, don’t it?”

Alex looked at her, something catching there—surprise first, then amusement pulling at the edge of it.

“Okay, that was fucked.”

Carmen’s smile came easy, a little sharper now.

“Yeah,” she said. “You’re laughin’, though.”

Alex shook her head, turning away, though the grin stayed with her as she moved toward the back of the garage. Her forearms were streaked with grease, the marks catching in the light as she reached for a rag and wiped her hands clean.

“Want some?” she asked, reaching for a bottle. “This shit is expensive.”

Carmen glanced at it, then shook her head.

“No, I have to work,” she said. “What is it though?”

Alex paused, then shrugged, pouring the dark liquid into a plastic cup.

“Wine.”

She said it simply, as if that were all it was.

Then, just as easily—

“If you change your mind, you can always stay the night.”

Carmen blinked, the offer landing a fraction deeper than it should have. Or maybe not.

Alex glanced over at her and caught it immediately, the shift, the hesitation—whatever it was—and her mouth tilted, amused, but not pressing.

“I mean,” she added, easy, like she had all the time in the world, “I’ve got a pull-out couch.”

Then she looked at Carmen and—

“You could sleep in my bed if you want.”

Carmen let out a small breath, recovering from the moment before it had time to settle, smoothing it over with a half-smile that came easily enough.

“Thanks for the offer,” she said. “Maybe next time.”

“Roger that,” Alex said, raising her cup as if unbothered. “Water?”

“Sure.”

Alex handed her a bottle, their fingers brushing briefly in the exchange—nothing that lingered, but not unnoticed either.

They stepped outside together and settled into a pair of worn beach chairs facing the water. The sun had dropped low enough to turn everything gold, the light stretching across the surface in slow, shifting bands. Boats moved gently against their lines, the whole harbor settling into that quiet, in-between hour.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Not awkward.

Just… unfilled.

“What do you do for work?” Alex asked, the question slipping in easily as she stretched, a yawn breaking through at the end of it.

“Deliveries.”

Alex nodded, like that tracked.

“On the bike? That’s pretty sick. Busy today?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “Mostly to the college.”

“Even in the summer?”

Carmen huffed a small laugh, leaning back slightly.

“Yeah.”

There was a pause.

Simple enough.

Then, almost as if it had come from somewhere else—

“So where do you live?”

Carmen turned toward her, a smile already forming before she could stop it.

“You want my address?”

“Sure,” Alex said, without hesitation, a quiet laugh following it.

Carmen laughed too, gesturing loosely behind them.

“Uh… just across town.”

Alex tilted her head, studying her—not pressing, just… noticing.

“Like over by the train station?”

“Sort of close to it,” Carmen said. “I can hear it at night.”

Alex hummed, like she was placing it somewhere, not for use—just to know.

Or to confirm something.

“You like it there?”

Carmen leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees, the bottle turning slowly in her hands.

“I live with a guy,” she said. “We’re kind of dating.”

The words sat there.

A brief pause followed.

Carmen felt it as soon as it landed.

Was that weird to say?

And also, wondering why she’d said it.

Maybe just to see how Alex would react.

“A guy?” Alex said, completely unfazed. “Like… do you fuck him?”

Carmen turned toward her more sharply this time—

then just as quickly, it eased.

“Unfortunately, I have,” she said, as if it didn’t matter. “When we first got together,” she added and looked over. “But I’m gay.”

Alex nodded once.

No surprise.

No hesitation.

Just acceptance, as if it had already been accounted for.

“Comphet, or…?”

Carmen blinked. “What’s that?”

“Compulsory heterosexuality,” Alex said, lifting her cup again, casual as anything. “Society nudges you toward men whether you want it or not. Or something like that.”

Carmen took in a sharp breath.

“Oh.”

A beat.

“No. I don’t think so,” she said. “I just needed a place to live. Didn’t think he’d let me stay if I didn’t… you know, put out.”

She glanced out at the water again, her voice flattening slightly as it went on.

“Now it’s been—almost four years.”

Alex leaned back slightly, slower this time, the movement losing some of its ease. Something in her expression shifted—quieter now, more attentive. Concern, perhaps, though it didn’t sit on her the way it did on other people.

“That’s… not okay,” she said, her voice lowering. “I’m sorry you’ve had to deal with that.”

“It’s fine… I’m—I get by.” Carmen gave a small shrug, as though the matter had already passed. “I sleep with women all the time anyway. So, I guess I’m a cheater. Technically.”

The words landed between them.

Too much.

Carmen felt it immediately.

She didn’t know why she’d said it. She didn’t say things. Not like that. Not to people she had just met.

And yet—

Alex’s mouth curved, her head tilting slightly, not pulling away from it.

“That’s kind of a gray area… complicated,” she said lightly. “All the time, huh?”

She shrugged. “Ish. Enough.”

“ENOUGH!” Alex sat forward, then back in the chair. “You’re a funny one. Aren’t you?”

Carmen’s chest fluttered at the looseness of the woman’s demeanor. She thought maybe it was the wine, but she’d barely taken three sips. Still, she noted it.

Then she considered, briefly, asking the same of her—what she did, who she went home with—but the thought didn’t make it to her mouth. Instead, she took another sip of water, the motion buying her a second she didn’t quite need.

“Well,” Alex went on, turning her cup slowly in her hand, “most women would call that a red flag.”

Red flag? That’s a little… forward.

“As your new friend, I don’t.”

Carmen glanced at her.

“Because we’re friends?”

Alex smiled faintly, her eyes flicking toward Carmen, then drifting back to the water as though the answer mattered less than the act of giving it.

“No,” she said, voice a little lower. “You’re just… very convincing.”

She swirled the wine in her cup.

“I can already tell.”

Her voice stayed easy, but something in it didn’t.

“You know how to survive at the game of life. Clearly. Carmen.”

Carmen didn’t answer.

Didn’t know how.

It wasn’t the words—it was the certainty behind them. The way they didn’t feel like guesses.

She glanced over.

Alex was chewing on the rim of her cup.

Carmen barked a short laugh, the sound cutting through the moment.

“What are you doing? Stop chewing on plastic.”

“I have a biting problem,” Alex said around it, unbothered. “Always have.”

“You’re a goon.”

“Maybe I am,” Alex said easily. “Maybe I am.”

She turned the cup, finding a clean edge, and took a sip, then tilted her head again, that same focused curiosity returning—steady, unintrusive, just… persistent.

“But—okay. Hear me out. Tell me you don’t find men attractive.”

“It’s true,” Carmen said. “I don’t. I’m a lesbian.”

“See?” Alex said lightly. “I believe you.”

A quiet space opened between them.

Not empty.

Just waiting.

“Now tell me a lie.”

Carmen’s thoughts stalled, just for a moment.

I don’t find you attractive.

The answer rose too quickly, too clearly.

She pushed it aside.

“Um… I’ve been married.”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“I can believe that. For sure.”

Carmen turned toward her, brows lifting.

“You can? I’m only twenty-three.”

“Yeah, I can,” Alex said, as if it were obvious. “You’re a beautiful woman. Smart. Funny. I’m sure kind to the people you care about.”

A slight glance, brief but deliberate.

“And very bad.”

Another.

“And very mysterious.”

Carmen felt it then—something settling in, unmistakable.

Something in her dropped, then tightened just as quickly, heat spreading through her before she could stop it. Her breath caught—small, but there—and she turned her head, as though the movement might hide it.

“Who wouldn’t ask you to marry them?” Alex added, her voice lower now, almost absentminded, as though she were finishing a thought she’d already had.

Carmen scoffed, pulling herself back into place, her jaw setting just enough to feel.

“You can’t know all that about me from one interaction.”

Alex turned toward her fully this time.

“Yes, I can.”

A small pause.

“Me specifically.”

Another.

“Yes,” Alex said. “I’m that good.”

A small smile.

“And we’ve talked… three times,” she said, her gaze locking with Carmen’s. “Interacted four times. Maybe even more than that… who can really say? It’s a small town.”

Carmen let out a quiet laugh, as she looked away.

“Interacted four times?”

“Yeah,” Alex said easily. “We watched each other work out.”

A beat.

“You can tell a lot about a person by how they move.”

Her gaze flicked back to Carmen.

“I know you know that.”

Their eyes met again, locked.

Alex’s mouth curved, before she looked away.

Then it spread wider—like she was pleased with herself.

Carmen didn’t think too much about what she said next.

“Are you a top?” she asked, then paused, a flicker of doubt passing through her—as if Alex might not even know what that meant.

Alex blinked, the question catching her just slightly off balance.

“Am I?” she repeated, more to herself than to Carmen, lifting her glass for a slow, thoughtful sip. “Am I a top… no one’s ever asked me that.”

Carmen watched her.

Her gaze settled on the faint streak of grease along Alex’s neck, the dark line against skin that should have been clean. It held her there a moment longer than it should have.

Maybe she’s not even gay.

“You seem like you are,” Carmen said, her voice lowering without quite meaning to.

Alex didn’t answer right away. Her gaze drifted toward the water, following the slow movement of the boats as if the answer might be somewhere out there, already waiting.

“Well,” she said at last, “I’ve always been the dominant one in my relationships, sure.”

A pause followed, but it didn’t feel empty.

“But I have this… insane feeling—call it a premonition, if you will…”

Her eyes returned to Carmen, just for a second.

Not searching.

Settling.

“My soulmate’s going to be a top. Very dominant. Very, very… complicated.”

The corner of her mouth lifted slightly.

“And I’m prepared for that.”

She looked away again, as though the statement didn’t require agreement.

“Oh really?” Carmen said, keeping her tone light, though something in her had already tightened.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “So, I know, in the end, I’ll be kind of submissive. Sometimes.”

She shrugged, easy.

“And that’s fine. That’s hot. Because I’m choosing it.”

Another slow sip.

“But only for the right person. Only for the one.”

She held up one finger.

Then two.

“Or two? Fingers, I mean,” she added lightly, turning her hand, curling them in a slow, absent-minded motion that didn’t quite feel like a joke.

A third joined them, her expression unchanged.

“Or three? If she wants them… kidding.”

Carmen let out a short laugh, looking away. “Yeah, okay.”

Alex smiled—small at first, then a little wider, her gaze lingering on Carmen’s lips in a dazed sort of way. Her shoulders eased, tension slipping from her posture like that was all she’d been waiting for.

Carmen didn’t see it.

When she looked over, Alex had already turned back toward the water, the expression gone.

“You believe in that?” Carmen asked, making a small circle with her hand. “Like, twin flames?”

Alex’s gaze dropped briefly to her hand, lingering there—on the movement, the shape of it—before lifting again.

Carmen did notice that.

“I do,” Alex said, leaning in just slightly. Gaze all-knowing. “Yeah.”

A small pause.

“And I’d have one condition… for this… person.”

“What’s that?” Carmen asked.

Alex didn’t look at her this time.

“She’s gotta let me take control once in a while,” she said, her voice easy, almost casual. Perhaps a little buzzed from the wine now.

A light tap against her own chest.

“Really take it.”

Another small pause.

“Not halfway.”

Their eyes locked.

For a moment, the world seemed to narrow—not gone, not silent, but pulled inward, as though everything beyond them had stepped back to make room.

Alex’s voice shifted when she spoke.

Lower.

Closer.

As if it belonged only to the space between them.

“Like I need her completely undone against me,” she said. “Shaking. Breathless. Like I’m the only one who gets to take her there.”

The words didn’t rush.

They settled.

The intensity of Alex’s attention landed—no question.

A low throb, then a clench, deep in Carmen. She held her gaze through it, not blinking.

The pause didn’t break the moment—only deepened it.

Alex blinked slow and smirked.

Then, lighter—

“You know? It requires trust.”

Carmen’s breath caught before she could stop it. Too late, she realized she’d been staring.

She looked away quickly, the movement too sharp to feel casual. A quiet inhale followed as she reset herself. She lifted the bottle and took a sip, more for the pause than the water.

There was no mistaking it. It was pointed right at her. Still, she second-guessed it.

Maybe she’s just talking.

This is normal.

This is how friends talk… right?

Gay ones. Maybe.

When she spoke again, her voice was steady.

“Just once in a while, huh?”

“Yeah…”

She lifted her glass, her eyes finding Carmen again over the rim—brief, her gaze softened and intent, as though the moment had already gone further than it had.

“Like once a day.”

Carmen let out a short laugh, the sound breaking some of the tension but not all of it.

“Once a day! But she’s a top?”

Alex only shrugged, as if the contradiction didn’t exist, or didn’t matter.

“See? That’s a very specific woman, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps.”

“Indeed. She’s one-of-a-kind.”

Carmen could feel it then—

the shift.

Alex’s attention returned to her, gradual and subtle, but with the same quiet certainty as before—like something aligning itself without needing to be seen.

She didn’t look.

Didn’t give it to her.

Her phone buzzed.

The moment broke cleanly.

“I’ve got a delivery,” Carmen said, standing a little too quickly, the movement betraying her. “I should—”

“Go ahead,” Alex said easily, leaning back slightly, squinting into the low sun, a small, untroubled smile still resting at her mouth.

“I’ll be here…”

A beat. She looked up at Carmen through her brows.

“…if you want to come back.”

Carmen leaned down, reaching for her jacket and helmet.

“Hey, Carmen—riddle me this.”

She glanced back, a faint hint of amusement touching her mouth.

“Sure.”

“What stays the same, even after you try to ignore it?”

Carmen paused.

This time, she turned fully, her brows drawing together slightly as she considered it—not brushing it off, not immediately answering.

Alex watched her, head tilted, quiet and patient, as if she already knew how long it would take.

Then she finished the rest of her wine, tossing the cup into a nearby bin, her thumb brushing lightly across her bottom lip before her gaze returned.

“Don’t worry,” she added, easy again. “You can get back to me.”

Carmen let out a small breath, as though she might answer anyway—

and didn’t.

“Yeah. I’ll see you later, Alex.”

“See ya,” she said. “Ride safe.”

Carmen turned, heading toward her bike.

Slower than she intended.

Gravel shifted beneath her boots as she moved, each step carrying her farther from the moment, though it didn’t feel like distance.

She glanced back once.

Alex was still there, settled into the chair, looking out at the water as if nothing had passed between them at all.

As if she hadn’t just—

Carmen turned away, cutting the thought off before it could take shape.

She pulled on her jacket, slid the helmet into place, her movements slightly off, just enough to notice if she had been paying attention.

She wasn’t.

Not deliberately.

Her mind moved over the conversation again, smoothing it down, pressing it into something simpler, something easier to hold.

Maybe that was all it had been.

Casual. A little inappropriate, maybe—but harmless.

This is how friends talk.

It had to be.

There was no reason to read into it. No reason to think Alex had looked at it like that. At her.

Carmen hadn’t given her anything to look at.

The engine roared to life beneath her, loud and immediate, filling the space where her thoughts had been.

She settled into it, letting the sound take over as she pulled away from the lot.

Still—

something remained.

Like a thought she hadn’t finished.

Like a question she had already heard and chosen not to answer.

She rode off with it anyway.

Wishing she hadn’t.

***

Carmen lay on her back in the dark, her phone resting lightly against her chest.

The apartment had settled into its usual quiet, broken only by the low, wandering sound of Tristan’s guitar drifting in from the other room. Slow chords, loosely held together, something he had been playing for years without ever quite finishing.

She had told him she was tired.

He hadn’t asked anything more.

Carmen stared upward, though there was nothing to see—just the faint outline of the ceiling, lost to shadow.

Alex kept returning to her.

Not in full thoughts.

In pieces.

The way she looked at her.

The way she spoke—like the words had already been decided before she said them. The speed at which the conversation dipped into something Carmen couldn’t control.

Her phone buzzed.

Carmen’s breath caught before she could stop it, her hand lifting the screen into view.

Alex:

hey you.

made it home safe to your boyfriend?

She stared at the message for a moment longer than she meant to, her pulse picking up, something warm rising along her neck.

She found herself wondering where Alex was when she sent it.

Subconsciously at first.

Just—

there.

Maybe still in the garage. Leaning back against the workbench, the same careless ease, the half-finished drink in her hand. That cheap plastic cup, marked where she’d been biting it.

Carmen swallowed.

She could still hear the way her name had sounded in Alex’s voice.

Carmen.

As if it had belonged there already.

As if she’d known it before she was told.

The thought lingered a second too long.

She let it.

Like she already knew things. Like she could see right through her—

What she was doing, what she was hiding—

And wanted her there anyway.

Carmen typed.

Carmen:

I’m home, yeah. Thanks for checking.

Sent.

Her pulse thudded faintly in her ears as she stared at the screen.

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

Alex:

was hoping you’d come back, Carmen.

Carmen scoffed under her breath, though it came out softer than she intended.

Her fingers hovered, then moved.

Carmen:

Yeah, sorry. Got busy. I was planning to, then it got late. Also, didn’t wanna bother you again. lol

A pause.

Then—

Alex:

such a shame. such a pity.

and… you could never bother me.

Another beat as Carmen caught her breath.

Alex:

Maybe you’d want to work out together sometime?

Carmen exhaled slowly, the tension shifting, not gone.

Just… redirected.

Carmen:

Yeah. That’d be fun.

The reply came quickly.

Alex:

Cool.

it’s a date.

Carmen stared at that, a quiet breath slipping out of her as something in her chest loosened—and tightened again just as fast.

She let out a small, disbelieving chuckle.

Her thumb hovered over the screen, as if there was something else she should say.

Something sharper.

Or light.

Something that would put the moment back into a shape she understood.

She didn’t.

Instead, she locked the phone and slid it beneath her pillow, like that might quiet it.

Like it might quiet her.

The guitar went on in the other room, steady and familiar.

She looked at the closed door. Her hand came up, smoothing over her chest, fingers barely brushing the fabric of her shirt. They traced a path upward, pausing at the curve of her breast, thumbs circling each nipple until it hardened. Her head lolled back against the pillow, the motion unconscious, automatic.

The thought surfaced like dark water—what it might be like to press herself against Alex, to feel that steadiness up close, not imagined—to hear Alex's breath in her ear.

No.

The awareness of where she was returned all at once, quiet but firm, settling over her like something she couldn’t ignore. As it did sometimes.

She let her hand fall.

The air shifted.

Not enough to notice, if she hadn’t been waiting for it.

Something settled into the room with her.

Carmen closed her eyes.

Not now.

She turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up beneath her chin, folding herself back into her small piece of the bed the way she always did.

The blanket slid down.

A slow, steady pull.

Carmen caught it at her chest, dragging it back up without opening her eyes.

“Stop it.”

Flat. Tired.

She lay back.

The mattress moved around her—subtle at first, then clearer, the coils shifting as if something had found its place beside her.

Then over her.

Weight—not heavy, but certain.

Breath at her face.

No one there.

Nothing she could see.

“No.”

The voice—

somewhere between her mind and the room. Genderless. Thinner than air itself.

Close.

One of them.

Carmen didn’t move.

Didn’t open her eyes.

From the other room, Tristan’s guitar carried on—soft, wandering, unchanged.

Real.

This was—

something else.

Something no one could save her from.

Her throat worked.

Close to fear—but only because she couldn’t slip away again. This was mostly bitterness.

Her jaw set.

She lay there and waited.

Like she always did.

Tears slid from the corners of her eyes, slow and quiet, disappearing into her hair.

She didn’t wipe them away.

Didn’t give it anything.

After a while, the weight lifted.

The air eased.

She didn’t move.

Didn’t turn on the light.

That would only make it worse.

It always did.

When the air seemed calm again, she turned back on her side, blanket pulled up around her.

Her heart was still moving a little too fast.

But she drifted off quickly, nonetheless.


Chapter Three

Morning came in low and heavy, the light pressed flat beneath a ceiling of cloud that seemed too close to the earth.

Carmen had been on the road for less than an hour when the fog began to gather.

At first, it was only a thin drift rising from the waterline, something she barely noticed—then it thickened, folding inward, settling across the road in pale sheets that did not move so much as accumulate.

It wasn’t unusual, not here.

But this—

this sat differently.

Closer.

As if it belonged to the road more than the air.

Her visor began to mist at the edges, a faint blur creeping inward.

She eased off the throttle, the engine dropping into a lower hum beneath her.

The world narrowed.

Then—

something moved.

Carmen’s breath caught.

A shape stood just beyond the shoulder of the highway, indistinct but upright, too still to be anything else.

She blinked.

It was gone.

“No…” she muttered, the word thin inside the helmet.

She kept riding.

The fog thickened again, pressing in low across the asphalt, dulling the lines of the road, swallowing distance.

Another shape.

Closer. It had a bony face.

This one in the road.

Carmen jerked the handlebars, the bike shifting beneath her as her pulse surged sharp and immediate.

“Holy—”

Her hand went for her pocket, then stopped.

She swore under her breath, easing off the throttle and guiding the bike toward the shoulder. Gravel crunched under the tires as she brought it down, engine idling hot beneath her.

Her fingers fumbled for her phone—clumsy now, pulse too high—as she hit call.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“I—I’m on a motorcycle,” Carmen said, her breath uneven now, too fast. “On the highway. It’s foggy and I keep seeing—figures.”

“Figures like people?”

“Yes. I don’t know if they’re real. I don’t know.” Her voice dropped, tighter. “I’m out here by myself and I don’t know what to do.”

“Okay. Can you take the next exit?”

“I—”

Something a little ahead.

Not from the side.

From the road itself.

Right in front of her.

Carmen rode to it, the world snapping sideways as the bike fought her for a second before falling back into line.

“Fuck—”

The exit came too quickly.

She hit the ramp fast, tires skidding against loose gravel before catching again, the vibration running up through her hands.

The fog followed her down—unchanged, unmoving, just coming with her.

At the bottom, she pulled off hard and killed the engine.

The silence struck all at once.

Not the quiet of distance—

but the absence of sound, as though something had been taken away.

Carmen slid off the bike, her hands already moving, searching, fumbling through her bag until she found the flare.

It sparked to life with a sharp, violent hiss.

Orange light tore through the gray, staining the fog with color, turning it from pale to something heavier, almost tangible.

She held it out in front of her.

Not for light.

For distance.

“Okay… okay…”

The words came out low, breath shaking through them.

Headlights broke through the fog.

Two beams, cutting a path toward her.

A cruiser.

Relief came too quickly, almost painful in its suddenness. Even if it was the police.

The door opened.

The officer stepped out.

“Ma’am, I’m going to need to see your hands.”

Carmen stared at him.

For a moment, she didn’t move.

“Are you real?”

A brief pause.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Hands, please.”

She raised them slowly after dropping the flare.

“Have you been drinking or taking any drugs?”

“No,” she said. “No, I’m working—I do deliveries. I saw someone. I almost hit them.”

“Alright. Let’s get you somewhere safe. We’ll wait in the cruiser for the ambulance.”

“I have to sit in the police car?”

“It’s for safety. We’re right off the highway.”

Her hands began to shake harder now.

Not just from adrenaline.

From the cold.

It had crept in without her noticing.

Settled beneath her skin.

She glanced back toward the fog.

There—

A figure stood just beyond the reach of the light.

Silent. Unmoving.

Just… there.

The face wouldn’t hold.

For a second—nothing.

Then the suggestion of bone.

Then shadow again, as if it had never settled into anything at all.

Carmen drew in a sharp breath.

“It’s right there,” she whispered.

Then louder—

“Do you not see it?”

The officer turned.

The officer saw nothing.

He pressed his radio, his voice steady but edged now.

“Can I get an ETA on that ambulance?”

Carmen’s chest tightened, breath catching unevenly as the space around her seemed to shift again, the fog pressing closer at the edges of the light.

“It’s getting closer—” she said, though she wasn’t sure how she knew.

Then—

sirens.

Low at first.

Then rising.

Red and white light broke through the fog a moment later, strobes scattering across the gray, turning it briefly into something fractured and alive.

The cruiser’s lights answered it.

The officer stepped aside, lifting a hand in acknowledgment.

The ambulance rolled to a stop.

Its doors opened.

Two figures stepped out.

One of them moved first.

He did not hurry.

He didn’t need to.

Tall. Broad through the shoulders. His movement was measured, unbroken, as though time arranged itself around him rather than the other way around.

As he came closer, the light found him fully.

A Black man, older—mid-forties, perhaps—but the number didn’t quite settle. His features were strong, cleanly cut, the lines of his face held with an ease that suggested neither strain nor age. Close-cropped hair, touched faintly with gray. A short beard, precise without being careful.

He moved like someone who had seen worse than this.

And remembered it.

Carmen’s breathing faltered.

Something in her recognized him—

not as a person, not as a memory—

but as something already known.

Like a face glimpsed in a dream that had never quite surfaced.

“Malcolm,” the officer said.

Not a greeting.

A check.

The name sat there a moment, unanswered.

The paramedic didn’t look at him.

Didn’t need to.

His attention had already settled elsewhere. On Carmen.

“Howdy,” he said, his voice calm, even, carrying without effort through the space between them. “What’s goin’ on today?”

Carmen shook her head slightly, trying to hold onto the present as it shifted beneath her.

“There’s a man in the fog,” she said. “He keeps coming closer.”

Malcolm turned his gaze outward.

Not a glance.

A look.

As if he expected something to be there.

Then he lifted his eyes briefly to the officer, who gave a small shake of his head.

Back to Carmen.

“I don’t see him right now,” Malcolm said. “Do you?”

She looked.

The fog stretched empty.

“No… he’s gone now.”

“Alright,” he said, as though that settled something. “Well between me and this officer, nothing’s getting to you. Sound fair?”

She nodded.

“We’re gonna head to the ambulance,” he continued. “Take a look at you. Talk. Easy stuff.”

“I don’t know if I can go to the hospital,” she said quickly. “I can’t afford it.”

“That’s alright,” he said, the reassurance coming easily, without pressure. “We’ll start simple. Vitals. Little conversation.”

A small pause.

“How you feeling today?”

“Fucking terrible,” she said.

The corner of his mouth lifted—not quite a smile, but close enough to register.

“Upright and brazen, though,” he said. “That’s a good start.”

Inside the ambulance, the world narrowed.

The fog stayed outside.

Here, everything was contained—light brighter, air cleaner, the sharp scent of antiseptic cutting through whatever had followed her in.

Carmen sat on the bench as he moved around her.

Quietly.

Efficiently.

No wasted motion.

“Blood pressure’s a little high,” he said. “Breathing too.”

She frowned, watching him.

“How do you know? Don’t you need the—” she gestured vaguely “—the squeezy arm thing?”

He glanced at her then, something flickering in his eyes.

Amusement.

Or something like it.

“I’ve been doing this a long time.”

“How long?”

“Longer than you’ve been around.”

She huffed lightly.

“Come on, you can’t be that old.”

A brief pause—easy, certain.

He met her eyes.

“I don’t age,” he said casually. “Perk of the job.”

Carmen blinked.

“…Right.”

He didn’t elaborate.

He reached into his kit and pulled out a small plastic clip with a tiny screen on it, turning it over in his fingers like he’d done it a thousand times before. He snapped it lightly against his thumb, testing it, then took her hand.

“Any history of this?” he asked.

Carmen hesitated.

“…Yeah,” she said. “Psychosis. The diagnosis keeps changing. They don’t really know what it is.”

He nodded once, sliding the clip onto her finger.

“Are you on any medication?”

“Yeah. I just…” She exhaled, glancing toward the open doors. “I need to get it adjusted. I was gonna wait for my psychiatrist, but—maybe I should just go to the ER.”

“Wouldn’t hurt.”

“What about my bike?”

“Mhm,” he said, nodding. “We’ll take it.”

He was already turning toward the back doors.

“You’re gonna what?” Carmen said, pulling the pulse oximeter from her finger.

Malcolm pushed the ambulance doors open and stepped down in one smooth motion, the gravel shifting beneath his boots without catching him. His gaze lifted as he moved—not to Carmen, not to the police cruiser—but past them, toward the trees lining the shoulder.

Watching.

“Come with me.”

Carmen hesitated for half a beat.

She’d been in a few ambulances before—well, more than a few—and no one had ever asked her to step out once she was inside. Usually, it went the other way.

Stay put. Sit down. Don’t move.

Still—

she followed.

The fog pressed low around the trees, thinning just enough to suggest depth without revealing anything within it. It felt closer here, gathered at the edges of the light, as though it had been waiting.

Malcolm moved ahead of her now, or perhaps beside her—it was hard to tell. He didn’t rush, but the space seemed to open where he stepped.

“You keep an eye out,” he said, almost lightly. “I don’t want to get jumped.”

Carmen let out a breath that didn’t quite make it to a laugh.

Her boots crunched against the gravel as she moved forward, aware of the road behind her, the trees ahead, and Malcolm somewhere within that line—solid, steady, impossible to ignore.

His black T-shirt sat close against his frame, sleeves pulled tight across his shoulders, the fabric worn in a way that suggested use without care. Navy utility pants, boots scuffed but clean.

Nothing about him out of place.

Nothing that explained him.

She could hear the steady roll of the bike as Malcolm guided it forward, one hand at the handlebar, the other at the frame. No strain. No adjustment. Just control.

They reached the ambulance.

“Go ahead,” he said.

Carmen climbed up the metal steps, the interior light too bright after the gray outside. She moved toward the front without thinking, the space narrowing around her again.

“Need help?” Carmen asked.

“Nope, all good,” he said.

Malcolm lifted the bike as if it weighed nothing.

“Whoa, that’s impressive,” Carmen said.

He angled it carefully beside the stretcher, turning the front wheel just enough to make it fit. It settled there, close, the smell of rubber and road carried in with it.

Barely contained.

Malcolm stepped in after it, closing the doors with a solid, final sound.

He gestured toward the seat behind the driver.

“You’ll sit there,” he said. “Captain’s chair. Put your seatbelt on.”

Carmen hesitated, her gaze moving once over the arrangement—the bike, the stretcher, him—before she sat.

“I appreciate the bike,” she said, pulling the belt across her chest, “but… something about this doesn’t necessarily feel legal.”

Malcolm sat opposite her, one motion, propping a boot up against the stretcher with easy familiarity.

“It’s not,” he said. A beat. “Probably.”

He leaned forward.

“Scott! All set, bud.”

The ambulance shifted into motion, the engine pulling them forward, the outside world dissolving again into gray as they merged back onto the road.

Malcolm reached for the radio.

His voice changed when he spoke into it—clean, precise, each word placed with quiet authority.

Carmen caught fragments.

“…twenty-three-year-old female… visual disturbances… vitals stable… ten minutes out… any questions?”

He clipped it back into place, the movement practiced, unthinking.

Then he looked at her.

And smiled.

Carmen watched him.

Not directly at first.

Her eyes moved over him the way they had before—taking in the details, the edges of things. The dark shirt. The worn boots. The way he sat as if the space belonged to him, no matter where it was.

Something in her shifted.

Not memory—

something close.

Just a sense

of having seen this person before.

Of knowing the outline of him without knowing why.

Like warmth remembered without the fire.

“You look familiar,” she said.

Malcolm glanced away, drawing in a slow breath, as though the question had been expected.

“I must just have one of those faces.”

He gave her an exaggerated blink.

Carmen didn’t answer.

She kept watching him.

The feeling didn’t leave.

It didn’t grow, either.

It just stayed for the rest of the way there.

***

At the hospital, the light was wrong.

Too bright.

Too clean.

It lay across everything without mercy, bleaching edges, leaving no shadow for the eye to rest in.

They wheeled her through the entrance, the stretcher humming faintly beneath her as the world snapped into focus—too sharp, too exposed, every surface reflecting something back at her.

“Where are you guys taking my bike?” she asked, her voice catching slightly on the change.

“We’ll leave it with valet,” Malcolm said, as though that settled it.

The doors opened.

Everything shifted at once.

Hands reached in—quick, assured, already knowing where to go. A nurse took hold of the rail without introduction. Questions came one after another, overlapping, slipping past her before she could hold onto them. A clipboard appeared. A pen moved. Someone answered for her.

Name. Date of birth. Medications.

She recognized the rhythm.

Not the feeling.

Malcolm stepped back.

Slowly. Just enough.

“Vitals are stable,” he said, his voice carrying cleanly through the movement. “Psych consult.”

He wasn’t speaking to her.

That registered somewhere behind the rest.

Carmen turned her head, finding him through the shifting bodies, his outline steady where everything else moved too quickly.

She wanted to say something.

Wait.

Stay.

Or—

take me back there.

The words gathered and slipped again before they could take shape.

They were already moving her. She was seated in a hospital wheelchair, already forgetting who was pushing it.

A turn.

Another set of doors.

The air changed.

Cooler.

Thinner.

The light harsher here, cutting clean across the walls and floor, leaving nowhere for anything to soften.

By the time she looked back—

He was gone.

They sat her up at the edge of a narrow bed in intake.

The room was smaller.

Closed in.

White in a way that felt intentional, every surface bare, nothing left behind to catch on.

Carmen folded her arms loosely across herself, her jacket still on, the fabric holding onto the outside—wind, road, the faint trace of something that hadn’t been stripped away yet.

For a moment, she stayed like that—unsettled, not entirely here.

The room held a low, constant hum.

A woman rolled in a computer on a narrow cart, already typing as she entered, the keys clicking in quick succession.

“Hi—just going to get some information for billing.”

Carmen nodded, though her attention wasn’t there.

“I’ll call my mother,” she said.

The woman gave a polite smile, already turning the screen toward herself.

“That works.”

Carmen stepped out into the hall, the air cooler there, thinner. The door closed softly behind her.

A phone was already in her hand.

It rang once.

Twice.

“Carmen?”

She drew her mouth into something that might pass for a smile, though her teeth held it in place.

“Hey.” A brief pause. “I—um. I need help paying for a hospital visit.”

Silence.

Not long.

Just enough.

“You’re there now?”

“Yeah.”

“What for?”

Carmen leaned back against the wall, the contact grounding, her head tipping slightly as her eyes closed for a moment.

“I needed a medication change.”

Another pause.

“Does Tristan know?”

“No,” she said. “It’s none of his business.”

“Carmen.” A quiet exhale on the other end. “He’s your boyfriend. You’ve been together for years. He has a right to know.”

Carmen’s jaw tightened, though her voice didn’t.

“I don’t want him to,” she said, quieter now. “Can you come pay for this?”

“I’ll call and take care of it.”

Carmen let out a slow breath.

“Thank you.”

A small pause.

“…Would you mind paying for parking too? My bike’s here.”

“I hate that you ride that thing,” her mother said. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“I’m fine,” Carmen said quickly. “Can you just pay it?”

Another pause.

“Fine.”

“Thank you.”

The silence that followed stretched just a fraction too long.

“Carmen?”

“…Yeah.”

Her mother’s voice shifted then.

Softer—

but cold.

“Maybe try calling when you don’t need something from me. Just check in. I’m your mother. I don’t want to always be worried about you.”

The words settled.

Carefully placed.

A beat.

“Haven’t you put me through enough already?”

Carmen’s grip locked around the phone, the plastic pressing into her palm.

She stared at the floor.

A scuff in the tile.

A thin line running through it.

She followed it with her eyes.

Counted her breath.

Let it pass through her without catching.

“Yes,” Carmen said. Even. Measured. Eyes wide open. “I’ll try to do that more.”

“Good. Just a text is fine. Something simple. ‘Hi, Mom.’”

“I will.”

Another pause.

Carmen’s teeth pressed together.

“I love you.”

Carmen closed her eyes.

“Love you.”

The line went dead.

She lowered the phone.

“Fucking bitch,” she muttered under her breath.

Then she turned and went back to her room.


Chapter Four

That night, the room seemed smaller.

Not by measure—but in the way it held her.

Quieter, too. The low hum of the building settled into the walls and stayed there, a constant, featureless sound that left no space for anything else.

Carmen lay on her side, facing the blank stretch of wall, the faint red light of the camera pulsing in the corner at steady intervals.

Watching.

Her body had begun to settle at last, the earlier tension loosening in slow, reluctant increments. Her breathing evened. Her eyes grew heavy.

And somewhere between waking and sleep—
something shifted. A small, steady spark of happiness, untouched by everything else.

Alex.

The sound of her voice. The air of her presence. The way she had looked at her, as though nothing needed to be explained first.

Carmen closed her eyes.

She had told her too much.

Of course she had.

Gave away something that should have stayed her own. Far too heavy to be seen by another.

She couldn’t talk to her again.

That was the rule.

Not spoken. Not written.

But followed.

Once someone knew too much, she left.

Once they saw the edges of it—how far things could slip, how quickly—there was always a moment where something in their expression changed.

Understanding, or something like it.

Followed by distance.

Carmen swallowed.

Better to end it before that.

While there was still something left unspoiled.

Her hand shifted slightly against the thin mattress, an idle movement, searching for something that wasn’t there.

The familiar fold of paper.

The worn edge of it.

The drawing.

She stilled.

They had taken her things. Her wallet.

The thought passed through her quietly, without resistance, but it left something behind—a small, hollow space where it should have been.

For a moment, she let herself imagine it anyway.

The lines of it. The face.

Something she had once held onto.

Something she had carried when there had been nothing else.

Carmen opened her eyes.

No.

Better not to look. Better not to reach for it, even in thought. Better to leave it where it was.

She exhaled slowly, the decision settling into place with a kind of practiced ease.

Keep it simple.

No explanation. No return. No space for anything to grow.

She would stop answering.

Let the conversation end where it was.

Let Alex forget her. Let her be what she had always been—temporary.

A dull ache followed, unfamiliar. Usually, cutting people out came easily.

Carmen turned her face into the pillow, the fabric cool against her skin, her eyes closing again.

And this time, when sleep came, she let it take her.

***

The field came into view—juniper bushes, tall power lines. It looked the same, but the air was too still. The grass didn’t move the way it should. The light sat low, without a source, stretched thin across everything without settling.

Carmen stood where she always did.

Or thought she did.

Her chest pulled as something moved at the edge of it.

A figure.

Far off.

Too still.

Her jaw set.

“Won’t you just leave me alone?”

The words carried—but didn’t.

The distance didn’t change the way it should have.

The figure did.

It came toward her, closing the distance without urgency.

Carmen stepped forward without meaning to.

The shape resolved—

a face.

Familiar. Black hair. Light blue eyes. Taller than her.

“Sheesh,” Alex said, a faint smile already there. “If you want me to.”

Carmen stopped.

The tension didn’t leave her body. It just… shifted.

“I thought you were—”

“Mm.” Alex tilted her head slightly. “I never was one of them… you thought I was, didn’t you?”

A pause. Carmen had no idea what she meant. She moved on.

“You know about this place?” Carmen asked.

“Yeah,” Alex said easily. “You come here enough.”

Another pause.

“I try to find you here sometimes,” Alex said. “In real life.”

Carmen frowned.

“What do you mean?”

Alex shrugged lightly, like it didn’t matter.

“You don’t usually stay this long, though.”

“Stay?” Carmen’s brow tightened. “Aren’t you afraid of the snakes?”

Alex blinked.

Then laughed—just under her breath.

“There are no snakes here.”

Carmen didn’t laugh.

Her stomach turned slightly.

“What do you mean?”

Alex looked at her then.

Certain.

“This is a dream.”

The light shifted, and Carmen’s arm felt numb.

“No, it’s not.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, quieter now. “It actually is.”

She stepped closer.

Too close.

“Look down.”

Something shifted.

Not the field.

Not Alex.

It was Carmen.

The ground beneath her feet loosened and moved.

The air pulled strangely at the edges.

Like it didn’t have to hold.

Carmen’s breath caught.

“No—”

Alex watched her.

Unsurprised.

“I wonder if you’ll remember this one,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for you to just remember.”

Carmen shook her head immediately.

“Of course I will.”

Alex’s smile changed slightly.

Softer.

But not convinced.

“Mm,” Alex said. “You won’t. But that’s okay. At least I found you.”

A pause.

“Where have you been, Carmen?”

Carmen blinked.

“What?”

“I texted you.”

The words didn’t land right.

“I—” Carmen looked around, like the answer might be somewhere else. “I’m just here now. What do you mean?”

Alex stepped closer again.

“I want to see you.”

“You are seeing me.”

“No.” A small shake of her head. “I want to see you.”

A beat.

“In real life.”

Something in her chest stirred—

too familiar.

Like the words had weight.

Like they belonged somewhere else.

The field shifted again.

It couldn’t hold the shape anymore.

Alex watched her.

Still.

“Don’t you want to see me, too?” she said. “I can tell you want me. Even if you don’t know why.”

Carmen’s fists balled at her sides as her gaze dragged—over Alex’s face, down her chest, to her hands.

Yes.

“No,” she said, too quickly. “I don’t… need to.”

Alex stepped in, closing the distance.

She bent forward slightly, her face inches from Carmen’s, close enough that Carmen could feel her breath without knowing how.

“Liar.”

Carmen’s breath broke.

She woke with her jaw clenched and her chest already rising too fast.

The room came back slowly.

White walls. Low hum. The faint red light in the corner.

Hospital.

She stared at the ceiling.

The dream slipped almost immediately—

not gone, just out of reach.

All that stayed was the field.

And the feeling.

Something pulling toward her.

And the sense—

sharp, for just a second—

that someone had been waiting for her there.

***

The days lost their edges.

They didn’t pass so much as repeat—one folding into the next without distinction.

Sleep came when it wanted to, not when she did. The new sleep medication pulled her under harder than the last—deeper, heavier—as if she were dead. Dreams surfaced sometimes. Broken. Fragmented. Slipping apart the moment she tried to hold onto them.

The anti-psychotic medication helped—at first.

The edges softened. The shapes receded into the shadows of her room.

Loose blue scrubs. Thin socks that stuck against the floor. A narrow bed that complained each time she shifted her weight.

Everything reduced.

Everything the same.

The camera remained in its corner.

A small red light marking time in a way the clock no longer did.

People came and went.

Nurses, moving with quiet efficiency. A psychiatrist who spoke in careful intervals, leaving space where answers were expected. Someone from billing, again, asking the same questions in a slightly different order.

Carmen answered some.

Let others pass.

Her legs began to move on their own at night, a restless pull beneath the thin blanket, a constant shifting that would not settle no matter how still she tried to hold herself.

They gave her something for it. It dulled nothing.

Her thoughts began to loosen again, not all at once, but in small, quiet slips.

Something at the edge of her vision.

A shape that did not resolve.

A shadow in the corner where the light didn’t quite reach—

and in it, the suggestion of eyes.

Watching.

She learned not to look directly.

It helped.

Or seemed to.

She was almost cleared to go home.

Then she wasn’t.

A knock came against the doorframe—light, meant not to startle.

“Carmen? You have a phone call.”

Tristan.

Oh, good!

She pushed herself upright, her legs still moving faintly beneath her, an uneven rhythm she could not quite suppress. The floor was cool under her feet as she stepped into the hall.

The phone hung on the wall, its cord stretched long and slightly twisted from use.

She picked it up.

“Yes?”

“Carmen?” he said. “Where are you? I got a call from—”

“I’m fine,” she said quickly. “I’m at the hospital. It’s just meds. I’m fine.”

A pause.

“Okay.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“…Okay.”

Another pause.

“You need anything?”

“No.”

“Alright. Call me later?”

“Probably not.”

She hung up before he could say anything more.

***

Cold.

Not the kind that settled.

The kind that cut.

Her breath came in short bursts, breaking against the night air, each exhale visible for a moment before it vanished.

She stood in the middle of it again.

Sixteen.

The camp spread out in uneven shapes—tents sagging under their own weight, tarps strung low, shopping carts half-buried in shadow. A fire burned somewhere off to the side, small and stubborn, its light reaching only so far before giving up.

Figures moved around it.

Or seemed to.

Carmen pulled her coat tighter, her fingers already numb, pushing her hands deeper into the sleeves where a little warmth still lingered.

She moved toward her spot.

A stretch of cracked concrete against a low wall—just enough to break the wind if she stayed close to it.

Her sleeping bag was there, bundled tight with everything she owned.

She dropped beside it in one quick motion, practiced enough not to think about it.

Unrolled.

Wrapped.

Layer over layer, pulling fabric around herself until there was nothing exposed but her face.

She exhaled.

Her shoulders lowered—

Movement.

Near the fire.

Her eyes flicked up.

Two figures.

One over the other.

At first—

she thought they were kissing.

Bodies close. Pressed together.

But something about it—

didn’t move.

Didn’t shift.

Too still.

Too heavy.

Carmen frowned, watching without meaning to.

Then the top figure lifted his head.

Even from where she sat—

she could see it.

Blood.

Dark against his mouth, catching the firelight in a way that didn’t belong there.

Her body went rigid.

Don’t get involved.

You don’t see anything.

You don’t—

The man turned.

Looked straight at her.

Carmen’s stomach dropped.

“Shit—”

She was already moving, scrambling up, the knife in her hand before she remembered reaching for it. The blade caught what little light there was, a thin line of silver against the dark.

The man began to walk toward her.

Slowly.

No rush.

No threat in it.

Just… approach.

As though what had happened required no explanation.

Up close, he was older. Tall. Dark skin. Built in a way that spoke of strength without display. The cold didn’t seem to touch him. Blood remained at his chin, fresh enough to shine.

“What’s a kid like you doing out here?” he asked, his voice even.

“I’m not a kid,” she snapped.

She was almost an adult. Like that mattered out there.

He glanced once at the camp, at the scattered shapes of people and things.

“It’s winter,” he said. “At least go to a shelter.”

“I’m fine right here.”

Her grip tightened on the knife.

“I can give you a place to stay,” he said. “Come with me.”

“HELL NO.”

A pause.

He looked at her then—calm, unbothered.

Just… seeing.

Taking in the way she stood, the set of her shoulders, the knife held too steady for someone her age.

Then—

“Alright,” he said. “Can’t argue with you.”

He stepped back.

Reached up.

Pulled his coat from his shoulders.

For a moment, Carmen tensed—expecting him to close the distance, to try again.

He didn’t.

He let the coat fall between them.

Easy.

Unremarkable.

As though it cost him nothing to give it. As if he didn’t need it.

Then he turned.

Walked back into the dark.

No hesitation.

No glance over his shoulder.

Gone.

Carmen stood there a second longer than she meant to.

Then bent, slow, careful, as if the coat might disappear if she moved too quickly.

She picked it up.

Heavy.

Still warm.

She wrapped it around herself without thinking, pulling it close, the fabric holding heat in a way nothing else she owned did.

It kept her warm that night.

And the nights after.

Through the worst of it.

Long enough for the cold to loosen its grip on the world.

Carmen’s eyes opened.

The ceiling returned.

Flat. Pale. Close.

The hum of the room filled the space again, steady and unchanged.

Her breath held halfway in her chest.

Her knees were drawn up beneath the blanket, her legs still moving faintly, a restless pull she couldn’t quiet.

The memory didn’t fade.

It stayed.

Clearer than it should have been.

“…Malcolm.”


Chapter Five

The parking garage was quieter than she expected.

Sound didn’t carry the same way here. It settled low against the concrete, absorbed into the pillars and the ceiling, leaving only the echo of her boots as she passed through.

Fluorescent lights hummed overhead, their pale glow flattening everything beneath them.

Carmen walked toward her bike, keys in one hand, her helmet and a green plastic hospital bag in the other.

Everything felt… held.

Emptied.

The days in the hospital had taken something with them. The waiting. The watching. The slow erosion of time measured in small, controlled increments.

As if the world had continued on without her—and never noticed the absence. Why would it?

She reached the bike and stopped.

It looked the same.

Same scratched fairing. Same worn grips, smoothed where her hands had lived. The small dent near the tank catching the light just as it always did.

Familiar.

Unchanged.

But when she rolled it forward—

Click.

She stilled.

That wasn’t right.

Before, it had been a light ticking. Annoying, but tolerable. Something you could ignore if you chose to.

Now—

Click.

Clunk.

Heavier.

Something catching where it shouldn’t.

“…great.”

She got on anyway, settling into the seat, her hands finding the bars without thought. For a moment, she didn’t move.

Just sat there.

Breathing.

Then she turned the key.

The engine caught—but not clean. The idle came rougher than it should have, a low vibration running through the frame and into her palms.

She frowned slightly.

“Don’t do this to me today, Sally.”

She eased it out of the space and onto the ramp, listening as she moved.

The sound followed.

Not constant.

But present.

A dull, uneven knock threaded through the motion—something worn past where it should have been allowed to go.

She exhaled through her nose.

“Yeah… okay. Not ideal.”

The ride back was short.

She kept it slow.

Every sound felt louder now. Each shift, each small protest from the engine rising out of the quiet like it wanted to be understood.

Like it was telling her something she already knew.

By the time she pulled up, she was tired.

Not in her body.

Somewhere deeper.

The kind that didn’t lift with rest.

She killed the engine and stayed there a moment longer than she needed to, hands still resting on the bars.

Then she got off and went inside.

The apartment was empty.

Clean.

The absence met her first.

Relief followed, quick and quiet, settling into her chest before she could name it.

She dropped her keys onto the counter, the sound sharp in the stillness, her helmet set beside them.

No noise.

No questions.

No one watching.

Her breath came easier.

“…thank god.”

She moved through the space, shedding her jacket, her fingers dragging once through her hair. The air felt stale, untouched.

Unchanged.

As if the week had passed somewhere else entirely.

As she had.

Her phone buzzed against the counter as it powered back on.

The sound cut through the quiet.

Carmen glanced down.

A string of messages waited for her.

Alex:

hey wanna go to the gym w/ me?

you alive?

Carmen?

She stared at them.

The last one was from five days ago.

Something in her chest shifted.

Just enough. Her bike needed fixing.

She could go to another mechanic.

She should.

Cleaner that way. Easier. No overlap, no questions, no risk of anything carrying forward.

No—

She already knew how that would go.

The look. The tone. The way men spoke over her, around her, as if she were incidental to the machine she rode.

She swallowed.

And beneath that—

simpler.

She wanted to see Alex again.

The warmth of it. The attention. The way things had settled around her without effort, as though nothing needed to be proven first. The choice was an easy one but Carmen resisted it on instinct.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

There were other things, too.

Quieter.

Older.

A voice she couldn’t quite place, remembered without context. A shape she had once kept folded away, carried with her longer than anything else.

She pushed it down.

Didn’t reach for it.

Didn’t need to.

It didn’t have to mean anything.

They could just be friends.

Friends didn’t have to understand everything.

Didn’t have to stay.

That was the best part.

It would be simple.

It would be fine.

Carmen:

Hey. I think I might need to take you up on that offer. My bike’s acting weird. You busy today?

She sent it before she could adjust the wording.

Before she could soften it.

Or take it back.

The phone lowered to the counter.

Then lifted again.

She watched the screen as if it might change on its own.

It didn’t.

A small vibration broke the stillness a minute later.

Alex:

I can be around at 2. Wanna bring it by?

Is it drivable? I have a truck if not.

Carmen let out a quiet breath through her nose, smirking.

“Of course you do.”

She typed.

Carmen:

Yeah, it’s drivable.

She hesitated, then added—

I’ll come by.

Sent.

She locked the phone.

Set it down.

Stood there a moment longer, her hand still resting near it, as if something might call her back to it again.

Nothing did.

So she moved.

***

The ATM sat just off the main road, tucked beneath a flickering overhang that cast everything in a dull, washed light.

Card in.

Pin.

$200.

The machine whirred to life, internal gears turning with quiet indifference, then released the bills in a flat, mechanical breath—like it had no opinion on what they were for.

Carmen folded them once and slid them into her wallet.

She would not be taking a handout.

Alex’s place returned to her in pieces as she rode.

The docks first.

Then the smell—

salt first, carried up from the water below. Oil layered beneath it, thicker, clinging. Something metallic threaded through both, sharp enough to sit at the back of her throat.

Alex’s place revealed itself more clearly as she rolled in.

The garage sat halfway between levels, cut into the rise above the docks. Carmen couldn’t see the door—it faced out toward the ocean. Beyond it, the land sloped gradually toward the water, where narrow wooden piers stretched out in rows, boats tied along them in quiet, shifting lines.

The house stood just above it, the siding new but the same shade of blue-gray. Not separate from the garage, just higher. Everything connected.

It didn’t feel like something someone her age should have.

She pulled in and cut the engine.

The quiet settled around her slowly, as if it had been waiting to return.

She was off before the engine fully settled, pulling away her helmet. And then—

voices.

Raised.

Low, but even.

Alex’s voice carried up from the docks a little ways off, clear even at a distance, firm in a way that didn’t require volume.

Carmen caught the end of it—

“Yeah, no. I’m not passing this up just to make your life easier.”

A beat.

Then the man’s voice, rougher, amused—

“Hmm… she must be something special.”

And Alex, quieter now—almost to herself—

“She’s something else.”

A laugh answered her, easy, conceding.

“Alright, Murphy. Fair enough.”

Murphy.

That sounded familiar. Alex Murphy.

But Carmen couldn’t quite place it. She moved around the side of the garage, her steps measured, unhurried—close enough to seem natural, distant enough to suggest she hadn’t been standing there listening.

Alex came up from the path below, taking the short set of stairs two at a time, her boots striking wood, then concrete, without breaking stride.

She stepped into the garage—

turned—

Carmen almost stepped back.

Too late.

Alex saw her.

And just like that—

something in her shifted.

The tension dropped from her shoulders, the sharpness in her expression easing into something warmer, something that seemed to arrive without effort.

“Hey,” Alex said, like the moment before had never existed. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Carmen lifted a brow slightly.

“Yeah,” she said. “Crazy coincidence.”

Up close, Alex looked like she’d been working since sunrise—the faint sheen of sweat along her neck catching the light, a streak of grease at her collarbone, her shirt clinging where the day had settled into it.

The garage held the day’s heat.

Oil and salt and sun-warmed metal hung in the air, the smell settled into the walls, the floor, the tools laid out in a system that wasn’t obvious until you looked twice.

“You can bring it in,” Alex said.

Carmen rolled the bike inside.

Alex followed, already dragging a rag over her hands, though it didn’t quite take the marks away.

She moved toward the rear of the bike, lowering into a crouch with an ease that suggested she spent more time like that than standing.

“You just work right here?” Carmen asked, glancing toward the open door, the water visible beyond it. “In front of your house?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Pretty nice, huh?”

She leaned in closer to the bike, listening—not casually, but with attention, like it might answer if she waited long enough.

“Sometimes I’ve gotta go out for a few weeks,” she added. “On the boats. Lobstering mostly.”

“Wow.” Carmen shifted her weight, leaning back against a post, arms loose at her sides. “I don’t know if I could be on the water that long.”

Alex gave a small shrug.

“You get used to it.”

She turned the wheel, listening.

Click—clunk.

Something in her face shifted—not enough to alarm, but enough to register.

“Huh.”

Carmen picked up on it immediately.

“That bad?”

Alex didn’t answer. Her hand moved instead, fingers finding a point near the rear assembly, applying light pressure, testing the give, then rolling it again.

Click—clunk.

“Interesting,” she said, quieter this time, more to the machine than to Carmen.

Then, without lifting her head—

“You can sit if you want.”

Carmen glanced toward the chair.

Stayed where she was.

“I’m good.”

The space between them settled into something quieter, but not empty.

Alex kept working.

“Where’ve you been?” she asked after a moment, tone easy, almost casual. “I’ve missed you. Was actually worried.”

Carmen hesitated.

“…I, uh…”

Alex looked up then.

Fully.

Her attention settled and held, leaving little room to deflect.

Waiting.

“I was in the hospital,” Carmen said it plainly.

The words carried more weight than she meant them to.

Alex rose from her crouch.

No urgency in it.

Just a shift—her focus now entirely on Carmen.

“Oh,” she said. “I hope everything’s okay?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said quickly. “It’s… it’s fine. Just there for observation.”

Alex gave a small nod.

She didn’t press.

But she didn’t withdraw, either.

Something in her gaze remained—steady, unhurried.

And before Carmen could redirect it, she felt it—

that pull.

The sense that she could keep going if she wanted to.

Say more.

Carmen shifted her weight, clearing her throat.

“It’s psych meds,” she added. “Something I developed when I was homeless. It just got bad enough to need them.”

The words lingered. Carmen waited for herself to brace—but it didn’t come. It felt… fine to say. Like Alex would know what to do with it. And Carmen felt like she needed to say it.

Alex stilled, just taking it in.

“Are you feeling alright now?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “Better.”

A small beat.

“I’m fine.”

Alex held her a moment longer, measuring that.

Then inclined her head.

“I’m so sorry you went through that. Being homeless. That’s horrible.”

There was nothing in it that asked for anything back—only presence.

Carmen let out a short breath.

“Yeah. Well.”

She looked away.

Then back again.

Alex tilted her head slightly, one hand lifting in a loose, open gesture.

“You can tell me more,” she said. “If you want.”

Carmen exhaled.

“My parents kicked me out,” she said. “After I came out as a lesbian.”

The words settled between them, plain and unadorned.

Alex’s expression changed—this time without subtlety. She looked away then back to Carmen.

“Jesus.”

“I was fifteen,” Carmen said. “Not a great year.”

“That’s fucking cruel.”

Carmen smiled, though it didn’t quite hold.

“I didn’t think they’d actually do it. You know?”

A small pause followed. She couldn’t look at Alex.

“Guess I was wrong.”

The open garage framed the water beyond them, light shifting faintly across its surface. Somewhere below, a line tapped against a hull. The sound of seagulls echoed nearby.

Alex didn’t speak right away.

Then, quieter—
“For what it’s worth… I’m really glad you made it through that.”

Carmen swallowed.
The words caught somewhere low in her chest, with nowhere to go.

She didn’t answer.

“And I’m so glad you felt like you could tell me, Carmen,” Alex said.

Carmen met her gaze, took a breath.

“It’s not something I tell anyone,” she said. “It’s embarrassing, you know? You’re just… easy to talk to. I’m sure you get that a lot.”

Alex’s smile faded. She looked at Carmen like she was turning something over, then said nothing. A small nod, and she turned back to the bike.

The moment settled.

A minute passed.

Maybe two.

The sound of the wheel turning, the faint scrape of metal, the quiet rhythm of work.

Then—

“Yeah,” Alex said, sitting back slightly. “There it is.”

Carmen straightened.

“What?”

“You’ve worn your chain and sprocket down pretty bad,” Alex said, leaning in again. “See that?”

She pointed.

Carmen stepped closer, bending just enough to follow the line of her hand. The metal caught the light in uneven teeth, worn where it shouldn’t have been.

She didn’t realize how close she’d come. Or how Alex was looking at her, with her breath held.

Carmen focused on the bike—didn’t really see it—but nodded anyway.

“All that stopping and starting,” Alex went on. “Deliveries’ll do it.”

“Is it… bad?”

“It’s not gonna snap today,” Alex said. “But it’s slipping. That’s the knock you’re hearing.”

She reached for a tool, and set it into place with quiet precision.

“I can tighten it. Adjust it. Buy you some time.”

“OKAY,” Carmen said, her voice lifting just slightly, still loud in the small space. “I like that. More time, please.”

Alex let out a short, startled laugh, the sound escaping her in a quick burst. A faint flush rose along her throat.

“What?” Carmen asked, smiling now, though she wasn’t entirely sure what she’d said.

Alex shook her head, glancing at her once more, a little unsteady, then returned to work. The sound of her exhale filled the space before she slipped back into it—focused, unhurried.

Everything about the way she moved suggested patience, control—an understanding of how things fit together and how far they could be pushed before they failed.

Carmen found herself watching her.

Not the bike.

Her.

The set of her shoulders. The way her hands moved—precise, efficient. The quiet confidence of it.

Carmen watched, not really knowing for how long. She got a little lost in it.

A small “uh huh” slipped out under her breath.

She stilled.

Alex didn’t seem to notice.

Carmen’s hand came up to her mouth. Then she turned and walked a few steps toward the garage door, to look out at the water.

It’s fine. She didn’t even know. Didn’t hear you. It’s fine.

Metal clattered behind her. She didn’t turn.

Alex had stopped working. She knelt there a moment, watching Carmen’s back—following the line of it as Carmen stared out at the ocean.

Alex’s expression slipped. Her lips parted—just for a second.

Then she caught it, licked them, and went back to work.

A minute or two later, she wiped her hands again and stood.

“That should run a lot better.”

Carmen turned, already reaching for her wallet.

“How much do I owe you?”

“I told you,” Alex said, smiling. “It’s free.”

Carmen pulled out the cash anyway.

Held it out.

“No, thank you,” Alex said, shaking her head.

Her gaze flicked from the money to Carmen, something in it easing.

Then, gently—

she folded Carmen’s fingers back over the bills. “Keep it.”

The touch was brief.

But it stayed.

Something in Carmen shifted.

It wasn’t resistance. Not quite gratitude either—just an uncomfortable twisting in her stomach.

She glanced around the garage, taking in the scattered tools, the open doorway, the line of water beyond it—

then turned, paused for a second, and dropped the money into a dusty mason jar near the entrance.

The bills settled inside with a dry, papery sound.

Alex blinked.

“…really?”

Carmen shrugged, already reaching for her helmet.

“You’re taking it one way or another… Alex.”

Alex huffed a quiet laugh.

Didn’t argue.

Carmen slid her helmet under her arm.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’ll keep it for a rainy day. For you.”

“Sounds good to me.”

She started toward the bike.

“Hey, Carmen.”

She paused, turning back slightly.

“Yeah?”

Alex shifted, dragging the rag once more across her hands as if she needed something to do with them.

“I might smell like sweat and motor oil,” she said, throwing the rag back on the work bench.

A small pause.

“But I give great hugs.”

The words lingered between them—lighter than what had come before, but not without weight.

“Want one?”

Carmen blinked, caught slightly off guard by the softness of it.

“…who told you that?”

“Told me what?”

“That you give great hugs.”

A small smile pulled at Alex’s mouth, uneven, almost shy.

“Something I tell myself.”

Carmen let out a faint breath, her fingers tightening slightly around the edge of her helmet.

She should have laughed it off.

Should have stepped past it.

“...sure.”

Alex closed the distance without hesitation.

Her arms came around Carmen—easy, certain. No pause. No question.

Warm.

Not just surface—something deeper. Lived-in. Real.

Carmen stilled, her body catching on it—on the shape of being held.

Then her arms came up. Slow. Careful. Enough to meet her there.

And something in her—shifted.

Not sudden.

Just… loosening.

Her face turned into Alex’s shoulder. Warm fabric. Salt, oil, sun.

Alive.

Close.

Safe.

The word came without permission.

Too safe.

Her breath caught—lingered there, her chest unsure how to move around it.

Alex didn’t move. Didn’t tighten. Didn’t fill the space.

She just held her.

Steady.

Carmen’s eyes closed—only for a moment.

But in that moment, something in her leaned.

Small. Invisible.

Enough that staying might have been easy.

Too easy.

When they separated, it happened without a break—just space returning where there had been none.

Alex looked at her once. Something flickered—gone before it could settle.

Then she turned back to the workbench, reaching for a rag.

She paused as she came back, lifting her hand slightly.

“Hold on.”

The fabric brushed lightly along Carmen’s cheek, the motion careful, almost absentminded.

“You’ve got grease,” Alex said, tapping her own cheek in the same spot. “Cute.”

Carmen let out a soft breath, smiling faintly until Alex pulled away.

A beat passed.

Then—

“If you ever need a place to live,” Alex said, as though the thought had simply occurred to her, “you can stay here.”

Carmen blinked.

“What? No.”

“I’m serious.”

Carmen shook her head, stepping back now, putting space where it belonged.

“I’m a stranger,” she said. “I could be a murderer.”

Alex tilted her head slightly, considering that, a flicker of amusement returning.

“Oh yeah?”

A small, crooked smile.

“Then you could put me out of my misery.”

Carmen laughed.

It came out before she could stop it—bright, unguarded, more than anything she’d felt in days.

She shook her head, reaching for her helmet.

“You’re insane.”

“Probably,” Alex said easily. “You’ll learn to love it.”

She pulled herself onto the seat, easy and practiced.

The engine turned over smoother this time—not perfect, but steadier. The vibration beneath her hands felt different, less strained, like something had been eased back into place.

She glanced at Alex once more before putting on her helmet.

“Hey, Carmen?”

Alex raised her voice over the engine.

Carmen looked her way.

“Yeah?”

Alex leaned a little closer.

“Where do you go during the day?”

Carmen sat back, caught off guard, trying not to show it.

“Mostly just ride around town doing deliveries.”

Alex watched her a moment, then smiled.

“Huh. That can’t be it, though. You’ve got somewhere you go. To take a break.”

Carmen hesitated.

The field came to mind.

Uninvited.

“Um… I sit by the water sometimes. Have lunch.” A small shrug. “Why?”

Alex looked away, a quiet laugh slipping out under her breath—like she’d caught something she hadn’t meant to.

“Do you… like hiking?”

Carmen frowned. “Not really. Too many ticks.”

“Oh. Well… there’s a field near here,” Alex said, a little too casually. “It’s nice. Away from the noise.”

She shrugged.

“Maybe we could go sometime.”

Carmen nodded, not thinking much of it.

The thought slipped in anyway.

Her field?

No—

Probably not.

It wouldn’t be that strange if it was…

“Yeah. Maybe.”

Alex smiled, but didn’t say anything else. She gave a quick wave and Carmen nodded, dropped the visor, and pulled away.

They could just be friends.

That was all this was.

A little flirting. A little closeness. Nothing unusual.

Nothing that had to mean anything.

And if it ever did—

she would stop it.

She always did.

Still—

something caught in her chest when she thought about seeing Alex again.

Heat.

Mixed with embarrassment.

She had told her too much.

More than she gave to anyone.

And Alex had looked at her like it hadn’t changed anything at all.

Like it hadn’t lowered her.

Carmen didn’t trust that.

She would, eventually.

See it.

See her.

And understand.

There wasn’t much there to keep.

Better to keep it simple.

Light.

Camaraderie.

Friends.

And only friends.


Chapter Six

The next day, she was back on the road.

Deliveries. Stoplights. The same routes unfolding beneath her without effort, the bike carrying her through them as if nothing had interrupted the pattern.

Normal.

Or close enough to wear it.

The air held a trace of the harbor even this far out—salt threading faintly through the heat of the pavement, exhaust settling low between passing cars.

She rolled up to an intersection as the light turned red and eased to a stop.

An ambulance idled beside her.

She didn’t look at it right away.

Then she did.

Malcolm.

There was no hesitation in it now.

No searching.

Just recognition, clean and immediate.

He sat with one hand resting loose on the wheel, posture easy, as though time moved differently around him. His partner leaned back in the passenger seat, halfway through a sandwich, the wrapper catching light as it shifted.

Malcolm glanced over.

A small smile.

“Hey,” he called through the open window. “You’re out and about.”

“Gotta make money somehow,” Carmen said.

Her voice came out steady, but she held his gaze this time, not looking away.

He nodded once, like that was answer enough.

“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s try not to see you in the back of my ambulance again.”

Light.

Almost.

But not careless.

Carmen watched him for a beat longer than she needed to.

She knew him.

Not the way people meant when they said that.

Enough to understand he wasn’t what he looked like.

The light changed.

Green.

She didn’t respond.

Just twisted the throttle and pulled forward, the engine rising beneath her as she moved through the intersection a little faster than needed, the ambulance disappearing in her mirror.

***

The door opened before she could knock.

Warm air slipped out first—dull, carrying the faint scent of something herby layered over old paint and fabric that had absorbed years of it.

Samantha’s grin met hers—wide, immediate, easy. Thick black curls fell straight past her shoulders, catching the light from the lamp behind her, silver hoops glinting as she tilted her head. The liner around her eyes was sharp, deliberate—nothing about her accidental.

“Look who finally showed up.”

“Traffic,” Carmen said, stepping inside.

“Blah, blah, blah.” Samantha waved it off, turning. “I got you something special.”

Carmen shut the door behind her, the latch clicking into place.

The apartment was small but full—two rooms branching off a narrow hall, the kind of place where sound didn’t travel far before it settled. Lamps instead of overhead lights, casting everything in a low amber glow that blurred the edges of the space. A couch pushed slightly too close to the wall. A woven blanket draped over the back like it had been used earlier and never put away.

She followed Samantha into the kitchen.

Ali was already there, leaning against the counter, one shoulder pressed into the cabinet like she’d claimed the spot hours ago. Her hair fell in loose waves to her shoulders, a little messy in a way that looked windswept. Her skin held a natural warmth to it, tanned even under the dim indoor light, like she spent more time outside than she admitted.

Bottle loose in her hand, fingers curled around the neck.

Her eyes flicked up the second Carmen entered—quick, assessing, then easing when they met hers.

“What is it,” Carmen said.

“Non-alcoholic champagne,” Samantha announced, holding up the bottle, her bracelets sliding down her wrist with a sparkling clink. “So you don’t feel left out.”

Carmen scoffed, a grin following. “I’d be fine with just water.”

“I know,” she said, her hands coming to Carmen’s hips. “But it’s here if you want it.”

They kissed, quick, before pulling apart.

Samantha moved around the space like she knew exactly where everything was without looking—grabbing glasses, setting them down with quick taps against the counter. The faint fizz of a bottle opening filled the room, bright and temporary.

They settled on the floor instead of the couch.

It felt more natural that way.

The rug was soft but worn in places, fibers flattened where people sat often. Samantha folded into it easily, cross-legged, her posture open, confident—like she expected to be looked at. Ali sat with her knees drawn up, arm resting across them, shoulder brushing the armchair behind her, her movements quieter, but no less aware.

Carmen lowered herself between them, not quite centered, but close enough that their space closed around her without effort.

The game started easily.

Dares, truths—familiar rhythm. Laughter coming quicker than it should have, the kind that filled silence before it had a chance to settle.

Carmen’s turn.

She looked between them, her expression unreadable.

“Do you two fuck when I’m not here?”

Samantha’s hand stilled mid-pour, the bottle hovering just above the rim of her glass.

Ali looked up first.

Held Carmen’s gaze.

They shook their heads—together, almost instinctively.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Ali shrugged. “We just don’t like each other like that.”

Samantha snorted. “No, no—we’re both bottoms.”

“Right,” Ali added, a small smile pulling at her mouth. “And two bottoms don’t make a top.”

“That’s right,” Samantha said, nodding. “That’s what I always say.”

A beat.

“Well—I do like watching her get railed,” Samantha added.

Ali blinked, then laughed under her breath. “You do?”

“Yeah, girl, you’re hot, okay?”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.” Samantha tilted her head slightly. “Do you like watching me?”

Ali didn’t hesitate. “Yeah. Absolutely.”

“Oh, good. Good.”

Carmen’s gaze lingered on them a moment longer—listening more than watching now—then she looked up at Samantha.

“Hmm,” she said. “Okay… but you like me like that?”

They both nodded.

“Why so many questions, Carmen?” Samantha said, something sharper threading under the ease now.

“It’s truth or dare,” Carmen said, lifting her hands slightly. “What’s the problem?”

Samantha gave a small, knowing look. “Yeah—but you only get one question.”

A beat.

“And dares are more fun.”

“I have another,” Carmen said, ignoring that.

A pause.

The room didn’t change—but something in it tightened slightly. Not enough to stop anything. Just enough to be noticed.

“Do you guys ever think about getting into relationships?”

“Like with one person?” Ali asked.

Carmen nodded.

“I guess we could do like a poly thing,” Samantha said slowly, glancing sideways. “If you were down.”

She looked at Ali.

Ali nodded.

That wasn’t what Carmen meant.

She reached for her water glass, the cool condensation damp against her fingers, and took a sip as the silence stretched—just long enough to feel it.

Outside, something passed on the street—a car, maybe—its headlights sliding briefly across the wall before disappearing.

Inside, the room stayed warm.

Close.

Easy.

It should’ve been enough.

“Samantha,” Ali said, her voice shifting back to something playful, “I dare you to put whipped cream on your tits and have Carmen lick it all off.”

Samantha laughed, the sound breaking the tension. Carmen smiled, letting her mask settle back into place.

The woman pushed herself up, disappearing into the kitchen. The sound of a drawer sliding open, then closing. When she came back, she had a can of whipped cream and a towel draped over her arm.

She knelt on the rug, fingers moving to the buttons of her shirt. One by one. Slow. Her eyes stayed on Carmen the whole time.

Carmen leaned to one side, propped on her elbow, watching as the shirt fell open, her gaze dark and observant.

Samantha reached behind her back, unhooking the bra.

Carmen shifted forward, fingers brushing Samantha's as she helped pull it away. She took the can from her, leaned in, and kissed her, hand cradling her head.

Her hand moved to Samantha's back, holding her steady as she sprayed a small swirl of whipped cream into her own mouth, sticking her tongue out, flicking the tip at Samantha.

Samantha leaned in, licking the cream off her tongue. Slow. Messy.

Ali gasped, fingers pressing into her cheek as she watched.

“I wish the fuck you would,” she murmured, muffled behind her palm.

They broke apart.

Carmen shook the can, then sprayed a line across Samantha’s breast—cool against warm. She did the other side, then set the can down, guiding Samantha back against the cushions.

Carmen leaned over her, the scent of sugar and skin mixing in the warm air between them. Her tongue traced the first line, then the other, slow, deliberate.

Samantha watched her, her mouth slightly parted, her breath catching.

Ali bit her lip, her gaze fixed on them both.

When the last of the cream was gone, Carmen leaned in, capturing Samantha’s mouth—kissing her deeper this time, taking control, her hand settling at the back of her neck.

Samantha responded, her hands coming up to tangle in Carmen's hair. They broke apart, breath slightly uneven.

They both came up and Carmen wiped whipped cream from Samantha's lip.

“Carmen,” Samantha said, Breasts still out, her voice lower now, “I dare you to stuff your panties into Ali's mouth.”

“Can't,” Carmen said, a slight smile playing at her lips. “I'm wearing boxers.”

“I'll still do it,” Ali said putting her hand up.

“Okay, fine,” Samantha shifted, sitting up straighter. “Ali, I dare you to eat Carmen out.”

Ali's teeth caught her lower lip. Carmen stood, unbuttoning her jeans, sliding them down before settling back against the cushions. She spread her legs slightly, her hand resting on Ali's head as the woman lowered herself between them.

The feeling came easily at first—Ali's mouth, the pressure, the rhythm. Carmen's hips shifted, her breath catching. She let go, the pleasure building, then cresting in a sharp wave that left her breathless.

But afterward, something felt off—

thin, lacking.

Carmen’s hand tightened slightly in Ali’s hair, guiding her up.

“Kiss me.”

Ali shifted easily, her mouth finding Carmen’s. It was soft. Warm.

Everything it should have been.

But it didn’t settle the way it could.

Carmen didn’t let it show.

Ali giggled as she pulled back.

“Did I do good?” she asked, lifting a brow.

Carmen smiled—automatic.

“Fucking amazing,” she said, the words dragging a little, a grin pulling at her mouth. “You always do so good for me.”

They kissed again, brief this time.

“Mmmm okay,” Samantha said, taking a sip of her wine. “Your turn, Carmen,”

Carmen didn’t move.

For a second—

she wasn’t there.

The wall in front of her held her gaze, something in her going still, slipping just out of reach.

“You alright?” Ali asked.

Carmen blinked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“Babe, you… kinda blanked out.”

“Yeah, I saw that too,” Samantha added, nodding.

Carmen huffed a small breath, shaking her head like it didn’t matter.

“I’m good. Just tired.”

Ali nudged her lightly. “Are you having fun?”

Carmen smirked.

“Yeah,” she said. “I am.”

Samantha leaned forward, setting her glass down. “Good. Because I’m not done with you yet.”

That pulled a real laugh out of Carmen.

“Alright,” she said, settling back into it. “Your move, then.”

The game picked back up—looser now, less rules, more suggestion than structure. Dares became choices. Touch lingered longer than it needed to. Laughter faded into something quieter, closer.

At some point, the space between them stopped feeling like separate edges.

And then—

it wasn’t a game anymore.

Somehow ten minutes became two hours and Carmen knew it was time to go. She sat up from where she lay between them on the bed and stood up to find her clothes. She pulled her shirt back into place, fingers moving slower than usual, like she was giving herself time to land.

Ali was still smiling, sprawled back against the pillows.

Samantha reached for her glass again, relaxed, satisfied.

“Stay,” Ali said, softer now. “We can just hang out.”

Carmen glanced toward the window.

The light had shifted—lower now, warmer at the edges.

She shook her head.

“I should go.”

“You always do,” Samantha said, not unkindly.

Carmen smiled faintly.

“Yeah. Because I always have to.”

She grabbed her jacket, pausing just long enough to look back at them.

They looked good.

Comfortable.

Easy.

It would’ve been enough.

It always had been.

“Text me when you get home,” Ali said.

“I will.”

Carmen stepped out into the air, cooler now, the day already slipping toward evening.

By the time she reached her bike, the feeling hadn’t gone anywhere.

It sat there, quiet and persistent—like something that should have been there, and just wasn’t.

***

Her phone buzzed.

Alex:

You around?

Carmen:

Yeah, working.

Alex:

Come by when you can.

Carmen:

I will.

***

Carmen pulled up outside Alex’s place, cutting the engine and swinging her leg off the bike.

Alex stepped out of the garage a second later—clean this time. Sleeveless tee. Shorts. Black Adidas. No grease.

Carmen’s eyes caught there first—her arms.

Her shoulders rounded clean at the edges, capped and wide in a way Carmen hadn’t noticed on anyone before—or maybe just hadn’t looked for.

Her thighs were thick, defined.

Alex hadn’t bothered to shave her legs.

Carmen’s gaze lingered there for a second—longer than it should have. There was something about it. Unpolished. Unapologetic.

Alex moved like she did the last time—easy, grounded, completely unaware of it.

“Wanna go to the gym with me?” she asked.

Carmen blinked, dragging her focus back up.

“Hm?” A beat. Then she recovered, lifting a brow. “I thought you were on your lunch break or something.”

“Nah. No work today.”

“Huh.” Carmen adjusted her gloves, glancing back at her bike. “I can just let you go do that. I should probably get back soon anyway.”

Alex shrugged lightly. “I’d rather hang out with you, quite honestly.”

A small pause.

Carmen looked at her. Shrugged.

“We could walk along the water,” she said. “Until I get another delivery.”

“Sure. Let me grab a hoodie.”

Alex led her toward the back through the garage and then came back out and pulled down the garage door.

They walked side by side, the docks stretching out beside them, the air cool off the water.

Alex pointed ahead. “That place—coffee’s not bad. I’ll buy if you want one.”

“Sure.”

A few minutes later, they were walking again, cups warm in their hands.

Carmen took a sip. “It’s good, I like it.”

Alex glanced at her. “How are all your girlfriends doing?”

Carmen huffed. “I don’t have girlfriends.”

“Okay,” Alex said easily. “The girls you’ve been hooking up with.”

“Fine. Thanks for asking.” A beat. “You really want to know?”

“Sure.”

Carmen shrugged slightly. “Just had a threesome.”

Alex paused.

Only for a second.

Then her expression settled back into neutral. “Did you have fun?”

“It was okay.”

Alex nodded, like she’d expected that.

“Hm.”

A small beat passed.

“Well,” she added, almost offhand, “my ex stopped by today.”

Carmen glanced over.

Something tightened in her chest—sharp, quick—but her expression didn’t change.

She’d just had a threesome afterall.

And told Alex that.

The jealousy didn’t care.

“Your ex?”

“—She’s not really my ex,” Alex said. “We weren’t… that. Not really.”

A small pause. Her mouth moved like she had more to say, then—

“And it’s not right, but I’ve been… waiting for someone. While being with someone else. With other people.”

A small shrug, but her eyes stayed on Carmen—too intent, like she couldn’t quite stop herself.

“And the ex. She didn’t want anything serious anyways, but…”

The thought trailed. Then came back again.

“And I didn’t either.”

She paused.

“Not with her.”

Something in Carmen’s chest pulled tight—quick, strange.

Alex was still watching her.

Waiting.

Carmen shifted, pulling in a breath, stepping around it.

“Oh… you two still together?”

“I don’t know,” Alex said. “I think we need to be done.”

“Why?”

Alex took a sip of her coffee, eyes drifting out toward the water.

“I’m not in love with her,” she said. “And at this point… I’d rather be alone than waste her time. Or mine.”

Carmen went quiet.

Alex glanced at her, then back ahead.

“Can I ask you something?” she said. “Just… curiosity. Lesbian to lesbian.”

Carmen lifted her cup slightly, like a mock toast. “Yeah. Shoot.”

Alex hesitated for half a second—just enough to register.

Then—

“Do you ever come when eating a girl out?” she asked, voice low.

Carmen glanced at her, then back ahead, a faint smirk tugging at her mouth. The bluntness of it didn’t faze her—not this time. Maybe it was just one of those days.

Or maybe she was starting to expect it from Alex.

“Yeah,” she said. “I always come when I'm eating pussy.”

Alex laughed, biting her lip as she tapped Carmen’s arm—easy, familiar.

“Every time?” she asked, her curiosity softening into something almost bashful.

“Mhhm. I can come repeatedly, it's a gift, I know,” Carmen shrugged, casual. “I could have sex all day long. I've actually done it. I should have become a porn star. Or a cam girl.”

Alex let out a small breath through her nose, the ocean breeze lifting small strands from around her face. Carmen’s eyes caught on that.

“Come on,” Alex said. “You don't actually want to be a porn star.”

Carmen looked away. “Probably not, I could be though, I did think about it.”

“Don't you think you'd get attached, eventually?” Alex said. “Having so much sex?”

Carmen tilted her head. “No, but… I don't think sex has to have anything to do with love.”

Alex crossed her arms, brows raised.

“Sure, it doesn’t have to, I guess, but…” she muttered. “What’s the point in having sex with someone you don’t love?”

She glanced at Carmen, then back out at the water.

“Seems hollow.”

Carmen felt that land.

She shifted slightly, adjusting her grip on the coffee cup, though it didn’t need adjusting. The heat from it had already faded, but she held onto it anyway.

Carmen studied her—really looked this time. The set of her jaw. The lift of her brows. Those piercing blue eyes, steady and certain in a way that made something in Carmen stir.

“Does it?” Carmen asked, quieter now—sharper, but not as controlled as she meant it to be.

Alex turned toward her more fully.

“What’s really the point,” she said, her gaze steady, “if you don’t actually care about the person? Don’t see a future with them? Marriage. Children. A whole life. All that?”

Carmen’s chest tightened. They were closer than Carmen realized.

Not touching—but close enough that Carmen could feel it. The space between them thinner than it should’ve been. Alex’s voice didn’t waver.

Carmen’s breath caught, she swallowed to hide it.

She didn’t move back.

Didn’t move at all.

Something in her expression shifted before she could stop it.

Because—

She didn’t have an answer.

Not a real one.

She cleared her throat.

And somewhere, quiet and unwelcome, the realization settled in—

She’d never had sex with someone she loved. Not that she could recall.

The sky had gone darker without her noticing, clouds rolling in low over the water.

“Hey, stop that,” Alex said.

Carmen blinked, looking up at her. “Stop what?”

“Stop looking so glum,” Alex said, her voice dipping—half teasing, half coaxing.

Carmen huffed a small breath. Met her gaze.

“You wanna go get drinks?” Alex asked.

“What?” Carmen said. “No, I have to work. And get home before dark.”

“Why?” Alex tilted her head. “Are you Cinderella or something?”

“No. I just… don’t like riding after dark.”

The voices. The shadows. The hands—

they came more then. When she was tired.

Alex made a clicking sound with her tongue.

“You could stay here.”

Carmen pressed her lips together.

The answer rose too quickly in her chest.

Yes.

She let it sit there for a second—felt it—then smoothed it away, her gaze catching on the small, hopeful curve of Alex’s mouth.

Like it meant something.

It did.

For a second, she almost said it—about the medication, about why she couldn’t stay, why she couldn’t just say yes.

But the words didn’t come.

“Another rain check?” Alex asked.

“Maybe another time,” Carmen said.

Their eyes met.

They both smiled.

Alex looked away first, color rising up her neck, brushing across her face.

They fell into step again, conversation drifting—tourists, the docks, nothing that mattered.

The sun began to break through the clouds.

“Hey,” Alex said, tilting her head slightly. “Did you know your mood controls the weather?”

Carmen glanced up. “What?”

“You were all stormy a second ago,” Alex said lightly. “Thought we were about to get lightning. Then you smiled. Now it’s sunny.”

Carmen huffed. “Oh, did I? Didn’t notice.”

Alex smiled to herself, like she’d expected that.

“There are stories like that,” she said. “People tied to the sky without realizing it. Storms when they’re hurting. Calm when they’re not.”

She glanced up, just for a second.

“The Greeks thought thunder meant Zeus was angry.”

Carmen looked at her.

Something in the way Alex said it—like she believed it—settled low in her chest.

Quiet. Steady.

Like a story she’d heard before.

“I used to think I had powers,” Carmen said. “When I was a kid.”

“Oh yeah?” Alex smiled. “Maybe you do.”

Carmen huffed. “I think every kid thinks that, though.”

“I didn’t,” Alex said, amused. Then, after a beat—”Well… I did think I was the fastest runner in my school.”

A small shrug.

“I was wrong.”

Carmen laughed.

Alex did too.

Carmen’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

She checked it, already knowing.

“Got a delivery.”

“Dang,” Alex said. “Maybe sometime you can actually take a day off.”

A beat.

“And chuck that phone into the fucking river.”

“You mean ocean?” Carmen said, gesturing to the water right beside them.

“Either one.”

Carmen laughed. “You have no idea how much I’d love to do that. But I need the money.”

Alex glanced at her, her expression shifting as she bit her lip.

“Maybe someday you won’t,” she said, quieter now.

Carmen looked at her.

Not fully turning—just enough.

Like she wasn’t sure she’d heard it right.

She didn’t ask her to repeat it.

Alex walked her up the hill to her bike without saying she would.

Carmen pulled on her jacket, the motion automatic.

“See you later?”

Alex nodded. “Yeah… hope so.”

Carmen mounted the bike and started it.

The engine came to life beneath her, steady, familiar.

She glanced at Alex once more before pulling away.


Chapter Seven

The apartment was quiet in that particular way it only ever was when Tristan wasn’t there—no guitar, no movement, no sense of being watched for reaction.

The day had been slow, but steady.

Even so, Carmen regretted leaving Alex the moment she sped away.

Like she was leaving a piece behind.

She sat on the couch with one leg tucked under her, the other stretched out, boot still half on.

The afternoon light—golden hour, really—came in thin through the blinds, striping the floor, her hands.

Across the paper.

She held it carefully, though it was already worn—creased at the edges from years of folding and unfolding. Then there was the new burnt corner.

The woman on it looked out from the page with the same steady expression she always had.

Dark hair pulled back.

Strong lines.

Something in the way she stood—even in stillness—like she belonged exactly where she was.

Carmen’s thumb brushed lightly over her face.

“…yeah,” she murmured to herself. “I see it now.”

She leaned back into the couch, head tipping against the worn fabric.

And just like that—

she was fifteen again.

Spring in North Carolina came early, the air warm without weight, the sky a pale blue that seemed to stretch wider than it should. Family vacation.

The flea market ran long across a gravel lot just off the main road, rows of tents pitched unevenly, tables cluttered with things that didn’t belong together but somehow did.

Ceramic bowls.

Old records.

Glass bottles catching sunlight.

And small, soft cat figures arranged in careful rows. The fur looked too real.

Carmen slowed in front of them, reaching out without thinking, her fingers brushing one lightly along the back.

She pulled back.

“Are those real? Are they… taxidermy?”

Her mother didn’t even look up, already moving ahead, sunglasses pushed high on her nose.

“Who cares, they’re cute.”

Carmen pulled her hand back slowly, glancing once at the shop owner who shot her a look.

“…right.”

She followed.

Back then, she still looked like she belonged to them.

Dark hair worn long down her back, brushed and neat, probably freshly trimmed. A denim skirt that hit just below the knee, tights despite the warmth, a modest blouse buttoned higher than she would’ve chosen on her own.

There was something sharper in her, even then—

but it sat under the surface.

Unspoken.

Her father walked ahead with her brother, already drifting toward something else—tools, maybe, or old coins. The distance between them felt natural, established. Not unkind.

Just… set in their ways.

Carmen lingered behind with her mother as they passed a small table tucked between two louder stalls.

Sketches.

Dozens of them.

Faces in charcoal and pencil, pinned or stacked, each one a little too precise to be casual.

“Oh look at these,” her mother said, stopping. “Adorable. Are you doing caricatures?”

The woman behind the table looked up.

She was older—late-fifties, maybe—gray hair pulled back loosely, lines at the corners of her eyes that didn’t come from frowning. Something about her felt familiar in a way Carmen couldn’t place.

Warm.

Grounded.

“No, dear,” she said, smiling. “I sketch a portrait of your soulmate.”

Carmen felt something small shift in her chest.

Her mother laughed immediately.

“Oh—oh, my husband won’t like that.”

Her father, halfway turned back already, made a face—half a frown, half dismissive.

“Yeah, we’ll leave you to it,” he said, already stepping away. “See you two later.”

Carmen instinctively moved to follow—

“Stay, Carmen,” her mother said, lightly, without looking at her. “It’ll be fun.”

Fun.

Carmen stopped.

The woman was already pulling a fresh sheet forward.

“Let’s start with you,” she said to Carmen’s mother.

It didn’t take long.

A few quick strokes, confident, unhesitating.

Carmen watched the lines come together—features emerging with a kind of certainty that didn’t look like guessing.

Her mother leaned in when it was done.

“Oh wow,” she said. “That looks like Bobby—my high school sweetheart. He was a hunk. How’d you do that?”

The woman only smiled.

Carmen watched her instead of the drawing.

Her mother laughed, already half-turning away.

“Honey, your turn,” she said, waving a hand back toward Carmen as she moved toward a jewelry stand nearby.

Carmen hesitated.

“I don’t—”

But the woman was already looking at her.

Unexpectant.

Patient.

Carmen sat.

“Sure,” she said, voice low.

The woman studied her for a moment—not searching, but taking something in—then lowered her gaze to the paper resting against the board.

Her hand moved.

And she began to draw.

And this time—

it took longer.

The pencil scribbled, paused, adjusted. Certain and careful in a way it hadn’t been before.

Carmen’s mother shifted nearby.

“Oh, my goodness,” she said. “What’s taking so long?”

The pencil kept moving.

A few moments passed.

Her mother’s voice dropped, edged now with impatience.

“Carmen, just come find me when you’re done. Good lord!”

Carmen glanced back as she drifted off toward the jewelry, bracelets chiming against one another. A faint flush rose to her cheeks before she turned forward again.

“Sorry,” she said, quieter this time. “She can be kind of a cunt.”

“That’s alright,” the woman said shaking her head, glancing up once. “I’ve heard worse, dear.”

Carmen watched the page as the lines gathered, something forming there with a quiet certainty.

She reached into her wallet, pulled out two twenties, and set them on the table.

“Thank you,” the woman said, already drawing again.

Carmen nodded, a little apologetic.

“How come she didn’t end up with that guy?” she asked after a moment. “If he’s her soulmate?”

“Who knows.”

The woman’s mouth curved, just slightly.

“But if she had,” she said, “then you might not be here.”

Carmen let that settle.

“…maybe.”

The pencil slowed.

Then stilled.

But instead of turning it around—

the woman folded it.

Once.

Then again.

She wrote something quickly on the back—that day’s date, perhaps—then held it out to her.

“Don’t open that in front of your mother.”

Carmen blinked and turned, scanning the other stalls.

“Why?” she asked. “I think she left.”

She took it anyway, carefully.

Unfolded it.

And froze.

A woman looked back at her from the page.

Not a boy.

Not a man.

A woman.

Strong shoulders. Dark hair. That same sense of stillness that didn’t feel passive.

“It’s… a girl?”

The woman met her eyes.

“Does that surprise you?”

Carmen hesitated.

For just a second.

Then shook her head.

“…no.”

She looked back down.

“She’s… beautiful,” Carmen said. “Why is she by the ocean?”

“Maybe it’s a place she enjoys.”

Carmen traced the edge of the paper lightly.

“…when will I meet her?”

The woman smiled.

“I don’t know, dear,” the woman said. “Maybe soon. Maybe you already… have.”

A quiet understanding set in, as if that just clicked. Carmen didn’t reply.

Then, she folded the paper quickly as her mother’s voice cut across the air—

“Carmen!”

She stood, slipping it away without thinking.

“Coming!”

And just like that—

it was gone.

Back on the couch, Carmen exhaled slowly.

The paper rested in her hands again, older now, softer at the folds.

What had the woman meant by that?

Maybe you already have.

Carmen had accepted it then.

Now she just… couldn’t remember why.

And now looking at the drawing, she saw Alex.

The resemblance was undeniable.

It was her.

Carmen’s thumb pressed once along the crease.

Still—she resisted it.

But why? She blinked away a few tears before they could become anything more.

And folded it carefully, like she always did—

then slid it back into her wallet.

She sighed.

Alone in an apartment that had never been home.

***

The gym was quieter in the morning.

Not empty—but subdued. Machines humming instead of clanging, voices lower, the early regulars moving through their routines with a kind of quiet ownership.

Carmen stood in the changing room, her locker open, fingers moving through the familiar ritual—helmet tucked above, jacket folded and hanging, phone slipped into the side pocket.

Her reflection caught her for a second in the mirror.

A little tired.

A little wired.

Her phone buzzed.

Alex:

Where you at?

Carmen glanced down, thumb moving quickly.

Carmen:

Changing room.

The reply came almost instantly.

Alex:

Coming!!!!!

Carmen huffed a quiet breath through her nose, imagining Alex tapping out all those exclamation points on that old phone.

Ignored the lift in her chest.

She’d texted late the night before.

Too late. Or very early.

Couldn’t sleep—Tristan breathing steady beside her, too close, too warm in a way that never quite settled right against her. She’d slipped out to the living room, the dark pressing in around her, phone lighting her face.

Carmen:

Hey wanna go to gym tomorrow?

Alex had answered immediately.

2:07 a.m.

Alex:

YES.

Like she’d been awake anyway.

Like she’d been—

Carmen stopped that thought.

The door swung open.

Fast.

Alex came in like she’d crossed distance without measuring it—momentum still in her, breath elevated, as though she’d arrived a second before she meant to.

Her hair was down.

Not tied back, not contained—falling loose around her shoulders, dark and wavy, a little uneven like she’d pushed it back with her hands on the way here and left it at that.

“Hey,” Carmen said.

Then, quick—

“Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” Alex said, blinking at her. “I—yeah. I’m fine.”

She bent slightly, hands braced on her knees, catching her breath—not struggling, just… alive in it. A small laugh slipped out of her as she looked up.

“I kind of sprinted here.”

Carmen watched her.

There was color high in Alex’s cheeks, heat still sitting at her skin. Her shirt clung faintly at the collarbone, damp where it met her neck. A pulse moved there—visible, steady.

“Why?” Carmen asked.

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Because I wanted to see you.”

It landed too clearly.

Not flirted.

Not dressed up.

Just said.

It dropped low in Carmen’s body—hard, immediate, unwelcome in how fast it took hold.

A tight, fluttering pull.

Her throat closed. For a second, she didn’t know where to look.

So, she didn’t move them.

Looked at Alex in front of her.

Alex, still a little bent forward, looking up at her—open, unguarded in a way that didn’t feel careless. Like she wasn’t offering anything.

Just… telling the truth.

Carmen swallowed.

“Is that so?” she said, more gentle than she meant to.

Alex straightened, the moment passing—or not passing, just… settling somewhere it couldn’t be addressed.

She dropped her backpack into a locker.

Didn’t lock it.

Carmen frowned immediately, the shift giving her something to hold onto.

“You don’t lock your stuff up, Alex?”

Alex barely glanced at it.

“No. I don’t care.”

Carmen hesitated.

That instinct came up fast—sharp, automatic, older than she liked to think about.

“Lock it up with mine.”

Alex looked at her then.

It wasn’t a quick, casual glance.

She really looked.

Something in her expression changed—subtle, but there. The edge of a smile, but quieter than before. More considered.

“Fine,” she said, voice softening. “Whatever you say.”

But she didn’t move right away.

For a second—just a second too long—she held Carmen’s gaze, like she’d noticed something in that request.

Something Carmen hadn’t meant to show.

Then she turned, easy again, reaching for the latch.

And the moment slipped.

But not completely.

They stepped out onto the gym floor together.

The air shifted—warmer, thicker, touched with metal and rubber and the faint salt of bodies already at work. Morning light cut in through the high windows, catching dust and movement in equal measure.

Alex pulled her hair back as they walked, gathering it loosely, tying it off with a quick turn of her wrist.

It changed her.

Not any less energized—more contained.

The looseness of before drawn inward, focused. Something in her posture settling, her shoulders set, her attention narrowing without effort.

She didn’t seem to notice the room.

But the room noticed her.

Not in any obvious way—

just a glance that held a fraction too long,

a woman shifting her stance as Alex passed, straightening without knowing why,

a pair of eyes following, then snapping away.

Carmen saw it.

And, against her better judgment, felt the reaction rise—jealousy first. Then something else.

A strange sense of pride she couldn’t explain, even if she tried.

They moved to the rows.

The machine clicked as Carmen adjusted it, but her attention drifted—pulled, then caught.

Alex had already started.

She didn’t move like most people there.

No rush.

No excess.

Each pull clean, measured—drawn in and released with the same quiet control, as if the motion belonged to her body already, required no thought.

The line of her back tightened under the fabric, then eased. Shoulders setting, then softening. Strength, yes—but shaped. The narrowing at her waist, the subtle shift of her hips grounding the movement.

Nothing wasted.

Nothing performed.

Carmen sat back a little and watched—

then, aware of it, looked away.

Then back again.

“Hey—”

The voice came from the side.

A girl at the cable machine, one hand still resting on the bar.

Alex turned easily.

“Yeah?”

“Can you help me with this?”

No hesitation.

Alex stepped over, closing the space without breaking stride, reaching up, adjusting something just out of Carmen’s line of sight. A few words—low, casual. A small laugh.

Done.

She came back.

Carmen hadn’t moved.

“What did she need help with?” she asked.

Alex picked up her handle again, shrugging slightly.

“Oh—uh. She needed me to pull the cable thing down for her.”

Carmen’s mouth twitched, her brows knitting together.

“She’s tall enough to do that.”

Alex smiled faintly, glancing at Carmen from the corner of her eye, one brow lifting.

“Probably,” she said. “Didn’t know how, I guess. Or didn’t want to ask a guy.”

Carmen let out a short whistle. She wasn’t buying it.

“Right.”

Carmen’s gaze drifted past her.

The girl was still looking.

Lip caught lightly between her teeth.

Waiting—almost.

Carmen’s eyes flicked back to Alex.

“…right.”

Alex sat at the rowing machine, cracking her knuckles. She glanced over again at her—knowing—and gave a small nod, saying nothing.

“What?” Carmen said. It came out sharper than she meant.

Alex just shook her head, her smile breaking into something brighter, almost giddy.

“Oh, nothing,” she murmured, the words a little rough. “Absolutely nothing.”

They moved through their sets in silence.

Although Carmen couldn’t quite shake it.

Lats and shoulders.

The rhythm settled between them—machines humming, breath measured, the steady pull and return of weight.

Carmen kept pace.

But she watched.

Alex lifted less than she probably could have—but every rep was exact. Drawn in slow, held for a fraction, released without collapse. No strain where it didn’t belong. Again, no wasted motion.

It made everything else in the room look careless.

Carmen finished her set and looked up.

The mirror caught them both.

Alex’s gaze was already there.

Waiting.

She didn’t look away.

Didn’t pretend she hadn’t been looking.

She tipped her head back slightly as she pulled through the last few reps, throat exposed, breath steady, eyes still on Carmen like the movement didn’t require her attention at all.

Carmen forgot her next breath.

Alex’s gaze slipped—just once—to the mirror, to the line of her own body held in motion—
then returned.

Back to Carmen.

Held there.

Carmen didn’t look away.

For a moment, she couldn’t.

Something in the room seemed to fall back—sound, movement, the low clatter of weights—receding until there was only that narrow space between them, and the reflection that held it.

As if the moment had been chosen.

As if it had been meant to happen.

Alex’s teeth caught lightly on her lower lip.

There was nothing shy about it.

Carmen felt it land low in her stomach—that same quiet, lethal drop, even sharper now. A tightening that didn’t belong to anything she could explain.

She should have looked away.

She didn’t.

Alex finished her set and sat back, rolling her shoulders once, loose—something faintly sad in it.

A strand of hair had slipped free from her tie, clinging faintly to the side of her face where the heat had caught it.

She didn’t fix it.

Carmen did.

She set her weights down, stepped past her—
and, as she passed, stopped beside her and reached out.

Brushed it back.

Her fingers grazed Alex’s cheek.

Warm.

A second. Maybe two.

Alex looked up, eyes widening slightly.

The world narrowed—quiet, suspended—long enough to feel it.

No smile.

No joke.

Just that look between them, held without explanation.

Carmen stepped back first.

“Your form’s good,” she said, too casually, already turning away.

Alex watched her a second longer than she should have.

Then—

“I know,” she said.

Softer than before.

They came to the leg press.

Carmen had said it lightly—half a joke, half not—that she could press more than Alex.

“Huh?” Alex looked down at her thighs then back up. “I don’t know. Maybe. You do look pretty strong.”

Alex stepped in first.

“We’ll see.”

She didn’t hurry. She never seemed to hurry when something mattered. The plates went on with a quiet certainty, metal settling against metal with a dull, final sound, as though the choice had already been made before her hands touched it.

Carmen watched her.

“That much, huh?” she said.

Alex glanced over, the corner of her mouth lifting—not quite a smile, not quite refusal.

“Mm.”

She lowered herself into the seat.

Set her feet.

Then pressed.

The weight moved.

Not easily—but without resistance that showed. It yielded to her in a slow, measured arc, as if it understood the terms. Down, held—then driven back with the same contained force, no tremor, all control.

There was something withheld in it.

Restraint.

As though she was choosing not to show what she could do.

Carmen felt that before she understood it.

When Alex finished, she leaned back, breath steadying, her gaze lifting.

Finding Carmen already there—

watching the way Alex caught her breath, the way the sweat shone on her skin.

Carmen stepped forward without speaking, swallowing.

Added more.

The plates rang slightly this time, a sharper note, heavier, less forgiving. The machine seemed to take notice of it.

Three hundred.

Alex didn’t comment.

But she didn’t look away either.

Carmen sat.

Set her feet.

For a moment, it didn’t move.

She could feel Alex’s gaze on her—not pressing, not asking—simply present, like a storm gathering at a distance. Inevitable, whether you looked at it or not.

Then she pushed.

The weight answered her.

It pressed back in a way that demanded something in return—not strength alone, but steadiness. Control.

She gave it.

Lowered. Held.

Pushed again.

Each movement measured, not for show, not for her—but because she would not fail in front of her.

Not here.

Not like this.

When she finished, she leaned back, breath leaving her in a quiet, unguarded sound.

For a moment, she did not move.

Neither did Alex.

Then—

a single clap.

Sharp in the space between them.

“Okay,” Alex said.

Not loud.

But it carried.

“You win.”

There was no mockery in it.

No challenge.

Admiration. And everything else beneath it.

Carmen smoothed her hair back.

It came easier than it should have.

“I know.”

But the words felt more fragile than what had passed between them.

Her eyes lifted—

just once—

and found Alex again.

Already looking.

As though she had never stopped.

***

By the time they finished, the gym had filled in around them.

The noise had risen—metal, voices, the dull rhythm of movement—but it seemed to gather somewhere outside of Alex, never quite reaching her.

Or else she let it pass without consequence.

Carmen noticed that.

Not just that people looked—

but that Alex didn’t adjust for it.

Back in the locker room, the air had changed.

Warmer.

Closer.

The scent of soap and sweat and something faintly floral clung to the tiled space, diffused by steam from the showers running somewhere down the row.

Alex moved without hurry, pulling her bag open, her shirt shifting slightly as she reached—just enough to reveal the line of her waist, the curve beneath it, the fabric catching and releasing against her skin.

Carmen dragged her pants up over her shorts, slower than she needed to.

Watching.

They left the locker room together.

At the fountain, Alex paused, unscrewing her shaker with a quick twist, filling it without really looking. Water struck the sides in bright, uneven bursts, catching sunlight before she capped it and snapped the lid closed a little harder than necessary.

She shook it once.

Then again.

Not absent this time.

Tight.

Something in her had shifted—subtle, but there. A set to her jaw, a tension that hadn’t been there before, like she was holding something in place rather than letting it settle.

Carmen noticed.

Didn’t ask.

Didn’t move any closer either.

Just watched the way Alex’s fingers tightened briefly around the bottle before loosening again—like it hadn’t happened.

Outside, the sun sat higher now—clean, gold at the edges, the kind that made everything look sharper than it was. The pavement still held the last of the morning cool, but the air had begun to turn.

Alex lifted the bottle again.

Shook it.

Once.

Then harder.

The plastic rattled in her hand, the motion just shy of careless.

Carmen watched.

Stepped closer without thinking.

“Oh, come on, Alex,” she said, a quiet edge to it now. “Shake it like you mean it.”

Alex stilled.

Then she turned her head.

Slow.

Her eyes found Carmen’s—and held.

“Don’t tell me what to do. Carmen.”

There was something under it now.

Playful, but edged with frustration.

Carmen felt it—the answer already in her before she chose it.

She stepped in closer.

Not far.

But close enough that the space between them stopped being neutral.

“Oh?” she said, voice low now. “Why not?”

Alex didn’t answer right away.

Her jaw tensed once—barely visible, but Carmen saw it.

Then Alex leaned in.

Closer than before.

Not enough to touch—

but close enough that Carmen could feel the heat of her, the sweat still lingering on her skin, the faint rise and fall of her breath.

Close enough that there was no pretending anymore.

“Because,” Alex said, her voice lower now, steadier for how controlled it was, “I might like it.”

It didn’t feel like a joke.

Not this time.

Carmen’s lips parted, her stomach tightening—sharp, immediate, even deeper than before. Lower.

She didn’t move.

Didn’t pull back.

For a second—longer than a second—they stayed there.

Alex’s eyes didn’t leave hers.

Not even when her grip shifted slightly on the bottle.

Not even when Carmen pressed her lips together, just enough to give herself away.

Then—

Alex pulled back.

Quick.

Like she’d gone too far.

She flipped the cap open and took a drink, her throat moving as she swallowed—once, twice—like she needed it.

Carmen watched.

Couldn’t not.

The line of her mouth at the edge of the bottle. The way her lips lingered there a fraction too long. The way her hand flexed again before loosening.

Aware.

Or trying not to be.

Carmen looked away.

A grin pulling at her mouth—sharp, uneven.

“…well,” she said, shifting her weight, like she needed distance. “I gotta get going.”

“You busy, busy bee,” Alex said.

Carmen scoffed, anger flashing quicker than she could catch it.

“You callin’ me a bitch?”

“What?” Alex said, stepping back. “No, I would never call you that, Carmen. I’m talking about a cute bumble bee.”

“Uh-huh,” she muttered. “You better be.”

Carmen clicked her tongue.

Alex smiled, trying to smooth the moment perhaps.

“Thanks for… penciling me in.”

“Yeah. Of course.”

The pause that followed wasn’t empty.

It pressed.

Alex’s gaze flicked over her once—quick, assessing, like she was deciding something she wasn’t going to say out loud.

“Stop by if you want,” she said. Then, after a beat—quieter, more direct—”Text me. Please.”

Carmen nodded once.

“I’ll try.”

It sounded thinner than she meant it to.

She mounted the bike in one smooth motion.

The engine turned over beneath her, familiar, grounding—but it didn’t cut through it the way it usually did.

Helmet on.

Hands steady.

She didn’t look back.

She didn’t need to.

She could feel it.

Alex—still there.

Watching.

Silent. Still.

Just… holding her there from a distance.

Carmen pulled out onto the road.

The engine rose, the air shifting around her, the moment stretching thin—

and only then—

when she was far enough away to pretend she wasn’t still in it—

did she let herself feel it.

Something sharper.

Something she didn’t know how to name—

and didn’t trust enough yet.


Chapter Eight

By the time she made it to bed that night, the room had gone dim, the last of the light thinning out at the edges of the blinds.

She lay back, one arm behind her head, the other already reaching for her phone.

Notifications.

Of course.

A few messages from girls—names she recognized, faces she could place if she tried. She scrolled through them lazily.

hey mommy

you around tonight?

miss you

Carmen huffed a small breath.

Her thumb hovered over one of them.

Easy.

It would be easy.

She could text back. Keep it light. Keep it familiar. Let the night go the way it usually did.

Her grip tightened slightly.

Then loosened.

She locked the screen.

Set the phone down beside her.

Silence settled back in.

She stared at the ceiling, mind scanning over the day.

Then—

picked the phone back up.

Alex.

Carmen frowned slightly, her thumb hovering again. This was different. It didn’t sit in the same place as the others. She didn’t.

She opened the thread.

Carmen:

What are you up to?

The reply came quicker than she expected.

Alex:

Reading.

Carmen shifted slightly against the mattress.

Carmen:

Oh yeah? What are you reading?

Then—

Alex:

A book. lol

Carmen let out a small breath through her nose. She pictured Alex curled up somewhere on a couch, looking over the edge of it at her.

The thought settled low in her, warm and insistent, leaving her mind just a little unfocused.

Carmen:

Wow that’s very old school of you.

Alex:

What? People don’t read books anymore?

Carmen:

Not me.

What’s it about?

Carmen waited. A full minute.

The three dots stayed, insistent.

Maybe a long message.

Alex:

It’s a sci fi book from the 80s. Kinda confusing and wacky but… nice. People are telepathic and can communicate with each other… like in their minds? Even from far away. From different planets. Galaxies far away.

Carmen:

Damn. Reading that on your free will.

That’s pretty quirky of you.

Alex:

Yeah, HA. I’m quirky like that.

Carmen chuckled under her breath.

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Then—

Alex:

Hbu? what are you up to?

Carmen stared at the message.

It shouldn’t feel like anything.

It didn’t mean anything.

But it got to her. Made something ache that shouldn’t. Made her wish she were sitting across from Alex instead. Not here.

Carmen:

laying down

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

Alex:

No way, me too.

A beat.

you always go to bed this early?

Carmen’s mouth twitched slightly.

Carmen:

depends

Alex:

on what

She shifted again, the sheets pulling slightly against her legs.

Carmen.

On how much I hate my life and need to get away from it.

Sorry, dark.

The reply took longer this time.

Just enough to notice.

Alex:

so you escape into dreams?

that’s what I do.

Carmen swallowed, her gaze drifting unfocused for a second.

Her thumb pressed lightly against the edge of the phone.

Carmen:

Sometimes, yeah. But my medication makes it so I don’t dream much anymore. Sleeping has been like dying. Sorry, dark again.

Another pause.

Longer.

Heavier.

Then—

Alex:

you don’t need to apologize.

I dream about you.

Three dots.

do you ever dream about me?

Carmen went still.

The room didn’t change.

The bed didn’t move.

But something in her chest did.

Her breath slowed, then became uneven. Loud in the quiet.

Her fingers hovered over the screen.

She could keep going.

Push it.

Let it turn into something else.

Bring it back to a joke.

Like she knew how to.

Instead—

Carmen:

Uhg, falling asleep… I’ll talk to you later.

she locked the phone.

Set it down.

The silence came back immediately.

Carmen turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up slightly, her eyes closing.

It didn’t settle.

Not right away.

The conversation sat there.

Unfinished.

Lingering.

She exhaled slowly.

Tried to let it go.

Fell asleep.

Woke again when Tristan came in.

Swore she wouldn’t be able to fall back under—

and then did, anyway.

The bed was warm and new.

Not hers.

Too soft. Too still. Bright. The air held differently here—closer, like it didn’t have anywhere else to go.

Carmen shifted slightly, her hand pressing into the sheets as she looked around.

“What’s this place?”

A voice drifted from behind her—low, near, almost brushing against her.

“My room.”

She turned.

Alex was there—already there—half-sitting against the pillows like she had been waiting.

A small, easy smile rested at her mouth.

Her dark hair fell loose around her shoulders, a white t-shirt and jeans comfortable against the blanket.

Carmen let out a short breath, something between a laugh and a scoff.

“Just another dream.”

Alex’s brow pulled slightly, like the words didn’t quite land.

“We’re in a dream?”

The edges of the room wavered.

Blurred.

“Fuck,” Alex murmured, quieter now. “It is. I almost woke up.”

Carmen’s stomach tightened. At how solid it felt.

“I’m afraid of this one.”

Alex sat up more fully.

“Why?”

Carmen hesitated.

“Because… you might be real.” A pause. “You might be the real Alex. I don’t why, but I just feel it.”

Alex studied her for a second—longer than necessary.

“So what?” she said, gentler now. “Wouldn’t that be… better? God, I’m so glad you’re letting me back in. I fucking missed this.”

She moved closer—slow, certain.

Carmen’s breath shifted, her body reacting before she could decide what to do with it.

A part of her knew exactly what Alex meant.

She reached for Alex—pulled her in.

The kiss came fast. Natural.

Not hesitant.

Carmen broke it first, her voice lower now.

“No,” she murmured. “I wouldn’t want you to remember that.”

“Why not?”

Carmen laughed, like it was obvious.

“Because we’re friends.”

Alex’s expression changed—just slightly.

“I don’t want that,” she said. “At all.”

A pause.

“Just that?”

Closer now.

“Don’t you want me?”

Carmen didn’t answer.

Alex leaned in, her mouth brushing just beneath Carmen’s jaw, her voice dropping into something quieter—closer.

“I know I make you wet, Carmen.”

Her voice brushed the words instead of fully speaking them.

Carmen gasped.

The dream slipped.

Not breaking—

melting.

The room shifted around them, folding in on itself.

Carmen felt it before she saw it.

The change.

Now—

Alex was behind her.

Pressed close. Both of them on their knees, on the bed.

Too close. As in, Alex was shaped around her.

Their bodies aligned in a way that didn’t quite make sense, like the dream had skipped a step.

Carmen’s breath caught, frozen.

“How’d that happen?” she murmured.

“I don’t know,” Alex said, her voice right at her ear.

It sounded darker here—less restrained than usual.

Her hands slid to Carmen’s waist, pulling her in until they were flush.

“But I like it.”

Carmen turned, catching her mouth again, the movement more instinct than thought.

Her own hand moved over Alex's, guiding it upward until her palms covered her breasts. A breath caught in her throat at the certainty of Alex's touch—not questioning, just taking what was offered.

They pulled back, eyes meeting.

Alex watched Carmen's lips as she touched her, the slight parting of them, the way they glistened in the dream-light.

Carmen leaned back against Alex, breathing heavier now as Alex's fingers traced the curve of her breasts through the thin fabric of her shirt.

“I want to know everything,” Alex murmured against her skin, her voice low, close. “About you.”

Carmen let her head fall back slightly against Alex’s shoulder, the tension in her body loosening in a way that didn’t feel like her.

There was no fear here—no calculation, just openness.

Something she never allowed herself while awake.

Alex's hands slid beneath the hem, fingers finding bare skin, massaging, kneading. Carmen's hand came up to cup Alex's cheek, thumb brushing over her jawline.

“Baby, you like that, don’t you?” Alex whispered, pressing a kiss to her neck.

Carmen exhaled, her voice softer than usual, edged with something unguarded.

“Yeah… I do.”

A pause.

“Go harder. You can be rough with me, Alex.”

Alex stilled for a second.

Just a second.

Something like hesitation flickered across her expression—then shifted.

“Mmm,” she breathed. “I’ll do whatever you say. Just tell me what.”

Carmen laughed.

Easy. Uncontained.

“You don’t mean that.”

Alex’s gaze held hers—steady now, intent in a way that didn’t quite belong to the dream.

“Yes, I do.”

A beat.

“You’re the boss,” she said. “You always were.”

Alex's hands tightened their grip, her fingers pressing deeper—claiming—finding the spot that made Carmen's hips arch against her. The dream-space around them grew hazy at the edges, the sounds muffled as if underwater. Their sighs and moans mixing in the shared space.

Carmen shifted, breath uneven, her own hand moving to cover Alex's, guiding it lower until her fingers slid between her legs. They locked eyes in the dim light, Alex's gaze heavy, dazed.

Carmen's breath hitched, her eyelids fluttering closed as a moan escaped her lips.

“You do make me wet,” Carmen whispered. “Everything you do… does.”

“Mhm,” Alex murmured, taking Carmen in hand. “I want this to be mine. And only mine.”

Carmen’s breath caught, a flicker of fear slipping in—

then she looked back at her.

The rawness in Alex’s eyes. The steadiness.

Maybe…

I could trust this.

I think I could trust her.

“You’re in love with me,” Alex said softly.

Carmen scoffed, considering breaking away from her—just leaving—but didn’t.

Couldn’t.

“You’re delusional.”

“How so?” Alex’s voice lowered, gentler now, hand stilling. “You don’t need to be afraid, Carmen. Not here. Let me fix it.”

Carmen shook her head, dragging her hands over her face, a quiet grunt slipping out.

“Always at war with myself. I hate it.”

“Let me help you, please,” Alex murmured, hand on her hip. “Come here.”

Carmen leaned back, settling against her as Alex's mouth found her neck, her hand sliding back down between her legs. Carmen shuddered, a sigh escaping her lips. Alex's free arm wrapped around her stomach, holding her steady. Carmen reached down, lacing their fingers together. Alex moaned against her skin.

Carmen’s breath stalled. Stuttered. Came out in short bursts.

The feeling built—too close, too much.

Her other hand moved to cover Alex's between her legs, pressing down, holding it there as her teeth caught her lower lip.

“God, you feel so good on my fingers,” Alex murmured against her ear, her voice dropping into something rougher. “I want you on my tongue.”

The warmth of her breath, right at the edge of her ear.

Then—

teeth, just barely—grazing her earlobe.

Not enough to hurt.

Enough to register.

Enough to make her clench.

Carmen’s breath caught.

“Baby, I need it,” Alex whispered—

so close it wasn’t really sound, more the shape of it, pressed against her.

The words hit Carmen like a physical blow.

The dream shattered.

Her eyes flew open.

Carmen sat up, breath caught in her throat.

Morning came in bright, uneven light.

It slipped through the blinds in narrow lines, laying itself across the room without warmth. The apartment held its usual stillness—lived-in, slightly off, like everything in it had settled into place and stayed there too long.

Her body felt it first. A lingering awareness beneath her skin, something not quite soreness, not quite memory. Her breath slowed as she lay there, staring at the ceiling, waiting for it to make sense.

It didn’t.

Only the impression remained.

Hands.

Not hers.

The weight of them—certain, unhurried. The way they had moved without asking, without hesitation—following her, as she guided them.

Carmen closed her eyes.

For a second, it returned—clearer this time. The feeling of being held in place rather than holding. The quiet shift of control, unforced, unresisted.

Given.

Her stomach tightened.

“No,” she murmured—quiet, immediate—like it could stop the rest of it from forming.

It didn’t.

She pushed herself upright, the movement a little too quick, like she could shake it loose if she didn’t let it settle.

The room stayed the same.

Tristan slept beside her, turned slightly away, one arm thrown across the bed, breathing deep and even. Unaware.

Of course. He had the day off.

Carmen swung her legs over the side of the mattress and stood, careful not to disturb anything, already reaching for her clothes.

She didn’t dress in the bedroom.

Didn’t think about it—just moved.

The floor creaked once under her step, soft but enough that she paused, listening. Nothing followed. She kept going, gathering what she needed and slipping into the living room, closing the door behind her with quiet precision.

The apartment felt different out here.

Looser.

Carmen pulled on her clothes in practiced motions—tank, shorts, jeans over them, boots—each movement clean, automatic. Her body knew the sequence. It didn’t require thought.

That helped.

She tied her hair back, fingers working through it once, twice, tighter than necessary.

Still—

the feeling remained.

Low. Present.

Like something had been placed there and hadn’t yet decided to leave.

Carmen exhaled slowly and reached for her phone.

The screen lit.

Alex:

sleep well, Carmen.

Sent the night before.

Her thumb hovered for a second longer than it needed to.

Alex.

The thought came easily now. Too easily.

She could text her.

Something simple. Casual.

Hey.

Her grip tightened slightly around the phone.

No.

That wasn’t—

She locked the screen and set it down, the motion more deliberate than it needed to be.

It didn’t mean anything.

People had dreams.

Weird ones.

It didn’t—

Carmen grabbed her jacket, slinging it over her shoulder, already moving toward the door before the thought could finish.

Keys.

Helmet.

Wallet.

Everything where it always was.

She stepped outside.

The air met her cool and immediate, carrying that same faint trace of salt from the harbor. Morning hadn’t fully settled yet. The street was quieter, the world still in the process of becoming itself.

Carmen started down the walkway.

Halfway to the bike—

her phone buzzed.

She didn’t reach for it right away.

Kept walking.

Another step.

Then—

she stopped.

Pulled it from her pocket.

Alex.

Carmen’s pulse shifted once, low and immediate.

She opened it.

Alex:

had such a weird dream last night

For a second, she didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

The world narrowed slightly around the words, everything else pulling back just enough to make space for them.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

Oh yeah?

Too casual.

What kind?

Too curious.

She swallowed, her jaw setting as she typed.

Carmen: yeah?

Sent.

The reply came almost immediately.

Alex: yeah… you were in it

Carmen stared at that.

The feeling returned—sharper now, more defined. Not just the memory of the dream, but the position of it. The way it had felt from the inside.

Her chest tightened.

Her fingers moved again before she could stop them.

Carmen: what happened

The three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Came back.

Her pulse ticked up, steady and controlled, but faster than before.

Then—

Alex: i’ll tell you in person

Carmen went very still.

The air moved around her.

The street. The quiet. The distant sound of something starting up somewhere beyond the buildings.

All of it returned at once.

But she didn’t move.

Her bike sat a few feet ahead of her.

Waiting.

Her thumb hovered over the screen again.

Say no.

Say you’re busy.

Say you have work.

She could.

It would be easy.

Simple.

Clean.

Uncomplicated.

Carmen lowered the phone slightly, her gaze drifting up without meaning to.

Down the street.

Toward nothing in particular.

Her grip tightened just a fraction.

Then loosened.

She exhaled.

Didn’t type.

Didn’t move.

Not yet.
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The phone hung in her hand, the screen still lit, Alex’s message sitting there—unchanged, patient in a way that felt worse than if it had disappeared.

Carmen glanced at her bike.

A few feet away.

Waiting.

It came in low—sudden—an image of being wrapped up in Alex.

Her body pressed close, pushing back into her, guiding her hand. The unrestrained sounds she made, right up against Carmen’s ear.

Sighing, moaning, grunting, cursing.

She wouldn’t have just dreamed that.

She never thought about being touched like that—

let alone having it slip so deep into her mind.

The memory of it lingered in her body, a slow, steady throb she couldn’t ignore.

She stepped forward before she could think about it, closing the distance in two quick strides. The motion felt automatic—familiar enough to anchor her, to give her something to do while everything else stalled.

Her hand found the handlebar.

Cold. Solid.

She stepped over the bike and settled onto the seat, the weight of it grounding her. The world shifted back into place around her—the street, the quiet, the faint hum of something starting up in the distance.

The normalcy of it felt absurd as her entire inner world was turning over.

Her phone was still in her hand.

Still open.

Still waiting.

Carmen stared at the message again.

Alex:

i’ll tell you in person

Her jaw set. Alex’s voice, low.

She imagined her saying it aloud as she’d typed it.

Her thumb moved.

Paused.

Backspaced.

Finally, she typed and hit send.

Carmen:

why the secrecy?

She looked at it.

Too direct.

Her thumb hovered again, then added—

Carmen:

what kind of dream was it

She didn’t reread it this time.

Sent.

It appeared almost immediately—three dots, gone, back again.

Carmen leaned forward slightly over the tank, her free hand tightening around the grip without realizing it.

Alex:

too vivid to tell over text

A beat.

Alex:

wanna come over later?

i’m at work now.

get out at four today

i’d like it if you did.

Carmen’s breath caught—way too intensely. Like that had caused a seismic shift in her.

There it was.

Not said.

Not explained.

But there.

Her gaze dropped to the pavement just ahead of her front tire, like the answer might be written there instead.

Later.

Not now.

Time.

She let out a slow breath.

Relief came first.

Quick.

Immediate.

Followed by something else—something darker, harder to place.

Her thumb moved again.

Carmen:

Yeah I’d like that.

Sent.

Just like that.

Too easy.

Carmen locked the screen and slid the phone back into her pocket, the motion quick, almost dismissive—like she could contain it there if she didn’t look at it too long.

“Okay,” she said quietly.

To no one.

Her helmet came up, the strap pulled tight beneath her chin with practiced precision. The world narrowed as she settled into it, sound dulling slightly, everything contained within the familiar frame. That helped.

She turned the key.

The engine caught beneath her, low and steady, vibrating up through the frame into her body—loud and growling.

Carmen leaned forward, letting it settle.

Then she pulled out onto the road.
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