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Content Warning

This book is intended for mature readers and contains consensual MDLG / D/s dynamics, strong language, depictions of suicidal ideation, and emotionally abusive family relationships.

While the protagonist lives with a male character, there will be no romantic or physical intimacy between them. All explicit content is between consenting adult women.

Reader discretion is advised.


Chapter One

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.

***

By the second delivery, she had almost convinced herself it was nothing.

The motions came easily—pull up, grab the bag, ride, steps, knock, exchange. Smile when needed. Say just enough. Move on.

Simple.

Contained.

A system she understood.

She didn’t check her phone.

Didn’t need to.

The plan had already been made.

Later. That was enough.

Still, it lingered.

Not in her thoughts exactly—lower, quieter.

For a moment, she felt it.

A hand at her waist, sliding slow across her stomach, steady in a way that didn’t ask first.

Carmen let out a short breath—almost a laugh—caught inside her helmet.

The moans and little sounds Alex made kept brushing through her mind, flashing close, sharp and quick.

“She wouldn’t sound like that. It was a dream,” she muttered, shaking her head once.

But she still felt it.

Her grip shifted on the handlebars.

And would it feel like that?

In person.

The thought landed harder than it should have.

She scoffed under her breath.

“Relax.”

But it didn’t land as dismissal.

Not really.

The memory wouldn’t return in full—just fragments. The position of it. The shift. The way it had felt to not be the one holding everything in place.

Carmen tightened her grip, her jaw tightening slightly as she pushed the thought aside.

“Doesn’t mean anything,” she murmured, the words lost beneath the engine.

The next stop came up quickly.

She pulled in, killed the engine, and was off in one motion, already reaching for the bag.

A girl answered the door this time.

College-aged. Gentle voice. Easy smile.

“Oh, hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

Their hands brushed briefly in the exchange.

The girl lingered a breath longer than necessary.

Carmen noticed.

Of course she did.

She always did.

“Thanks,” the girl added, a little quieter now.

“Yeah,” Carmen said, her voice even. “No problem.”

Another second.

An opening.

There, if she wanted it.

Familiar.

Predictable.

Carmen stepped back first.

Turned.

The door closed behind her.

She didn’t look back.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out just long enough to see the tip—thirty dollars.

Carmen scoffed.

Yeah, right. That’s more than the order itself.

She slid the phone away and pulled her helmet back on.

Back on the bike.

The engine roared to life again.

The road took her.

And still—

it stayed.

Like something waiting for her to stop long enough to notice it fully.

Carmen didn’t.

She rode.

And let the thought sit exactly where it was.

Untouched.

Unanswered.

A small smile pulled at her mouth before she could stop it.

She smoothed it away just as fast.

Old reflex to slow it all down.

“Doesn’t mean anything,” she said again, quieter this time.

Like she almost believed it.

***

The road stretched ahead in long, empty lines, pine trees blurring past on either side, broken now and then by the occasional empty lot.

It was too early to go to Alex’s. And she was too wound up anyway.

She ended up back at the convenience store.

Didn’t even question it.

Killed the engine. Sat there for a minute.

A breath left her, edged with a quiet laugh.

Of all people.

Malcolm. The guy that kills people.

That’s who she wanted to see.

Inside, she grabbed something without really looking. Scrolled through her contacts while she waited.

Plenty of women.

No one she’d actually call.

No friends.

God, that’s tragic.

She paid, stepped back outside.

Her phone rang as she reached her bike.

That Bitch.

Carmen stared at it for a second.

Then answered.

“Hello?”

Her mother’s voice came through—tight, already disappointed.

“Well, look who finally answers her phone.”

“Uh, I can’t really talk—I’m working—”

“Oh, you’re not doing that,” her mother said, scoffing. “We all have lives, Carmen. You make time for what matters.”

Carmen went very still. That tone—too soft but with a bite, too calm, always talking down to her.

Everything she’d spent years lying awake thinking about saying to her rose up at once.

Do you know how many nights that is?

Where you should have worried.

A thousand, maybe more.

Alone.

Cold.

No one checking if she was alive.

How do you live with yourself?

How do you sleep?

Her teeth pressed together.

She didn’t say any of it.

Her fingers pressed briefly at the bridge of her nose.

“Is there a point to this, Camille?”

Her mother laughed—the kind that carried more warning than humor.

“I need you to come pick up your stuff,” she said, voice dropping into a lower register. “Between your brother’s things, your father’s fishing gear, and Grandma’s old—”

Carmen’s eyes snapped open.

“You have Grandma’s stuff?”

“Some of it. The rest is at your aunt’s house.”

Carmen stilled.

She’d thought about it before. More than once. Especially after her first stay at the psych hospital.

The journal.

The one her grandmother used to write in—even at the end.

The one no one was supposed to read.

Her chest tightened.

“I can come later. Or soon.”

“Can you come over today please?”

Carmen didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah. I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

A pause.

“Okay. Well—”

“I love you,” her mother said, firm. Like it meant something, all full of expectation.

The words sat there, heavy, wrong.

“Yeah. Love you.”

The call ended.

Carmen lowered the phone, staring at the screen like she might throw it.

She didn’t.

Her hand shook instead, rage tightening through her as each moment blurred into one.

This was the last time.

She’d get her things—

and then she was done.

Done.

With her.

With all of them.

Forever.

Carmen drew in a slow breath.

Pulled up Alex’s name. Started typing.

Hey, can’t come over today—

She stopped.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

Over the call button.

A second passed.

“I don’t—” she muttered, then exhaled sharply. “Fuck it.”

She hit call.

It rang once.

Twice—

Then stopped.

A quiet beat—

Then laughter.

Soft. Caught off guard.

“Hi.”

Alex’s voice came through low, warm—something in it already tipped toward teasing, like she’d been in the middle of something and didn’t mind being interrupted.

Carmen let out a small breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

The sharp edge from the conversation with her mom dissolved—heat spreading through her instead as she pushed her hair back behind her ear.

“Hey.”

“Any particular reason you’re calling me, Carmen?”

There was a shift behind it—not just teasing.

Darker. Like in the dream.

The way her words dragged—like she was speaking to her in private.

Carmen leaned her hip lightly against her bike, gaze dropping to the pavement.

“Do I need a reason?”

“No,” Alex said easily. “You never, ever do.”

Silence settled between them.

Not empty.

Just… there.

Carmen let it sit for a second longer than she normally would have. Let herself stay in it.

“Maybe I just wanted to hear your voice, Alex.”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Something muffled on Alex’s end. A sharp exhale.

“Jesus fucking—” barely audible, cut off, like she’d turned her head away from the phone.

Carmen pressed her lips together, waiting.

“Sorry,” Alex said, coming back, voice a touch rougher now. “Didn’t expect you to say that.”

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh, shaking her head slightly. She shifted her weight, fingers tightening briefly around the edge of her phone.

“I, uh—” she started, then stopped.

The words didn’t want to come out clean anymore.

Alex didn’t rush her.

Didn’t fill the space.

Just waited.

“I want to come over,” Carmen said finally, quieter now. “I do.”

A breath.

“But I’ve gotta take care of something first. Family stuff. So… I might not make it by today.”

The last part came out softer. Almost apologetic.

Alex let out a breath that sounded halfway between a laugh and disbelief.

“That’s okay,” she said. “That’s… yeah. That’s fine.”

Carmen nodded to herself, even though Alex couldn’t see it.

“You sure?”

“Hey, you gotta do… what you gotta do.”

Another pause. Carmen could hear the smile in it, around every word.

“So I just wanted to tell you that,” Carmen added, voice dropping almost to a murmur. “Didn’t want to just… not show.”

“I appreciate that,” Alex said, just above a whisper.

An ache pulled low in Carmen—an urge to reach for her, to make it better. Even before she knew why. She let it course through, let the silence stretch a little.

Then, after a moment—

“So...”

She swallowed.

“I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, but slower this time. “Okay.”

A beat.

Then—

“Hey, Carmen.”

Her name landed different when Alex said it.

“Yeah?”

“You’ve got a reaaallllly sexy phone voice.”

Carmen scoffed, startled by it, heat rising fast up her neck.

She let out a breath, looking down, shaking her head… as if that would do anything.

“No, I don’t.”

“You do. Yes,” Alex said, softer now. Not teasing this time. It was more of a statement.

Carmen pressed her lips together, fighting a smile she didn’t want to give her. Even if she couldn’t see.

“Alright,” she said, recovering just enough. “I’ll talk to you later, Alex.”

“Sure,” Alex replied.

A small pause—

“I hope so.”

That lingered.

A fresh pulse moved low in her stomach, lighting through her body.

Just go see her, all of this other bullshit can wait.

Carmen hesitated for half a second—already knowing she’d be going to Alex’s after. But that wasn’t enough. She needed to see her.

She didn’t want to admit it.

But she did.

She needed it.

“Bye,” Carmen said—too gentle.

She felt it as it left her.

Knew Alex would too.

“Bye, Carmen.”

She hit the end call button before she could say anything else. Anything that could expose her even more.

Carmen stared at the phone for a moment longer, pulling in a sharp breath—like she’d just come up from cold water.

Her mouth parted.

She smiled.

Wide.

And mounted her bike.

***

The house came into view slowly.

Not all at once.

The road curved along the water, trees thinning just enough for the ocean to break through in flashes—a rich, royal blue stretching wide and endless.

Then, there it was.

Set back from the road.

Large. Quiet. Untouched by anything around it.

The same as it had always been.

Carmen slowed the bike without meaning to.

Her breath hit and held. She was looking at her childhood home.

Thirty-seven windows. Something she used to brag about to her friends.

When she was young.

Naïve.

Stupid.

The thought now made her stomach turn.

She cut the engine at the end of the drive and sat there for a second, helmet still on.

Staring.

The ocean stretched out behind the house, wind pulling long across the surface.

The sand below—untouched.

Private beach.

Always private.

She didn’t blink.

Didn’t move.

Didn’t breathe.

Her cheek twitched.

Then she stepped off the bike, adjusting the bag on her shoulders.

Each step toward the house felt wrong.

Not unfamiliar—

worse than that.

The opposite.

Recognizable.

Like her body remembered something she didn’t want it to.

The front door opened before she knocked.

The same green tone it had always been.

Her mother stood there, phone to her ear.

Dark hair curled, glossy highlights that cost hundreds each month. The lines at her eyes set a little deeper now.

White clothes—crisp, expensive. Gold jewelry, even at home. Makeup catching the light.

Perfect as ever.

Put together. Composed. As if nothing had ever happened.

As if she hadn’t—

A manicured hand lifted, French-tipped nails flashing briefly in the light. A small gesture toward Carmen. Dismissive. Already moving on.

Carmen let the thought fall.

Not gone—just pressed somewhere deeper.

Her jaw worked once as she stepped inside.

“Yes,” her mother said into the phone. “And I just think she needs a little more discipline, a little more guidance. Then she’d do better in school, you know? Right.”

The house smelled the same.

Clean—too clean.

Lavender, diffused somewhere out of sight. Polished wood. Salt air pressing in faintly from the ocean beyond the glass.

And beneath it—something else.

Faint. Controlled. Artificial.

Too even.

Too careful.

She moved through it slowly.

The living room.

Or the second living room—the one no one ever sat in, the couch still covered.

The wide windows. Light pouring in, untouched by anything human.

Nothing had changed.

Or maybe it had—

just not in any way that mattered.

Her throat tightened.

She turned toward the stairs—

then stopped.

No.

Basement first.

Her things.

She moved down the stairs, each step heavier than the last.

The basement was colder.

Dim.

The air different down here—less curated. Less controlled.

Real.

Boxes lined the walls. Old furniture pushed back into corners. Pieces of a life packed away like they didn’t matter.

But there wasn’t much.

Not enough for the way she’d been calling. Texting. Every day.

Like she did.

Carmen dropped into a crouch, pulling open boxes, moving through them quickly at first—

then slower.

More deliberate.

Clothes.

Old notebooks.

Posters curled at the edges.

Nothing she needed.

The journal wasn’t there.

Her chest tightened.

No.

No—it would be here.

She stood abruptly, scanning the space again, as if it might change if she looked hard enough.

Nothing.

Her jaw set.

Upstairs.

Her mother’s voice carried from the kitchen—
light, easy, threaded with laughter.

On the phone.

“Always has been,” she said, shaking her head. “Always will be a slut. And if you really think about—”

Carmen stopped in the doorway.

Waited.

One minute.

Two.

Three.

Five.

She locked into place.

The disbelief at her mother’s disinterest—even after all this time—settled in, slow and final.

She breathed through it.

Then she turned and went upstairs to her old room.

She stood in the doorway a second longer than she needed to.

But it wasn’t her room anymore.

The bed had been taken apart, the frame leaned against the wall. The mattress bare. No sheets.

Boxes stacked in the corner. Storage.

Not even arranged—just placed there.

Like the space had already been reassigned.

Like she had been.

And it felt smaller.

Or maybe she just… wasn’t.

She stepped inside slowly. The sunlight came through stark, the curtains had been taken down.

Her eyes moved over things she hadn’t seen in years, not quite landing anywhere at first.

Her hand brushed the dresser—

then stopped.

A stack of old photos.

She hesitated before touching them.

She picked one up.

A yearbook photo—long hair, a few blemishes she’d once thought mattered. Wearing her school uniform.

Her face open.

Unguarded.

Happy.

It didn’t look like her. Not really.

Carmen let out a quiet breath and pulled out her phone, snapping a picture.

She sent it before she could think too much about it.

Carmen:

Here’s me. Before the world sank its teeth in.

Back when I was good Catholic girl.

HAHA. Not really.

She waited, chuckling under her breath.

A minute passed.

Longer than Alex usually took.

Her brows pulled in slightly.

Another second.

She sent a follow-up text.

Carmen:

Does your phone not get pictures? I sent you one.

The reply came almost immediately.

Alex:

I got it.

That was it.

Carmen stared at the screen a moment longer than she meant to.

Something about it—

off.

She couldn’t place it.

Didn’t try.

She locked the phone and dropped it onto the bare mattress.

The sound was dull.

She moved through the room with purpose now.

Faster. Cleaner.

Grabbing a few pieces of jewelry she used to love. A journal of her own. Small things that still felt like they belonged to her.

Not much.

There wasn’t much left to take.

That was fine.

She wasn’t here for anything else.

Carmen slung the bag over her shoulder and looked around the room one last time.

Nothing pulled at her.

Nothing asked her to stay.

She turned and walked out.

She dropped the bag at the bottom of the stairs and moved toward the living room.

Her mother was still on the phone.

Carmen stopped in the doorway.

Waited.

“And that’s the thing—you’d never really know. She kept everything so toned when she was pregnant—”

Carmen sniffed.

Loud.

Camille turned, pulling her phone down to her chest.

“What is it, Carmen?”

Flat.

Annoyed.

Carmen held her gaze.

“Where is Grandma’s stuff?”

Camille didn’t hesitate.

“I got rid of most of it.”

Carmen went still.

“What?”

“It was just clutter.”

The word sat wrong in the space between them.

“Photo albums,” Carmen said.

She stepped closer.

Her pulse had started climbing again.

Sharp.

Uneven.

Quick.

“What about her journals?”

Camille paused.

Barely. Shook her head and looked away.

“Those are gone.”

Carmen felt it drop through her.

Not just her stomach.

Lower.

Deeper.

Something that didn’t come back up.

“Gone. As in… you threw them away?”

“Yes. I did it for her dignity,” Camille said. Calm. Certain. “She was very sick. It was full of delusional rants.”

Something in Carmen pulled tight.

Held.

“She wasn’t delusional.”

Camille exhaled, a small release of patience she clearly didn’t feel.

“She was,” she said, phone falling to her side. “She always had been. Even when I was a child.”

The room seemed to shift.

Or maybe Carmen did.

She shook her head once.

Stepped back.

If she stayed—

she was going to break open.

Not just yell.

Break.

She turned toward the stairs.

“Carmen—”

She didn’t stop.

“Why didn’t you come over with Tristan? You’ll need a vehicle to get all these boxes out.”

“Just fucking toss them,” Carmen said, already moving. “I got what I wanted.”

Her voice didn’t sound like hers.

Too flat.

Too controlled.

She grabbed her bag and headed for the door.

“You need to calm down,” Camille called after her. “And watch your tone in this house. We do not swear like that here.”

Carmen stopped.

Turned.

Slow.

“I’m a grown adult, Camille,” she said. “You don’t get to talk to me like that anymore.”

Camille’s expression sharpened.

“You are an ungrateful little bitch, is what you are. How’s that?”

Carmen laughed.

Short.

Wrong.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m ungrateful.”

“Do you have any idea what you put this family through?” Camille snapped. “The years of—”

“You kicked me out,” Carmen said. “I was a child.”

“You made a choice,” her mother said, as if it was fact. “And you learned a hard lesson.”

“I wasn’t even old enough to work. I had nothing.”

Camille tilted her head.

A small movement—measured.

She blinked once, as if the answer were obvious.

“Then you should have come home. Apologized. We could have gotten you help sooner.”

She said it simply.

Like it had always been that simple.

Like Carmen hadn’t already known the cost of it.

“Help for what?” Carmen said. “Which part? Being gay—or being psychotic.”

“Carmen, you were never gay,” her mom said, like she was explaining something simple. “That much is clear now. You just needed more guidance to find it.”

Something in Carmen recoiled at that.

Not surprise—

something she already knew coming back to her.

“I told you I didn’t want this,” she said, her voice rising despite herself. “It’s who I am.”

Camille’s mouth tightened into a thin line.

“I was not going to support your lifestyle. It goes against God, against the Church, and everything—”

Carmen felt it land before she understood it.

Heat climbed her throat.

“LIFESTYLE?”

“I’m just glad that phase is past us. Outgrown. And that you’re making amends.”

Carmen didn’t answer.

There was nothing in her that needed to.

“I raised you to be modest. To be clean. Not… this.”

A small breath.

Controlled. She kept going.

“Not something impure. I didn’t raise you to be—”

Carmen moved before she’d decided to.

One step forward.

Close enough now that Camille had to look at her.

“A fucking faggot?”

The word didn’t echo.

It didn’t need to.

It sat there.

Placed.

Silence followed.

Sharp.

Absolute.

Camille’s eyes hardened.

“You are not that… word,” she said, steady now. “You’re with a good man. With Tristan.”

“I am not with him for the reasons you think I am.”

Camille let out a short breath. Not quite a laugh.

“You are playing with fire, Carmen,” she said, “Enough—before you undo everything again.”

A beat.

“Your father will hear of this.”

“Tell him,” Carmen said. “What is he going to do?”

Carmen’s hand closed around the nearest object.

Ceramic.

Cool. Smooth.

She didn’t think—

or maybe she did.

Her arm moved fast. Sharp.

She threw it past her.

It struck the wall just behind Camille and exploded on impact—ceramic shattering outward, the sound cracking through the house.

Too loud. Too sudden.

For a second—

everything stopped.

Camille flinched.

“You just tried to hit me.”

“If I wanted to hit you—”

Her jaw shifted once as she looked her over.

“You would’ve felt it.”

Camille stared at her.

“You’d hurt your own mother?”

“Oh are you?” Carmen said. “I didn’t realize. You don’t act like one.”

“You will clean that up,” Camille said. “Right now!”

Carmen let out a breath.

Something like a laugh, but thinner.

“I did you a favor,” she said. “That thing was ugly as hell. Was an elephant? A penguin? I couldn’t tell.”

Camille stared at her.

Carmen shook her head once, looking around—really looking this time.

“You’ve got money,” she said, quieter now, “so much of it—and this is what you buy?”

Her gaze dragged across the room.

The glass.

The polished surfaces.

The careful, expensive nothing of it.

“For God’s sake, Camille.”

“Who are you?” Camille said, her hand lifting to her mouth—the gesture practiced even now. “Where is my daughter? You sound like the devil himself.”

Carmen watched her.

“Always had such bad, bad taste,” she said.

It came out easier than it should have.

Camille broke.

A sharp inhale. The composure slipping all at once, like it had only been held in place by habit.

“Why are you like this?” she said, her voice catching. “Look what you’ve become. Are you proud of yourself? Are you proud?”

Carmen didn’t move.

Didn’t soften.

“You made me like this. My anger comes from you,” she said. “Then you threw me out because you couldn’t stand me.”

“I did not corrupt you in this way,” Camille said quickly. “I will not be held responsible for that.”

Carmen looked at her—really looked.

Taking her in as she was now.

Not what she’d believed before.

“Look at you,” she said, quieter.

A pause.

“I always thought you were a villain. A monster.”

Camille didn’t blink.

“But now I see you’re just…” Carmen’s mouth twitched slightly. “…pathetic.”

Camille’s jaw tightened.

“I gave you everything, Carmen. Everything.”

Carmen shook her head.

“Not everything.”

A beat.

“Not even close.”

She slung the bag over her shoulder.

Turned.

Walked out.

She didn’t look back.

There was nothing left there to see.


Chapter Two

Carmen shouldn’t have come over like this.

She knew it the second Alex opened the door. Not in her work clothes.

Gray t-shirt. Jeans. Clean.

Her hair was still damp, pushed back loosely, the ends catching the light where they hadn’t dried yet. No grease on her hands. No oil on her skin.

She’d showered.

“I thought you just got out of work?” Carmen asked.

“I did,” Alex said. “Like ten minutes ago.”

Carmen took that in, fully. It wasn’t just that Alex looked good—she always did. It was the effort, the reason behind it. Alex, rushing around, getting ready for her to come over. Something about that settled in deep and demanding.

Her breath shifted before she could stop it, something low in her stomach tightening, then dropping warm and immediate. Her pulse followed, a single, heavier beat that didn’t belong.

Alex saw it.

Of course she did.

“You look a little tense.”

“I am.”

For more reasons than one.

“Won’t you come in?” she said, stepping aside to let her in.

Carmen brushed past her, energy tight under her skin, restless in a way she didn’t bother hiding. The house smelled like detergent and coffee—clean, steady, controlled.

Safe.

It only made her more aware of how wound up she was.

“Rough day?”

“Something like that,” Carmen muttered. “Probably shouldn’t have gone back there.”

Alex closed the door behind her.

“Back where?”

Carmen turned slightly, jaw shifting once.

“My mom’s.”

A beat—quieter this time.

“I broke something. Called her pathetic.”

Alex didn’t react right away.

“Did it help?”

“No,” Carmen huffed once, low. “Not really.”

Alex held her gaze a moment longer than necessary.

Her tongue brushed her lower lip, thoughtful.

“Well,” she said, easy, almost offhand, “you can take it out on me, if you want.”

Carmen blinked, turning back.

“What?”

Alex stepped closer.

Not abrupt. Not slow enough to be cautious either.

Daring.

She dipped just slightly, bringing herself into Carmen’s space—closer to her level, close enough that Carmen didn’t have to look up or down to meet her.

Light blue eyes under naturally long, dark lashes.

Steady.

Holding her there—a quiet ache settling in her chest, heat threading low beneath it.

“Hit me,” she said quietly, lifting her brows. “Slap me.”

Carmen let out a breath through her nose, almost a laugh.

“What?” she said, “No, I can’t.”

“Go on,” Alex said, already stepping back into the open space of the living room, rolling her shoulders loose like she meant it. “I’m serious. Slap me. As hard as you can.”

Carmen watched her for a second.

Then she walked over—slow, deliberate—until she was just a step away, a smile tugging at her mouth.

“For real?” she asked. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Alex just tilted her chin.

That look.

Unflinching.

Inviting it.

Something in Carmen leaned—just enough.

“I don’t mind,” Alex said. “It’ll be… fun. Go ahead.”

“Okay,” she said.

She stepped in—quick, controlled—and slapped her.

The sound cracked clean through the room.

Alex’s head turned slightly with it—

—and then she moved.

Fast. A flicker of a smirk.

She caught Carmen at the waist and drove forward, taking them both to the ground in one smooth motion. The air left Carmen in a sharp breath as her back hit the rug.

“You said I could slap you,” Carmen shot back, already twisting beneath her, trying to roll.

“Yes,” Alex said calmly, shifting her weight, pinning her just enough to make it difficult. “I did.”

Carmen laughed—breathless now, something sharper underneath it.

“Didn’t say you’d tackle me.”

Alex hovered over her, her grin widening.

“I’m not going to warn you… I’m tackling you,” she said, leaning in, her breath just there at Carmen’s skin. “Where’s the fun in that?”

Carmen planted her foot and pushed, twisting hard. Alex adjusted immediately—like she’d expected it, like she already knew how Carmen would move.

“Where did you learn that?” Carmen asked, straining, trying to break the hold.

“Uh, brothers,” Alex said, breathless.

Carmen let out a short laugh. “I have a brother. I didn’t wrestle with him.”

“Then you missed out,” Alex murmured. “But that’s okay.”

Alex shifted again, catching Carmen’s arm and guiding it—firm, controlled, not rough.

“Here,” she said, closer now. “If you want out, don’t fight the weight. Move with it.”

Carmen stilled—just for a second.

Felt it.

Then she moved.

It worked—almost.

She slipped one leg free, rolled her hips, nearly reversing them before Alex caught her again, pulling her back in, their bodies closer now in the struggle, breath a little heavier.

“Better,” Alex murmured.

Too close.

Carmen felt it… not just the pressure where they met, but the heat of her, the way it lingered. The rhythm of Alex’s breathing, slightly uneven now. The scent of her—clean at first, then warmer, something that wasn’t just soap anymore.

Something hers.

It caught Carmen off guard. Subtle, but immediate. A deep pull that made her want to draw her in instead of away.

To stay.

Just a moment too long.

They shifted again.

Hands finding leverage. Legs tangling. Weight passing between them in small, controlled bursts.

It stopped feeling like a fight.

Started feeling like something else. Especially as Alex’s mouth came dangerously close to her neck, almost touching it.

Carmen caught her wrist this time, turned it, used the motion Alex had just shown her—

—and suddenly she was the one on top.

She stilled.

One knee pressed into the floor beside Alex’s hip, her hand holding Alex’s wrist down. Their other arms braced, bodies close enough that any movement would mean more contact.

Alex didn’t fight it.

Didn’t even try.

She just looked up at her.

And there it was.

Not playful. Not casual.

Something sharper. Hungrier. Like she’d been holding it back and then forgot to.

Her bottom lip trembled slightly. Her chest rose and fell, breath deeper now. A faint flush spread across her face and down her neck. A loose strand of hair clung to her cheek.

Carmen had to stop herself from reaching out and brushing it away.

The thought landed harder than it should have.

Carmen felt it settle and pulse—low, dark, uninvited. Alex's leg radiated heat to her core as she hovered above it, her nipples tightening beneath her shirt deliciously. She hoped Alex wouldn’t notice—

though she stilled, like she was waiting to see if she would.

In that suspended few seconds was when Carmen noticed the details.

The faint scatter of freckles across Alex’s cheeks. The small scar beneath her eye. The tiny marks along her brow—like there had been a piercing there once.

Carmen’s gaze dropped—

and she felt it.

Alex watching her notice.

Neither of them moved.

Beyond breathing.

Two people used to taking control—

now suddenly… still.

The room held quiet around them, broken only by the sound of it.

Slightly uneven.

Matching in a way that didn’t feel accidental.

For a second, neither of them pulled away.

Then Alex exhaled, slow and even, gathering herself.

“Feel better?” she asked, a small smile tugging at her mouth—like she was pretending nothing had happened.

Carmen held her there.

Then she let go, pushing herself up, stepping back.

“Yeah,” she said.

A beat.

“Actually… I do.”

Alex sat up, brushing her hands over her shirt, resetting herself like she always did.

Like this was normal.

Maybe it was.

But Carmen could still feel it—

the weight of her, the warmth, the way she’d looked at her.

That second that stretched too long.

She didn’t say anything about it.

“Wanna hang out in the garage for a bit?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “I’d like that.”

***

They walked into the garage.

“Alex—did you have an eyebrow piercing?”

Alex turned, her mouth already curving.

“I did, yeah. Took it out a while ago.” She closed the door behind them, glancing quickly at Carmen. “Had a few, actually. Eyebrow, tongue…” A small pause. “Had my nipples done too.”

Carmen froze.

Nipples?

The casual way Alex had said it—like it was nothing—cut through her.

Carmen’s gaze dipped before she could stop it, tracing briefly across Alex’s chest—

then away.

Alex may have noticed.

“You had your tongue pierced?” Carmen asked, keeping her tone even. “Bet that hurt.”

Alex paused, her mouth parting slightly—like she was about to say something a little reckless.

Then she didn’t. Yet.

“Yeah,” she said, a short laugh following. “Had to take it out. Dentist said it was fucking up my teeth.”

Alex crossed to the door and pulled it open, letting light spill in from outside.

“I’ve heard they can do that,” Carmen said.

Alex glanced back at her, something shifting in her expression.

“I think it’s still pierced, though,” she said. “Wanna see?”

Carmen nodded.

Alex stepped closer—just enough—then leaned down slightly, sticking her tongue out.

There was something strangely intimate about it.

The angle.

The closeness.

And the fact that it was her tongue.

Carmen’s gaze fixed on it, catching the small opening where the piercing had been.

“Yeah,” she said, quieter now. “Looks like it didn’t close.”

Alex straightened, watching her for a moment.

“I kind of miss it,” she said, turning away, reaching for a plastic cup. “Got it for a girl. Thought she’d enjoy it when I went down on her, you know?”

Something in Carmen’s chest recoiled—unexpected, painful and ugly—then gone just as quickly.

Jealousy.

It flattened out, leaving her cool and numb. Carmen’s go-to setting.

She didn’t move. Didn’t react.

But her eyes flicked back to Alex—already looking at her.

“Did she… enjoy it?”

Alex picked up the bottle, uncorking it with an easy twist.

“Uh… I don’t know.”

A small pause.

“I hadn’t really met her yet.”

She glanced over—

and smiled.

Carmen let out a small, breathy chuckle, even if she didn’t fully understand it. Something about it still landed.

Alex gave the bottle a small shake.

“Drink?”

Carmen almost said yes.

It came up fast—automatic, easy.

Then something else followed.

The medication…

And also the way the night would go if she didn’t leave.

Not imagined. Just… highly likely.

She felt the answer shift—caught it just before it settled.

“No,” she said instead. “Not today.”

“Water?”

“Sure.”

The air settled between them, heavier now—not tense exactly, just… aware.

Alex rocked back slightly on her heels, like she was deciding something. She lifted a brow, gave a small nod while looking away. Then put the bottle away and took a sip.

“So,” Carmen said lightly, “how was work?”

Alex didn’t answer right away.

Just looked at her. Swallowed.

Carmen’s brows pulled slightly.

“What is it?”

Alex shook her head, like she’d almost said something and decided not to.

Again.

“Work? Oh you know, same old shit,” she said instead. “Burnt the fuck out of my hand earlier.”

“On what?”

“Fuel line,” Alex said, lifting her hand. “Boat came in half-cooked already. I made it worse.”

Carmen stepped closer without thinking.

“Let me see.”

Alex held her hand out.

The skin along her fingers was red, irritated—angry-looking in a way that hadn’t settled yet.

Carmen’s attention narrowed, her focus clean, automatic.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “You should probably get that looked at. Maybe some ice would help?”

Alex didn’t answer right away.

Her eyes had shifted.

Over Carmen’s face—

her lips.

Her neck.

Lower.

Tracking her.

Carmen felt it. Was close enough to feel her breath brush over her skin.

That look.

The way it dragged over her.

The way it stayed.

Her own breath caught—just slightly—before she pulled it back under control.

“No, I’m—I’m good,” Alex said, but her voice had dropped a fraction.

Their eyes met.

Close now.

Closer than they’d been before.

A foot, maybe less.

Alex’s lashes were darker up close. Longer. Carmen wasn’t used to seeing that on someone without makeup.

Bedroom eyes.

Her eyes were lighter than they should have been in this light.

Carmen wanted to pull her in and hold her. Take care of whatever had gone wrong. Her hand itched to come up—to trace her face, to tuck her in close, to press her there and soothe her, slow and steady.

For a moment—

it felt inevitable.

Like something would close the distance without either of them deciding to.

Carmen stepped back against it.

Easy. Casual.

Like nothing had happened at all.

“Wanna sit down?” Alex said, her tone even again.

Like she hadn’t just felt it too.

Carmen nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

Alex watched her a second longer—

then sighed, passing her without brushing, without lingering.

They settled into the chairs just outside.

Alex leaned back, letting the sun hit her face, shaking out her damp hair.

Carmen didn’t realize she was watching her—

the movement, the looseness of it, the way she seemed completely at ease in her own body.

Alex squinted slightly, catching it.

A smile slipped through before she could hide it, and she leaned forward again.

“Nice day.”

“Yeah,” Carmen said, leaning back. “If you like warm, sunny days on the coast.”

Alex huffed a quiet laugh. “I do, yes. Call me a simpleton.”

Her eyes flicked over Carmen again—quick, but obvious.

Reading.

Carmen let her.

The dream surfaced, then, on its own.

Not all at once.

First the feeling.

Then the shape of it.

Alex behind her on the bed. Carmen guiding her hands, slow, careful, over her own body.

The memory of Alex’s voice—low, close—slipped back in with it.

God, you feel so good on my fingers.

I want you on my tongue.

Carmen dragged her tongue over her teeth, gaze fixed on Alex’s shoes—striped sneakers.

Though she wanted to look up at Alex’s hands. Really look at them.

She didn’t.

Her breath held for a moment too long as she stared out toward the water. She dragged a hand through her hair, calming herself.

“So,” she said, tilting her head slightly, like nothing had happened, “tell me about this dream you had.”

Alex exhaled slowly, a quiet chuckle slipping out.

“Oh—you remembered.”

“Course I did.”

Alex chuckled.

“Like I said,” she murmured, leaning in just a little—not enough to crowd, just enough to shift the space, “too vivid to explain over text.”

Their eyes met. Carmen felt it.

“Yup,” Carmen said. “Go on.”

Alex studied her for a second, like she was deciding how honest to be.

“It was… really real,” she said. “Like I was wide awake.”

“And I was there… right?”

Alex’s mouth twitched.

“You?” she said, letting out a soft laugh. “Yeah. You were there.”

Carmen’s expression didn’t change.

“Doing what?”

Alex leaned back slightly, smoothing her hand along the arm of the chair, thinking.

“Being you,” she said.

Easy.

Too easy.

Carmen let out a short breath.

“Convenient.”

Alex smiled—slow, deliberate.

“Very.”

A beat.

Carmen tilted her head again, watching her now.

“Did you have a wet dream about me, Alex?”

It landed clean.

Light.

Almost careless.

Alex didn’t flinch.

Didn’t look away.

She just smiled.

Maybe hiding it a little.

“Well,” she said, voice even, “yeah, I did.”

A small pause.

“How’d you know?”

Carmen’s mouth twitched.

“The way you’re acting.”

Alex sat forward, resting her chin lightly in her hand, looking at Carmen through those lashes.

“Yeah?”

Carmen shrugged.

“I don’t think it’s weird,” she said. “Friends have… sex dreams about each other. It’s okay.”

Alex nodded slowly, biting back a grin.

“You would say that.”

Carmen smiled faintly, coy.

“They do,” she said, gesturing loosely. “I mean—I’ve heard.”

Carmen wrung her hands together as Alex watched her.

Then, lighter she added—

“So. How… was I?”

Alex laughed.

Unrestrained this time.

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Carmen bit her lip for a second, catching herself smiling, then shook her head slightly.

“Maybe.”

Alex watched her.

A little closer now.

A little more focused.

She brought her hand to her lips, her teeth catching absently at her nail—then glanced down

at her fingers.

“Do you find me attractive, Carmen?”

Not sharp.

Not confrontational.

Just… placed there.

Carmen blinked once.

“What?”

“Do you think I’m hot?”

Carmen let out a soft laugh, glancing away for a second.

“Sure,” she said, smoothing it out, “I think you’re… magnetic.”

She took a breath—steadying.

“And, you know, very… good looking. I think you could have whoever you wanted.” A small pause. “And I think you know that a little too well.”

Alex’s eyes stayed on her.

“That’s funny,” she said. “I think that of you, too.”

Then Alex’s voice lowered.

“Though I’m not sure you know it.”

Carmen let out a slow breath, grounding herself. Her fingers pressed into her arm, then eased.

Anything lighter. Anything.

Work. Food. Hobbies. Easy.

She tried.

“So…”

Alex didn’t let her.

“Do you ever dream about me?”

Carmen looked back at her, her brows pulling together just slightly.

“I don’t really remember my dreams,” she said. “I told you that.”

“I think you do,” Alex said. “More than you admit.”

Carmen held her gaze now.

“Really?”

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

“Yeah,” she said slowly. “I think you do.” A small pause. “Or you’ve just been thinking about it.”

Carmen didn’t move.

“About what?”

Alex’s mouth twitched faintly.

“About me.”

Carmen leaned back, schooling her expression into something uninterested.

She didn’t answer.

“You seem different today,” Alex added, more thoughtful now.

“Well, it’s been a great day… you know?”

Alex shook her head slightly, like she didn’t feel like pinning it down.

“Beyond that…” she said, a quiet breath slipping out, “there’s something different.”

A small pause.

“I caught you looking at me, Carmen.”

Carmen let out a quiet breath through her nose, pushing herself up from the chair, grabbing her water.

“Looking, I—I look at a lot of things,” she said lightly.

Alex smiled and looked down.

“You hide it, sometimes, when you want to,” she said. “But you’ve got tells.”

Carmen took a sip, watching her over the rim of the water bottle.

“Do I?”

They held each other’s gaze.

Then Carmen looked away first.

Just barely.

“I should probably head out soon,” she said.

Alex stood too.

Not blocking her.

Not closing the space.

Just… near.

“Alright,” Alex said. “That’s fine.”

A beat.

Then softer—

“I don’t want to scare you off,” Alex said. “Or, I’ve been trying hard not to.”

Carmen shook her head immediately, knitting her brows together.

“You didn’t.”

Alex searched her face.

“You sure?”

Carmen met her eyes.

Steady.

“There’s nothing you could do to scare me off, Alex.”

It was the truth.

She knew it as soon as it left her mouth.

Alex grinned, considering that.

“Nothing?”

Carmen shook her head.

“Nothing.”

A small pause settled between them.

Alex held her there a second longer—just enough to make it feel like she’d heard more than what was said.

“That’s quite an admission.”

“An admission?”

“It’s a big thing to tell a person.”

Carmen held her gaze, turning it over now, as if she hadn’t meant to say something that carried weight.

“Just the truth.”

Alex nodded.

“Good,” she murmured.

Like she meant it.

Then, lighter—

“But you’re gonna answer me eventually,” Alex said. “I know you want me, Carmen.”

Carmen huffed a laugh before she could stop it, turning her gaze out toward the water.

“Oh, is that so?”

Alex nodded, taking another sip of her wine.

“You didn’t deny it.”

Carmen looked back at her through her lashes, catching the smirk on her lips.

The edge softened.

Not gone.

Just… folded in.

They sat back down, the conversation drifting into smaller things—nothing that stuck, nothing that mattered. Or seemed to.

“How do you have a house?” Carmen asked. “We’re like the same age.”

“By working and eating nothing but spaghetti and frozen peas for months. I had no life. Just work, come home, and pass out. Do it again.”

Carmen huffed a small laugh. “That’s impressive. Wish I could do that. I want a house someday.”

“Do you like it?”

Carmen looked up, a little surprised.

“Your house?” she asked.

Alex nodded, waiting.

Carmen shifted in her chair, her gaze drifting back toward the garage—like she could see through the wall, into the space beyond.

“What’s not to like?” Carmen said, shrugging. “It’s how a home should feel. Warm. Comfy. Cared for. And it’s right on the water.” A small pause as she gestured to the ocean. “You’ve got extremely good taste, I must say.”

Alex stared off, smiling to herself, as if caught in a daze.

Her attention eased, though it never fully left Carmen.

It found its way back, here and there.

Carmen leaned forward slightly, pulling her phone out to answer a text.

Tristan.

Her thumb moved across the screen.

She felt it before she looked up—

Alex’s eyes on her again.

Carmen hit send and locked the screen.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Alex said easily. A small pause. “So do you just not drink, or—”

“I do,” Carmen said. “I’m not straight edge or anything, I just…”

Alex nodded once, like she’d already decided it didn’t matter either way.

“It’s okay if you don’t,” she added, lifting her cup slightly. “I’m not trying to get wasted in front of you. It’s just how I unwind after work.” A beat. “I apologize if it’s rude.”

“No, you’re good, Alex.”

A small pause.

“We could drink sometime together,” Carmen continued, casual. “If you want to.”

Too quick.

Alex’s attention sharpened at that but she stayed silent.

“I’d just…” Carmen continued, steady, like she hadn’t already thought it through, “probably need to stay here.”

Alex blinked.

Her mouth opened like she might say something—then didn’t.

She nodded.

“Yeah,” she said, a little more quiet now. “I’d like that.”

Their eyes met.

Carmen felt it again.

Falling. That same quiet unraveling just beneath the surface—warm, sudden, pulling at what she usually kept locked down tight.

She held it together—barely—long enough not to show it plainly.

“Maybe this weekend.”

Alex’s expression shifted.

Surprise—brief.

Warmth, just beneath it.

That’s when Carmen noticed it—

the flush creeping up along the side of Alex’s neck.

Subtle.

But there.

Alex’s lips parted slightly, her gaze slipping off to the side as she caught her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Yeah,” Alex said again, a quiet laugh slipping in. “That’d be fun. I’d—yeah. I’d really like that.”

A pause.

Carmen watched her.

Didn’t look away this time.

Something in her chest shifted—softened in a way she didn’t quite recognize, or maybe didn’t want to.

The moment held.

Long enough to feel it.

Long enough that leaving didn’t feel as automatic as it should have.

For a second—

she wished she didn’t have to.

It caught her off guard.

That feeling.

Soft.

Unprotected.

Not like her. At least not anymore.

Alex turned back toward her.

Carmen’s expression altered with it—quick, precise.

Alex caught it—just a flicker of something unguarded noticing Carmen’s face before it disappeared.

Her gaze lingered a fraction longer, something quiet and knowing settling behind it—

but she didn’t say anything.

And Carmen had already smoothed it out before it had time to settle.

Tucked it away cleanly, like it had never been there at all.

Composed.

Easy again.

They talked about little things again as the sun dropped lower—weather, Carmen’s deliveries, Alex’s coworkers, bits of the news. Nothing that mattered.

Everything that did, sitting just under it.

Alex checked her phone for the time.

Carmen watched the way her thumb moved across the screen.

“So why do you have that old phone?” she asked.

Alex didn’t look up right away.

“Told you,” she said. “I don’t want to be monitored.”

“Right,” Carmen said. She paused, reaching for something lighter. “So you got that picture I sent you?”

Alex stilled.

Then she blinked, her mouth curving again like nothing had shifted. But it absolutely had.

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

Carmen studied her.

There was something different now.

Subtle.

But there.

“Everything okay?” Carmen asked.

“Yeah,” Alex said, but her gaze drifted—like she was deciding something. She drank her wine, tipping the cup back, then set it down a little too carefully.

“You were what,” she added, quieter now. “Fourteen in that picture?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “Around there.”

“Huh.”

Alex looked at her again.

Longer this time.

Carmen took a sip of water—

caught Alex watching.

Didn’t look away.

“Why do you ask?”

Alex huffed, lids a little heavier now, something looser in the way she held herself.

“I’ve seen you before, Carmen,” she said. “A long time ago.”

Carmen’s brows pulled slightly.

“You have?”

Alex smiled.

Not teasing.

Not fully.

“I knew it,” she added. “That picture just… completely confirmed it.”

Carmen leaned forward a little.

“Seen me? When?”

“Yeah.” Alex tilted her head, studying her like she was fitting something into place. “When I was fifteen.”

Carmen blinked.

“Where?”

“Downtown,” Alex said. “You were with your mom.”

She watched Carmen as she said it.

Carefully.

“I didn’t think you recognized me,” she added, softer. “My hair was dyed blonde then.”

Carmen moved a little closer, instinctively—

like she was trying to smooth something over.

“It’s not that I wouldn’t recognize you,” she said. “I just… don’t remember a lot from around then. Like, I have actual chunks of memory missing. It’s a lot to get into. It sounds wild, but I literally forgot my name for a hot minute.”

A breath.

“That picture was taken right before I got kicked out of my house.”

She glanced up—

and caught it.

Something in Alex’s eyes.

Glassy.

Not quite tears.

But close.

“Um. Did we… talk?” Carmen asked.

Alex shook her head—smile playful, a little overdone.

“No.”

A small pause.

“But I think you wanted to.”

Her mouth curved—just slightly.

A small laugh slipped out of Carmen.

“What does that mean?”

Alex’s gaze dropped—briefly—to Carmen’s mouth.

Then back up.

“Well, you looked at me,” she said. “Smiled. Then bit your lip.”

The words came slower now.

Less filtered.

“Like you were about to say something. It was not subtle.”

Carmen’s chest lifted.

“That sounds about right. Yup. My… teenage confidence.”

“And uh… I think,” Alex chuckled, “if your mom hadn’t come over… we would’ve actually talked.”

Carmen let out a breath, shaking her head.

“Damn,” she said, raising a brow. “She ruins everything.”

Alex didn’t laugh.

She just looked at her.

A little sad now.

Like the thought had settled somewhere deeper.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” Alex said. “I wanted you to be my girlfriend.”

Softer now.

The words landed—

and something in Carmen’s chest caught.

A sharp, involuntary inhale.

Her breath stalled halfway in, like her body had forgotten what to do with it.

For a second—

she didn’t move.

Didn’t look away.

Couldn’t.

It wasn’t just what Alex was saying.

It was the way she was looking at her.

Like she’d already decided something.

Like she’d been carrying it for years.

“I hoped I would,” Alex added, quieter still. “Dreamed of it often.”

That did it.

Carmen felt it drop lower this time—

not sharp.

Heavier.

Like something pulling her forward before she could stop it.

Too much.

Too fast.

Her fingers curled slightly against her leg, trying to calm herself down.

No.

She looked away.

Breathed out.

Forced it steady.

Her mouth shifted—caught on something she couldn’t quite hide.

A flicker of frustration passed through her.

At herself.

For not remembering.

She exhaled shakily—

then pulled herself back together, leaning back as if nothing had touched her at all.

When she spoke again, her tone was light.

“So you knew this whole time, Alex?”

Alex shook her head slightly.

“No,” she said, laughing. “But yeah.”

A pause stretched between them.

Not empty.

Full.

How did she keep that from me?

The thought unsettled her—more than she wanted to follow.

“Wow,” Carmen said. “That’s… that’s crazy.”

It didn’t sound like enough.

Alex’s smile returned—

but it wasn’t the same.

It lingered longer.

A little far away.

“Isn’t it?” she said.

For a second, neither of them spoke.

The sound of crickets had started up somewhere in the grass beyond the sand—soft, steady—blending with the low pull of the tide.

Carmen pushed herself up from the chair.

Too quickly.

“Wow, we’ve been talking a while,” Carmen said. “What’s it been—like three hours? I should… I should get going.”

She didn’t look at her when she said it.

Alex stood too.

Her gaze lifted briefly—to the sky, the fading light—drawing in a slow breath like she was steadying something.

Then she looked back down at Carmen.

They faced each other—

close again.

That same space.

That same pull.

Before Carmen could think too much about it, she stepped in.

The hug came naturally.

Easy.

Not rushed.

Alex was warm.

Carmen felt it immediately.

The heat of her through their clothes.

The way she settled into it—without hesitation.

Alex let out a quiet breath, almost a sigh, against her shoulder, her hand moving slowly over Carmen’s back.

Carmen’s own hand followed without thinking, smoothing once over the small of Alex’s back.

Grounding.

Or maybe not.

They stayed there for a moment.

Then pulled apart.

Not abruptly.

Just enough to notice the absence of it.

A small, shared awkwardness followed—subtle, not uncomfortable. Just charged.

“Ride safe,” Alex murmured.

“I will.”

“Text me when you get home. Please.”

The gentleness of her tone—unexpected—sent a quiet rush down Carmen’s spine.

She nodded once. Turned away.

“Bye, Alex.”

“See ya,” Alex said.

Then, softer—

“Tomorrow, maybe?”

Baby.

For a second, Carmen thought she’d heard it that way.

The word came back wrong and right at the same time—echoing from somewhere else entirely. The way it had sounded in the dream—low, close—pressed against her ear like it belonged there.

Heat settled along her back, a thin layer of sweat she hadn’t noticed before. Something low tightened, a deep clench—slow, controlled, undeniable.

Carmen glanced back, already halfway gone.

“Maybe.”

Another beat.

“Or maybe tonight?”

That made her stop.

She turned.

Alex stood in the garage light, half-shadowed, watching her—no grin this time, no edge.

Just… there.

Carmen held it for a moment.

Then turned away, heading up the hill toward her bike.


Chapter Three

By the time Carmen made it back to the building, she already knew Alex had texted her. She hadn’t opened it. She’d seen the name and left it there—unread.

Her phone buzzed again as she pushed through the front door, the low hum of the hallway settling around her. Not Alex this time. Other messages. Names she recognized.

Easy ones.

Carmen unlocked her phone, opening them without hesitation as she moved toward the stairs.

One of them nagged at her more than the rest.

Kaci:

Carmen, can we please meet up soon?

She huffed a quiet breath through her nose, thumbs moving easily, casually—responses short, practiced, just enough to keep things going without giving anything of herself. Simple. Contained. She didn’t scroll up. Didn’t check Alex’s message. Just locked the screen again and kept moving.

Tristan was on the phone when she stepped inside. He glanced up at her from the couch.

“Yeah, I know,” he was saying. “They’re saying the same thing again. Suicide. But it’s—” he paused, lowering his voice, “it’s not normal, Mom. It’s not. I know… I know. I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe I should find something remote.”

He stopped when he noticed her watching him.

“It’s my mom,” he said, covering the phone slightly.

Carmen nodded once.

“Okay.”

Suicide. Again.

She dropped her keys by the door, her jacket following a second later.

For a moment, the thought caught—another body—but she let it go. Didn’t follow it.

“I’m heading to bed,” she said.

“Take your medication.”

“I did.”

She didn’t look at him when she said it. Didn’t need to. The lie settled easily where it landed.

So, that she could drink with Alex that weekend, she’d stop taking them.

Not for good. Just for now.

She’d be fine.

The bathroom light was too bright. Carmen brushed her teeth in silence, the sound filling the small space, something to focus on—something physical, steadying. She didn’t check her phone. Didn’t think about it. Not directly.

By the time she slid into bed, the apartment had gone quiet, Tristan still in the other room, the TV low. Carmen turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up slightly, her eyes adjusting to the dark. Her phone sat on the nightstand. She stared at it. Then reached for it and unlocked it.

Alex.

Unread.

Carmen exhaled slowly and opened it.

Alex:

remember what i asked you?

Her brows pulled slightly. It was timestamped a few minutes after she’d left the garage.

Carmen:

asked me? when

The reply came quick.

Alex:

the riddle

what stays the same even if you try to ignore it?

Carmen stared at the screen. She hadn’t thought about it. Not really. Her thumb hovered.

Carmen:

age?

She paused, then added—

Carmen:

no wait that’s not it lol

Three dots.

Alex:

no it isn’t. guess again.

Silly.

Carmen shifted slightly against the pillow.

Carmen:

memory

A beat.

Alex:

maybe. who knows?

guess again.

She let out a quiet breath.

Carmen:

i don’t know alex. i’m tired lol. Help me out

The response came slower this time.

Alex:

Aww.

you’re so cute.

do you want to know?

Carmen’s grip tightened slightly around the phone, a warmth rising into her cheeks before

she could stop it.

Carmen:

yeah. what is it

A pause. Longer than the others.

Then the answer came.

Alex:

feelings.

Carmen went still.

The word sat there.

Simple.

Uncomplicated.

And heavier than anything else had been.

Her chest drew in—just slightly—something low shifting in response before she could name it.

She stared at the message.

At the ease of it.

Like Alex had already known.

Like she’d been waiting for Carmen to catch up.

How could she not?

Carmen swallowed. Didn’t type. Didn’t move. Just lay there in the dark, processing.

Her mind drifted back to that day without asking. To the first time Carmen met her in the garage.

Alex’s voice.

The way she spoke—steady, certain, like she meant every word. Sometimes it dropped low, quieter.

Carmen wondered if she spoke to others like that.

She shook her head lightly against the pillow, exhaling through her nose.

“She probably says that to everyone,” she murmured.

Too smooth. Too easy.

But the way she’d said it to her earlier—

that she wanted to make Carmen her girlfriend when they were teens—

came back with it.

Carmen:

Yeah, but feelings can change.

Alex:

Some never do.

those ones hurt the most.

Carmen stared at the screen longer than she meant to, then locked the phone and tossed it onto the bed.

It buzzed again. She couldn’t help it. The screen lit up her face.

Alex:

carmen.

what are you doing right now?

Carmen’s breath caught—small, quick—before she forced it to even out.

Carmen:

going to sleep… you?

The reply came almost immediately.

Alex:

thinking about you.

in bed.

Carmen sat up.

Too fast.

Her heart kicked once, harder than it should have.

It was… alot—

and somehow exactly right.

Alex:

was that too much?

Carmen stared at the screen, trying to slow her breathing.

Carmen:

no

Alex:

was it okay?

Carmen swallowed, her thoughts trying to arrange themselves into something that made sense.

She could’ve meant anything.

She’s just in bed. That was… normal.

But she said she was thinking about you.

Carmen dragged a hand over her face, cutting the thought off before it could take hold—refusing to believe it, refusing the idea that someone could fix on her like that.

Like she was something to return to.

It would be just easier if she didn’t believe her.

Carmen:

it’s okay with me

Alex:

good.

Are you getting sleepy?

Carmen leaned back again, though the tension hadn’t left her body.

Carmen:

yeah. getting there

Alex:

same

A beat.

Carmen:

you work tomorrow

?

Alex:

yup. 4 a.m.

Carmen let out a small breath through her nose.

Carmen:

lucky you. hope you sleep well

Alex:

thank you.

hope you do too.

Carmen:

How’s your hand?

Alex:

way better. Since you looked at it.

I think you’ve healed me.

Carmen chuckled under her breath.

Carmen:

Is that so?

Alex:

Yeah.

In more ways than one.

Carmen:

Goodnight Alex.

Alex:

Nighty night.

Carmen stared at the screen a moment longer.

She scrolled up, rereading the messages—thinking about you—and her chest gave, just slightly, before closing tight again.

She breathed through it, listening for any sound in the apartment.

Then locked the phone.

But the feeling didn’t go with it.

It stayed—low, quiet, settled somewhere under her ribs where it didn’t belong.

Carmen turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up slightly, eyes closing.

Sleep didn’t take her all at once.

It came in pieces.

Her body jerked—sharp, sudden—pulling her halfway upright.
Tristan’s breathing was steady beside her, deep and uneven, completely unaware.

She exhaled slowly and let herself sink back down.

This time, it held.

***

She was walking.

Back down the hill.

The air felt the same—windy and cool along the quiet stretch of the harbor—but softer around the edges, like it didn’t quite hold its shape.

The garage door was open.

The chairs were still out front.

Alex was inside, bent over something on the workbench—metal, heavy, something pulled from an engine.

She looked up.

She smiled—bright, unrestrained.

Light traced her outline, bright and shifting, enough to make Carmen feel unsteady—like the ground had slipped just slightly beneath her.

“I hoped you hadn’t left yet, Carmen.”

“I did leave,” Carmen said, stepping inside. “I just… wished I hadn’t.”

Alex’s mouth curved slightly.

“You’re silly,” she said, her shoulders easing as the tension left her. “What time is it?”

Carmen glanced around like the answer might be somewhere in the room.

“I don’t know.”

Alex looked down at her hands, turning them slightly like she was checking for something.

“Wait,” she said. “What am I doing? I thought I finished this already.”

Carmen followed her gaze.

“No idea. Maybe you did.”

A quiet pause stretched, not uncomfortable, but close enough to notice.

“Want to sit?” Alex asked, pushing to her feet. “Let me guess—water?”

“Sure.”

They moved toward the chairs.

Something shifted.

Just slightly.

Carmen’s head tilted.

“Did you see that?”

“See what?”

“The tools,” Carmen said, glancing back. “They changed. There was a hammer… I think.”

Alex looked at her. Then leaned back taking it in.

“We’re in a dream! Together, again.”

Carmen stilled.

“You’re not the real Alex, right?”

Alex’s face shifted, the tension leaving it all at once.

Her gaze lingered—fond, a little amused, like she was seeing Carmen in a way she hadn’t meant to show.

“Would it make you feel better to think I wasn’t?”

Carmen looked off.

“I’m not sure.”

A pause.

“Carmen.”

The space folded.

The garage gave way to something smaller.

Closer.

Alex’s room.

“Yes?”

Carmen stepped forward, closing the distance without thinking, and climbed onto the bed in front of her.

She settled on her knees, looking down at Alex.

Alex sat cross-legged beneath her gaze.

“I have to tell you something,” she said, her expression turning serious.

Carmen rested her hands lightly on her shoulders.

“Tell me.”

Alex reached up, taking her hands in hers, holding them there.

Her eyes didn’t waver.

“I realized something,” she said quietly. “I need you to hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“What you told me… about how you felt like you had to have sex with that guy, that you live with… for a place to stay. That’s… fucked and—”

Carmen’s jaw clenched slightly, she let go of Alex’s hands.

“I want you to know… I don’t need you to do that with me,” Alex continued. “Not because you feel like you have to.”

Carmen shook her head.

“It’s not the same thing.”

Alex’s hand came to rest at her waist.

“I know,” she said gently. “I know it might not be. But I still need you to hear it. From me.”

Her grip tightened slightly—not to control, just to keep her there.

“I don’t expect anything from you,” Alex went on. “Nothing. I wouldn’t want that unless you do. To be physical.”

A pause.

“I just want to be close to you.”

Another.

“I needed to tell you that. I needed you to hear me. Okay?”

Carmen’s lips parted as she searched for the words. The room slipped.

Sound first.

Then everything else.

Nothing held shape anymore—just the feeling of it, the echo of something breaking open.

Carmen’s breath hitched.

She didn’t recognize the sound at first.

Then she did.

Her own.

Sobbing.

The space returned slowly.

The bed.

Alex in front of her.

Carmen’s hand came up to her face, touching it like she didn’t trust it to be real.

Her fingers came away damp.

She felt the tears, lukewarm against her skin, still falling.

“Are you okay?” Alex asked, reaching up, her thumb brushing gently along Carmen’s cheek, wiping them away like it was nothing.

“Yeah,” Carmen said, her voice rougher than it should have been. “I think I was crying.”

“It’s okay to cry.”

Carmen shook her head faintly.

“No… I haven’t cried in a long time. I can’t anymore. I’ve tried.”

Her breath caught slightly.

“I didn’t think I could anymore.”

She shifted, sitting back on her heels in front of Alex.

Alex still sat cross-legged, watching her—steady, patient.

“Would you want to just lay down together?” Alex asked.

“Sure.”

“Come here.”

Carmen moved in, turning slightly, her back settling against Alex’s front.

Alex’s hand moved slowly along her back.

Gentle.

Soothing.

Carmen felt the tears coming again but fought to hold them back.

She exhaled, her body loosening in a way she didn’t question.

Relief came first.

Quiet.

Deep.

Gone.

Carmen turned.

Alex was gone.

The space was empty.

Her breath came uneven, sharp this time, something rising too fast to control.

She pushed off the bed, racing toward the door.

Back into the garage.

Alex stood there. Just outside.

Exactly where she had been before.

Last night when Carmen had walked away.

Holding the same cup.

But something was wrong.

The angle.

The distance.

Carmen wasn’t in it anymore.

She was watching it from inside the garage.

Alex didn’t look at her.

Didn’t see her.

She drained the cup, tossed it aside, and crossed the house in a few fluid strides—too quick to track, but never rushed—into the living room.

Carmen followed her as she looked out the window. Then Carmen walked up and saw it, too.

Her bike. And she stood near it, in her riding jacket and helmet.

It was… herself. Or something like her—an earlier version, slipping away too fast to hold.

Carmen watched Alex watching her.

The hand on the window sill. The stillness in her breath.

The way something bright and unsettled moved through her all at once—

happy.

And not.

Alex turned away, pacing once, her hand pulling through her hair.

“Fuck,” she said—

or thought—

and it sounded the same either way. But her lips weren’t moving.

“I miss her.”

Her breathing came in shallow bursts.

“I need her.”

Another.

“I want her.”

Her voice broke slightly.

“I love her.”

Again—

“I love her.”

Carmen stepped forward.

You love me?

“Alex, I’m right here.”

No reaction.

Alex paced once, then stilled, her hand lifting to her mouth—chewing at her nails like she didn’t know what to do with herself.

“I love her,” she said again, quieter this time. “I can’t live without her. I can’t do it again. How do I tell her?”

“Alex.”

Louder now.

Nothing.

Carmen’s chest tightened—sharp this time, something pulling in on itself as the distance between them stayed exactly the same, no matter how close she stood.

“Alex!”

Alex turned—

For a moment, she paused.

Her eyes moved through the space, scanning—slow, searching—like something had brushed against her without a shape.

Carmen held still.

Waiting.

Alex’s gaze passed over her.

Didn’t land.

She turned away again, walking back toward the garage.

Like Carmen wasn’t there at all.

***

Carmen woke to morning.

The light was different—flatter, more certain. Real in a way that didn’t leave room for anything else.

Tristan was gone. The apartment quiet.

For a moment, she didn’t move.

Her body still felt off. Not wrong, exactly—just not fully settled back into itself. Like something had followed her out of sleep and hadn’t quite let go.

She reached for her phone.

Nothing from Alex.

That absence sat there, sharper than it should have been.

Carmen stared at the screen, then typed.

Carmen:

good morning

Three dots.

Alex:

hey you. miss me yet?

Carmen didn’t think about it. Didn’t turn it over or try to place it.

She just sent it.

The reply came quick.

Carmen:

I do actually.

A beat.

Alex:

good.

Carmen remembered how frantic Alex had been in the dream when she left. She wondered if that was how she always was—when Carmen wasn’t there. If it had been real at all.

She looked around the bedroom, taking it in like she hadn’t before. Nearly four years. Regardless of whatever was happening with Alex, it was time to go.

I have to get out of here.

But like all things for Carmen, nothing was that easy.

She moved through her morning the way she always did—dressing, eating a granola bar, gathering her things and heading for the door.

She pulled out her phone as she walked.

There were messages she hadn’t replied to.

Or had—just enough to keep them from pressing.

Short answers.

Vague ones.

She didn’t think about it as a decision.

Didn’t frame it that way.

But something had shifted.

The last time she’d had sex—it had been easy. Familiar.

A threesome.

The kind of thing that usually worked.

The kind of thing that left everyone satisfied, uncomplicated.

But this time it hadn’t.

Carmen had left feeling—

empty. Unfulfilled.

Like she’d gone through something she already understood too well.

Kaci had texted again.

A couple times.

Checking in.

Seeing if she wanted to meet up.

Carmen hadn’t said no.

Hadn’t said yes either.

Just… left it there.

Her phone buzzed again.

Another number.

The first message timestamped at one in the morning.

Not saved.

Unknown:

Carmen, I know you blocked me.

It’s time we talk.

You will regret ignoring me.

Carmen stared at it for a second.

No recognition.

No pull to figure it out.

Just a quiet, immediate disinterest.

She locked the screen.

Set it aside.

And headed for her bike, same as always.

***

Malcolm sat on the back step, one foot on the pavement, the other hooked up, a sandwich in one hand.

His partner sat up front the ambulance.

Carmen rode past—

then slowed.

Something caught.

She went another twenty feet before turning around.

By the time she pulled in, Malcolm hadn’t moved.

Casual.

She killed the engine, swung off the bike, helmet still in her hand as she walked toward him.

“Hello, Carmen.”

She stopped.

“…you remembered my name.”

“It’s a strong name.”

She gave a small huff.

“So is Malcolm.”

They looked at each other.

A beat.

Carmen’s eyes flicked toward the front of the vehicle.

The partner noticed, already shifting.

“I’m gonna hit the bathroom,” he said, hopping down. “Need anything?”

“No,” Malcolm said.

The door shut. He disappeared inside.

Silence settled back in.

Carmen folded her arms.

“Did you give me a coat,” she said, “when I was homeless… like seven or eight years ago?”

Malcolm didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

She let out a breath through her nose.

“I thought so.”

A pause.

“You were on top of someone.”

She didn’t frame it as a question.

Malcolm took another bite of his sandwich.

Chewed.

Swallowed.

“Mm.”

Carmen watched him.

“…are you a cannibal?”

He glanced at her.

“Do cannibals usually go for turkey and swiss?”

“I don’t know what’s in your sandwich.”

“That’s all it is.”

Her jaw tightened.

“So you didn’t kill him?”

“Oh no,” Malcolm said easily. “I did.”

A beat. His gaze narrowed slightly.

“But not the way you’re thinking.”

Carmen stared at him.

“What does that even mean?”

Malcolm shrugged.

“It means it looked worse than it was.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“Wasn’t meant to be.”

Silence stretched.

Traffic. Wind. The low hum of everything continuing like nothing was off.

Carmen shifted her weight.

“You just admitted to being a murderer.”

Malcolm tilted his head, frowning.

“Yes,” he said. “I try not to if I can help it, though.”

“Do you have a certain… criteria?”

Malcolm wiped his fingers on a napkin, folded it once carefully, and set it beside him.

“I don’t plan on killing you,” he said. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I know.”

Not comforting.

At all.

Carmen let out a breath, glancing toward the road before looking back at him.

“Heard about the recent suicides around here?”

“Yeah.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the ambulance. “Been the one on scene for most of ’em.”

“That’s… coincidental.”

Malcolm shrugged. “Well, it’s not me doing it.” He cleared his throat. “But it’s somebody. And those definitely aren’t suicides.” His tone didn’t shift. “Drained of blood. Left out in the open.”

He looked up at her. “Sloppy. Amateur hour.”

Carmen let that sit.

He didn’t look like he was lying.

Then again—she wasn’t a detective. And even if she was, she wasn’t sure she had the bandwidth to care.

“You said you had a place I could stay,” she said. “Back then.”

“I still do.” He looked at her, steady. “If you need it.”

She frowned, already knowing she wouldn’t ask.

“Why?”

Malcolm studied her like she was making it harder than it needed to be.

“I just like you, alright?” he said. “It’s not that deep.”

Carmen gave him a flat look.

“I’m gay. Fully.”

He blinked once.

“…not in that way.”

A beat. She tilted her head.

“I’m three thousand years old,” he added. “I can judge a person pretty quickly. I’m not perfect, now, don’t get me wrong but…”

He shrugged.

They held each other’s gaze.

A small pause. Carmen shifted.

“…hm. So, why are you telling me this?”

Malcolm shrugged.

“Well, I know you saw it,” he said. “Somehow you made it through that winter. Sleeping outside. Just a kid. I don’t know how you did it but you did.”

Carmen shrugged.

“There was more than one winter.”

Malcolm nodded.

“I know,” he said. “I’ve seen you around, Carmen. So, anyhow, I’m not going to deny it. What you saw. Also—who are you gonna tell?”

A beat.

“And how’s that conversation gonna go?”

Carmen tilted her head slightly.

“Who else knows?”

“No one around here,” he said. “Hopefully. I don’t want to move again… but I will.”

“How did you become this way?”

Malcolm leaned back a little, resting his hands behind him.

“I drank blood I wasn’t supposed to,” he said. “That’s how.”

Carmen didn’t break eye contact.

“So, you’re a vampire,” she said gesturing with her hands straight out. “A vampire that eats… sandwiches.”

He shrugged, unbothered.

“Sure, call it what you want.”

“That’s… what it’s literally called,” she said, nodding. “In movies. In shows.”

Malcolm gave a small, noncommittal hum.

“Hmm. I don’t watch television.”

Another pause.

The air felt different now.

He stood, brushing crumbs from his shirt, tucking the rest of the sandwich into his lunch box.

“Walk with me,” he said.

Carmen hesitated—

then followed, falling into step beside him. Malcolm was easily a foot and a half taller, his stride longer without trying.

They moved toward the edge of the lot, away from the ambulance, away from the cars.

“You don’t seem surprised,” Malcolm said.

Carmen glanced at him.

“I don’t know what I am,” she said. “Surprised, I mean. I’ve seen some weird shit I can’t explain. ‘Sides, muh brain’s BRO-KEN.”

“The brain is funny like that.”

“Well, I thought I imagined that night,” she added. “Or… made it worse than it was.”

Malcolm shook his head once.

“No,” he said. “You saw something.”

That landed. The confirmation.

She looked ahead, quiet for a moment.

“If you’re… this,” she said, gesturing vaguely, “then what does that make everything else I’ve been seeing? And hearing. Sometimes it feels like something’s pulling me. Like I’m not alone in my own head.”

Malcolm didn’t answer right away.

Cars passed. Wind shifted.

He glanced at her.

“That,” he said, “is a different problem entirely. Has that been happening lately?”

Carmen let out a breath.

“Sometimes,” she said. “But… I’m ready to get off my meds I think. Permanently”

“You sure about that?”

Carmen ignored it.

“Need a sidekick?” she said, flashing him a wide, almost ridiculous grin, giving a small, hopeful nod like she could sell him on it.

He stopped and looked down at her. Then, kept walking.

“Not at the moment.”

“Well,” she rocked slightly on her heels, a flicker of offense crossing her face, the grin still there but starting to sour. “Could you make me a vampire anyway? Then I’ll stop bugging you.”

“No.”

She huffed.

“Why not?”

“Because you’d probably die.”

“Oh, weelllll…” she dragged it out, tipping her head. “Shit. You know.” A small shrug. “I’d give it a try. Willing to gamble. Nowadays.”

Behind them, the gas station door opened again.

It was his partner who stepped back out, stretching.

Malcolm stopped walking, glancing down at her, one brow slightly raised.

“You should get back to work,” he said.

Carmen looked up at him.

Like she wanted to ask something else.

Didn’t.

“…yeah,” she said. “Maybe I’ll see you again. Maybe not.”

A small beat.

“Right?”

She turned away when he wouldn’t answer.

“Oh, you will,” he said behind her.

She turned back, waiting.

That tone—

like it meant something.

“What’s that?”

Malcolm nodded toward her bike.

“I’ve seen how you ride that thing. You better pray you see me again.”

A beat.

“The other medics won’t fix your problem when the time comes.”

Carmen’s mouth twitched slightly.

“I’m not religious.”

Malcolm didn’t look at her.

“What does that have to do with it?”

“You told me to pray,” she said. “So… I’m not gonna do that.”

“Well,” Malcolm said, “I’m not religious either.”

“Didn’t think you’d be.”

Malcolm laughed at that, the sound carrying lightly on the wind.

She turned away, pulling on her helmet, swinging onto the bike.

The normal world slid back into place around her.

Engines idling at the curb. Voices overlapping at doorways. The constant movement—orders, pickups, brief exchanges that meant nothing and ended quickly.

She moved through it without much resistance. Restaurants. Cafés. Bakeries. One after another.

But something remained.

Malcolm had watched her go for a moment—

then turned back toward the ambulance as if nothing at all had passed between them.


Chapter Four

Carmen had been working when the message came through.

A lull, brief and unclaimed.

Alex:

You nearby?

Carmen:

Sorta

She pulled over near the harbor, engine idling for a moment before she cut it. The quiet settled quickly, broken only by the distant movement of water and metal shifting against metal.

Alex had texted. Work had let out early.

A flutter. Hope. A shot at happiness.

Carmen let the feeling guide her through the ride, all the way to Alex’s garage.

The air changed immediately—oil, salt, heat held low against concrete. The space carried the sound of recent work: tools set down, something still ticking as it cooled.

Alex looked up—

and lit up.

The reaction came all at once. Shoulders dropping, a breath leaving her, a smile breaking across her face before she could stop it.

She wiped her hands on a rag as she walked closer, that expression already settling into something easier.

Carmen saw it more clearly than usual, the edges of it softened by Alex’s exhaustion.

“You look tired,” Carmen said, voice soft. “I mean—I don’t mean that in a bad way.”

“I absolutely am,” Alex laughed.

She wiped her hands on her pants then, pushing a loose strand of hair back.

“I’ve been up since three this morning,” she said. “Boss wanted me down there early. One of the outboards seized—boat was supposed to head out before sunrise.”

She said it lightly, but the fatigue was there—held in the edges, not complained about.

Carmen tilted her head, her gaze drifting briefly along the line of Alex’s neck.

“You probably don’t want to go the gym?”

Alex huffed a quiet laugh.

“I don’t think so today, no.”

Their eyes met.

“Want to just hang out here? For a little bit,” Carmen asked.

“Maybe later,” Alex said. “I kinda wanna get out. Would you like to do something else right now?”

Carmen felt her pulse tick up, a sly smirk threatening before she smoothed it away.

“Like what?”

Alex watched her for a moment—sleepy gaze searching her face before she spoke.

“Wanna go swim in the ocean?”

Carmen laughed.

“Isn’t it freezing?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Probably.”

“I don’t know.”

Alex’s mouth curved.

“Just trust me. It’ll be so ro—” She caught herself, just slightly. “—fun. It’ll be fun. And a little crazy.”

Carmen noticed.

Didn’t ask.

Didn’t need to.

Romantic?

The thought landed low and deep, something building there before she could name it. She kept her expression even.

“Alright,” she said after a moment. “Sure. But I didn’t bring extra clothes.”

“I’ll give you some of mine.”

Alex smiled then—warmer this time. Something in it lingered, almost… too gentle to ignore. It stayed a second longer before she turned.

“Come on,” she said. “We can go through here.”

She moved toward the back wall of the garage, pushing open a narrow door set between two storage racks.

Carmen followed, pausing at the threshold.

Like a breeze the dream brushed back in over her.

The house opened around them, and the feeling hit stronger this time—memory and recognition. The layout, the way the light fell, the quiet shape of it.

Carmen slowed.

Took it in.

Tried not to let it show.

Alex noticed anyway. Was already watching her for it.

“Everything okay?” she asked, giving her a look that was just a little too knowing.

“I’m—yeah,” Carmen said, steady. “Just… feels like I’ve been here before.”

Alex went still.

Not obviously.

But enough.

“Maybe déjà vu,” she said.

“Hm.”

“Wait—Carmen,” Alex said. “You have been here. Remember? We wrestled that day.”

“Oh—right,” Carmen said. “I have actually been here.”

Alex turned, her mouth parting.

“What did you say?”

Carmen blinked, eyes going wide before she looked away.

“Oh,” Carmen muttered. “Nothing.”

Alex looked at her, then nodded and turned awy, her smile a little too wide now. Like it might crack.

Like Carmen might say it.

The truth sitting right there between them. The shared dreams.

But Carmen didn’t and… Alex didn’t push.

“Come on,” Alex said again, softer this time, leading her toward the bedroom.

Carmen stopped in the doorway.

Her lips parted slightly.

The bed was the same.

Not just similar—the same.

She looked around, grounding herself in the details that hadn’t been there before. A dresser against the wall. An armchair tucked near the window with a folded plaid blanket. A bench at the foot of the bed.

Alex reached for something and closed the drawer, turning back toward her.

“Here you go Carmen.”

Black shorts. A t-shirt.

Carmen glanced down at them.

“This probably won’t fit me.”

“I think it will.”

Carmen’s mouth twitched.

“I have bigger boobs than you do.”

She said it lightly, expecting something back.

Alex didn’t answer.

She just looked down at her.

Really looked—like she hadn’t quite heard her right.

Or like she was waiting for her to say it again.

Her expression flickered—surprise, maybe, unfiltered in a way Carmen hadn’t seen before.

She blinked once, slow, like she was catching up. Then, her cheeks flushed.

Alex looked away, just barely, like she’d realized how long she’d been staring.

And Carmen had let her.

She took the clothes, slower than she needed to.

Then Alex shifted slightly, like she was about to step out.

“You can stay,” Carmen said. “If you want to.”

It came out easy.

Like it didn’t matter.

“I’ll only be a minute.”

Alex hesitated just long enough to make it real—then leaned back against the wall instead, easy, like she hadn’t been asked anything at all. Was just there to wait.

Carmen turned away from her.

Not rushed. Not shy. She wanted to let Alex look.

“You know,” Carmen said. “I could go and let you sleep.”

Alex voice came low, barely above a whisper.

“I can sleep after you leave.”

Carmen pulled her shirt over her head, let it fall. Jeans next. Left in her underwear and bra, tan skin catching the low light from the window.

She could feel it.

That attention.

Not greedy. Not careless.

But definitely there.

Carmen glanced over her shoulder.

“Are you looking at my ass, Alex?”

Alex didn’t miss a beat. “So what if I am?”

Then she smiled.

Carmen’s mouth curved faintly. Tilted her head.

“You can touch it if you want.”

For a moment, Alex held her gaze, smile fading slightly.

Then she looked away, a soft laugh escaping her, more color rising slow along her throat.

The space between them shifted—

closer, without either of them moving.

Like something had already happened.

Or might.

Carmen glanced out the window. Another overcast day—just like when they’d walked along the docks, talking.

When Alex had said it.

What’s the point in having sex with someone you don’t love?

Seems hollow.

“So why’d you ask me that?” Carmen said, tugging her shirt straight.

Alex glanced up. “Ask you what?”

“If I ever come while going down on a woman.”

Carmen turned.

Alex’s tongue brushed her teeth, a flicker of something caught—then she laughed under her breath, looking down.

“Wow… that was days ago,” Alex said. “You remembered?”

“Well, yeah,” Carmen said. “I remember everything. And it was just the other day—not that long ago.”

Silence. Just the sound of their breathing.

“You remember everything? Really?”

“Yeah.” Carmen sniffed. “So… why’d you ask it?”

Alex exhaled, uneven.

“…I was just curious.”

Carmen looked up.

Alex held her gaze, calm—distant in a way that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“Yeah,” Carmen said, going for light, teasing. “Sure.”

For a second, Carmen almost asked her the same question.

It lingered—sharp, tempting.

Too direct.

They were alone.

There was a bed a few feet away.

A bed they may—or may not—have already been in together. Somewhere else.

Things could turn. Fast.

She let it go.

And looked up.

Alex was watching her—eyes heavy, half-lidded, gaze dragging slow over her like she already knew what Carmen hadn’t said.

Yeah.

No way she was asking that.

Carmen ran a hand through her hair. Aware of Alex’s gaze without looking for it again. Aware of the way it stayed—steady, almost unfocused, like she was seeing something she didn’t want to break by acknowledging it.

Neither of them said anything.

They didn’t need to.

Carmen straightened the shorts and took a few steps toward the door.

Alex pushed off the wall—

Then winced.

Her hand came up to her shoulder as she rotated her arm, testing it.

Carmen’s expression shifted immediately to concern.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” Alex said, a little breath following it. “I think I pulled something at work. Or—” a small shrug, careful— “I’ve probably been overdoing it at the gym.”

Carmen frowned slightly.

“I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

“It’s okay.”

Alex stepped past her, crossing the room to the dresser. She pulled a drawer open, already moving on from it.

Carmen turned just slightly to watch her, then turned away.

Alex changed quickly. Carmen knew better than to turn around—knew how easily something like that could shift.

So, she just waited.

Then, when it was safe—when Alex was done—she looked.

A sleeveless t-shirt, fitted just enough to trace her breasts and hips. Shorts cut mid-thigh, leaving her legs bare—strong, steady, impossible not to follow.

Carmen’s gaze lingered.

A second too long.

Wondering, briefly, how it would feel to—

She forced herself to look away.

Alex saw it anyway.

Her face shifted—held, like she was holding back a grin, just barely—as she pulled on a hoodie, then grabbed another off a hook and handed it to Carmen.

“Here,” she said. “It’s probably chilly.”

Carmen took it. An old logo stretched faintly across the front—something with a boat, worn soft with time.

It was warmer than she expected. Thicker. It carried a faint trace of Alex—her detergent, a type of lotion maybe, threaded with woodsmoke, like a fire pit clinging to the fabric.

Carmen didn’t comment on it.

But she pulled the collar up to her face, breathing it in—quick, quiet—when she thought Alex wasn’t looking.

They walked back through the house and out into the garage. When Alex pulled the door down, she recoiled slightly, her hand coming up to clutch her shoulder.

Carmen noticed immediately.

“Here—let me get it.”

“Just hold on, I can—”

“Alex.” firmer this time. “Do you want me to look at it?”

A pause.

“...Sure.”

Alex slipped her arm free of the hoodie, letting it hang loose at her side.

Carmen stepped closer, trying to see—but she couldn’t quite reach properly. Her hand came up, resting briefly on Alex’s shoulder.

“Can you sit?” she asked. “I can’t—reach from here.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

Alex sat.

Carmen moved in again, her fingers pressing lightly into the muscle at the top of her shoulder.

Alex’s breath held.

Carmen stilled.

“Did that hurt?”

“No,” Alex said quickly. “No, it didn’t.”

Carmen eased the pressure, then worked more slowly, warming the muscle between her fingers. It was tight—tighter than she expected.

Her hand slipped just beneath the edge of Alex’s sleeve, careful, controlled. She felt the line of the fabric there—the strap beneath it—but didn’t pause.

Alex’s breathing shifted.

Not sharp.

Just… different. Heavier.

Carmen kept going, more deliberate now, her thumb pressing, her fingers following the tension as it moved.

“Oh,” Alex said, quieter, her head tilting just a little. “It’s kind of in my neck, too.”

Carmen adjusted, moving up, then back down—tracing the line between neck and shoulder, easing the tension out in slow, steady passes. Alex’s eyes closed.

It should’ve felt normal.

Simple.

But it didn’t.

Not with the way Alex was responding.

Not with how aware Carmen suddenly was of every point of contact.

Before she could think too much about it, her touch shifted—her fingers brushing lightly across Alex’s skin, the faint drag of her knuckles instead of the flat of her hand.

Alex’s breath hitched.

Shallower now.

Carmen felt it—

And pulled back.

Too fast.

Alex turned immediately, catching her wrist before she could step away.

Looked up at her.

For a second—

Carmen almost leaned down.

Close enough to.

Alex cleared her throat, the moment breaking just slightly.

“Sorry.”

“Alex, you don’t—” Carmen shook her head, breath uneven. “You don’t need to be sorry. I just—”

“It’s okay,” Alex said. “I get it.”

A beat.

“Do you feel better?” Carmen asked.

Alex stood, letting out a small laugh—something lighter, but not entirely.

“I feel incredible.”

Carmen huffed a quiet breath, stepping back to give her space.

They moved toward the door.

“You’ve got the magic touch,” Alex added, glancing at her. “I’m all better now.”

Carmen looked at her, a smile pulling at the corner of her mouth.

“Yeah?” she said. “Good.”

Their eyes met as Alex pulled the door down.

Didn’t say anything about it.

Outside, the air had shifted—cooler now, the wind coming off the water in long, quiet pulls.

Alex led her past the docks, cutting off onto a narrow path that opened onto the beach.

Turning around to offer her hand on a set of broken stairs.

“Thank you,” Carmen said.

“Of course,” Alex whispered, bowing her head slightly.

The sand stretched wide and empty beneath a low, gray sky.

The tide had left a dark, uneven line of dried seaweed along the shore, and beyond it the water moved restlessly, churning under the weight of the clouds. A few distant figures dotted the far edges of the beach, small and indistinct.

Alex didn’t hesitate. She tugged her hoodie off and let it fall onto the sand. Then pulled off her shoes and socks.

Carmen followed, slower. She pulled her hoodie over her head, then paused, glancing out toward the water before slipping her hands beneath her shirt. Careful but quick, she unhooked her bra and worked it free, tugging it out without lifting the fabric.

She never went without one—hated the feeling of it, the lack of support, the way it left her too aware of her own body—but it was necessary.

The air hit her skin immediately—cool, sharp enough to make her inhale.

The shirt hung loose, moving with the wind, and Carmen hoped it hid more than it showed.

Alex’s gaze lingered over her.

“What?” Carmen said, a little defensive already. “I don’t want to ride home in a cold, wet bra.”

“Makes sense.”

But her eyes drifted over her once more—quick, then back to her face.

Carmen felt her nipples tighten, her core opening and clenching as if her body had already decided for her.

They’re eyes locked.

“Ready?” Alex asked.

Carmen scoffed. “No.”

Alex stepped toward the water anyway.

Carmen followed.

The first wave hit their ankles—

Cold.

Carmen sucked in a sharp breath. “OH-KAY—actually, fuck that.”

Alex laughed, already a step ahead of her.

“Come on,” she said. “Please?”

“Gym? We could still go. Or, or you’re tired. We’ll just sit in the garage, do nothing.”

Another step.

Water at their calves now.

Alex turned, hand out.

“Let’s go, Carmen.”

She took it.

They’d touched before. Just a few minutes ago.

Not like this. Not for this long.

Alex’s hand was warm—steady in a way that felt familiar, but deeper than it should have.

Better.

Carmen didn’t let go. Alex’s hand squeezed hers.

“It’s easier once you get in,” Alex murmured next to her

Carmen looked up.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t trust it.”

“That’s okay. You don’t have to. Not yet.”

They waded deeper.

Knees.

Then thighs.

Somewhere along the way, their hands slipped apart.

The cold wrapped around them—biting, immediate.

Carmen let out a quiet curse, shoulders tensing—but she kept moving.

Because Alex was.

Because she didn’t want to be the one who stopped.

She tipped her head back, slicking her hair away.

When she looked up—

Alex wasn’t there.

Carmen turned in a quick circle, panic flashing—

Then, Alex was right there.

Close enough to touch.

Her hair was wet, lips parted slightly.

Carmen jolted, just a little.

“Hey,” Alex said. “I’m right here.”

“Don’t do that again,” Carmen said, splashing her.

Alex leaned back in the water, tipping her head, her hair slicking away as she looked at Carmen down the line of her own face—through dark, heavy lashes.

It shouldn’t have looked like that.

Carmen felt it all at once—relief, sharp and immediate—

and something else, just as quick.

Tighter.

“Did you think a shark got me?” Alex smiled, drifting even closer. “They do sometimes—come up this far north. Not often, though.”

Carmen didn’t answer right away. Something shifted in her mind.

Her gaze had gone distant—like she was trying to place something she wasn’t ready to understand.

“You okay?” Alex reached out, brushing her arm. “Carmen?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said, catching her breath. “I just—forgot where I was, I think. It happens.”

Alex’s hand lingered for a second, rubbing lightly before falling away.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “We’re still in the ocean. Do you remember that?”

They shared a look.

Something quieter.

Warmer.

“Yes,” Carmen whispered.

“Good.”

Alex pushed her own wet hair back, clearing the water from her face.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s go in a little more. It’s getting choppy out here.”

By the time they crouched into the shallows, the shock had dulled into something else.

Not comfortable.

But bearable.

Alive.

Carmen let out a shaky laugh, pushing wet hair back.

“It’s refreshing. Okay—I can admit it.”

Alex smiled, more gentle now.

“Yeah,” she said. “We should do it more. Like once a week—”

She paused, then added,

“Or… just on cloudy days. When no one’s around. Maybe even in the winter. But we’ll have to get wetsuits.”

Carmen laughed—more of a giggle—shaking her head.

Their eyes met—then Alex looked away.

She’s making plans, now.

They stayed there, half-submerged, the water moving gently around them.

For a moment—

Just breathing.

The sounds of the beach fell away.

People. Seagulls. Somewhere out on the water, a foghorn sounded—low and distant, the note stretching across the beach before fading into nothing.

Everything narrowed.

Just them.

The water.

The colorless sky stretching overhead.

Carmen glanced at her.

Alex was already looking.

Not like before.

Slower.

Even quieter.

Like she wasn’t trying to figure Carmen out anymore.

Just…

Seeing her.

Carmen held her gaze, shivering slightly. Water dripping from her eyelashes.

Alex moved closer.

Her eyes dipped to Carmen’s lips, then back up.

They were only a breath apart now.

Carmen looked down, swallowing. A rush hit her all at once—bright and disorienting—tightening her chest, making her thoughts slip out of reach. She tried to hold still through it.

Alex lifted her hand, brushing her fingers along Carmen’s cheek, and the touch sent a shudder through her.

“You look like an angel,” she whispered, breathless.

Carmen stilled.

Then she reached up, taking Alex’s hand and drawing it gently beneath the water.

“No, I don’t,” Carmen replied.

“Yeah,” Alex said, her voice giving in a way Carmen hadn’t heard before. “You do. To me.”

Carmen’s thumb brushed over her knuckles.

Her pulse quickened. She could feel Alex’s breath—hot, steady—in the small space between them.

Too close.

Too much.

Carmen pulled away, releasing her hand.

She stood abruptly, water crashing around her in a sudden, deafening splash, and looked down at Alex.

The wet fabric clung tight to her skin, outlining her stomach, her breasts, her thighs—every detail she’d rather keep hidden.

She didn’t move to hide it.

If Alex saw her like this—in real life—maybe she’d understand. Maybe—

Alex stayed where she was for a beat, her eyes moving slowly over her body. Then she rose, her gaze locking with Carmen’s.

Her expression shifted.

Her lip trembled—just slightly—before she steadied it.

Carmen looked up at her. Really looked.

Her chest pulled tight—

a sudden, overwhelming urge to reach out.

To touch her.

To pull her closer and not let go.

Make her mine.

The thought hit hard.

Certain.

It startled her.

Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted?

Why not now?

Her breath caught.

“I’ve gotta go,” Carmen said.

She turned, starting toward shore.

Alex moved quickly, stepping in front of her.

“Do you ever just stop,” she asked quietly, “or are you always doing this to yourself?”

There was a smile there—

But it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Why can’t you just let yourself be… why won’t you let me—”

“I have to make deliveries,” she said. “Shit’s expensive, and it’s only gonna get worse, you know?”

Alex held her gaze—those pale blue eyes, sharp against dark, wet lashes.

Like that—

Carmen knew she’d break.

Felt it coming.

Her breath stopped, something rising too fast to stop. She swallowed it down, a shiver slipping through her—cold, or not.

Then Alex stepped aside.

Just before it tipped.

The moment collapsed.

And it was clear.

Alex didn’t push.

She understood why.

But for one long, drawn-out second, it hurt—

how much Carmen wished she would.

Carmen stepped past her.

Then kept going.

She heard it—

the hitch in Alex’s breathing behind her.

A low sound followed. A grunt.

Frustration.

Quiet—pulled back before it could become anything more.

Carmen stopped.

Turned.

“Well, come on,” she said, softer now, a small smile pulling at her mouth. “I’m not leaving you out here.”

Alex caught up beside her.

“Yeah, you can’t just leave,” she said, a little too quick. “You have my clothes on, silly.”

“I can ride around in wet clothes,” Carmen said, easily. “I’ve done it. I could send them to you.”

Alex’s features shifted as they walked—caught, a little thrown.

“Carmen…” she said, quieter now. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” Carmen said, not looking at her. “Why would you think that?”

Alex moved ahead of her, walking backward now, then stopped.

“Because you’re acting like you’re about to leave and never speak to me again. And, yeah, I’ve thought that before but… this time it really feels like it.”

Carmen looked at her, taking a steady breath. Alex’s brows drew together, like she might cry—like she was in pain.

“What is it?” Alex said. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m…” Carmen glanced away, stepping around her.

“You’re what?” Alex said, catching up as they crossed the grass toward the house.

I’m vile.

“I’m cold,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“That’s not what you were going to say.”

They kept walk in charged silence until they climbed the steps to Alex’s front door. Carmen waited while Alex pushed it open.

“You should lock your door,” Carmen said.

“Doesn’t matter.”

Alex let Carmen go in first.

The room felt tight, quiet.

Carmen grabbed her clothes and went straight to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. She changed quickly, hanging Alex’s things over the shower rod.

When she came out, Alex was pulling on a shirt, stepping out of her bedroom.

“This was, uh—” Carmen sniffed, “Great. You know. Spontaneous. I liked it.”

Alex let out a short, bitter laugh and stepped closer.

“What’s so funny?” Carmen asked.

Alex sighed, gesturing sharply. “Your demeanor doesn’t match what you just said. I want to know what you actually think. What were you going to say outside?”

Carmen shook her head.

“Please tell me you’ll come back,” Alex said, her voice low. “You don’t have to acknowledge any of it. Your feelings for me—whatever. I don’t care. I’ll stay like this if you want, but…”

Carmen’s face gave a little.

The tension left it all at once—replaced by something quieter.

Softer.

She hated hearing her say that.

“I know you’re struggling,” Alex said. “Feeling conflicted. For a lot of reasons. I can help you. If you just let me. Just give me time to explain—”

Alex paused there—

not unsure. Just choosing her words.

“If you leave… tell me you’ll come back.”

Carmen looked up at her.

“Why do you want me to, Alex?”

The question caught her off guard—like the answer should have been obvious.

“I—”

She stopped. Looked down. Then straightened, pulling herself back into place.

“Carmen… are you not feeling any of this? What’s going on between us—”

“No. Stop.” Carmen bent to gather her things, moving too quickly. “I can’t do this. I can’t.”

She almost made it to the door before Alex spoke again.

“Your wallet.”

Alex picked it up off the counter and held it out.

Carmen’s chest tightened as she watched her—too closely.

The drawing inside.

She tried not to show it, taking it quickly.

Her phone rang.

She glanced down.

“Do you have to take that?” Alex asked. “It’s okay if you do.”

“It’s just my mom.”

“God, don’t talk to her,” Alex said. “You need space from that.”

Carmen didn’t answer.

Something sharp rose in her chest—anger, anxiety, too fast to separate.

She exhaled, her eyes stung.

“Hey—” Alex stepped closer, reaching out.

“Don’t touch me.” Carmen’s voice broke. “I’m disgusting. I’m a horrible, FUCKING PERSON.”

“Why would you think that?” Alex whispered, her voice quiet after the outburst.

Carmen grabbed her jacket and helmet and headed for the door.

Alex caught her arm.

Carmen pulled away—harder than she meant to.

Alex reached for her again. This time Carmen turned, and for a second, it showed—something tight and pained there.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to—I just need to go. Just let me go.”

“Please don’t ride when you’re this upset,” Alex murmured. “Just stay. We can hang out in the garage. It can be easy. It doesn’t have to be anything more than that.”

I want to.

—No. You can’t.

The thought cut in sharp, wrong. Not her own.

Carmen swallowed hard, remembering the medication she never took.

“I’ll come back,” she said quietly. “I promise. I… just—I have to go right now.”

Alex nodded, her expression settling into something solemn. Accepting it, even if she didn’t want to.

Carmen reached for the door and left.


Chapter Five

By the time Carmen got home, it was evening, the apartment quiet in that flat, settled way that didn’t invite questions. Tristan stood at the sink finishing the last of the dishes. She passed him with a quick “hey,” barely waiting for the answer, already pulling her phone out as she moved down the hallway.

Alex:

Hey just checking in.

You okay?

Carmen slowed, reading it again.

A flicker of guilt.

For not replying.

Alex’s phone was old and probably didn’t show read receipts. Carmen watched the screen like something might change.

She thought about answering.

Didn’t.

Alex had been tired at the beach.

She was probably asleep now and Carmen didn’t want to wake her.

The thought came too easily—Alex in her bed, quiet, still, the weight of the day gone from her. Carmen swallowed and locked her phone, pushing the image away before it could settle.

She couldn’t believe she’d left like that.

Hated herself even more now for it.

So many missed opportunities to just kiss her, all faded. Gone.

“Is that him?”

The voice brushed her ear like it had always been there.

God, would you just go away.

Leave me alone.

Carmen let out a sigh, pushing into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her.

The water came on, steam beginning to gather almost immediately, softening the edges of the room. She undressed, movements slow, deliberate—something to focus on.

“I shouldn’t watch.”

Closer this time.

Not louder.

Just… there.

Carmen exhaled through her nose, like she was letting it pass through her instead of into her, as she stepped into the shower. She wouldn’t give the voices anything in return. That’s how it always started again.

The heat hit all at once—sharp, almost too much—then settled, sinking into her skin, her shoulders, the back of her neck. It pulled something loose in her, something she hadn’t realized she was holding so tightly.

The only place she could stand still and not feel watched, not feel pulled in too many directions at once.

The water ran over her face, down her chest, steady, constant.

Her eyes closed.

Just for a moment.

Her head tipped forward, forehead brushing her arm as she leaned into the wall, the heat pressing in, wrapping around her, heavy and close.

Too easy.

Too quiet.

Her body softened into it before she could stop it—breath slowing, weight shifting, the edge of sleep slipping in without asking. Her knees almost gave.

“Wake up, Carmen.”

Her eyes snapped open, breath catching sharp in her throat as the room tilted for half a second, water still pouring over her face.

That—

That sounded like Alex.

Not wrong.

Not distorted.

Just her.

“Hello?” Carmen whispered, turning slightly, water dripping from her lashes.

Nothing.

Just the sound of the shower, steady and unchanged.

Carmen stood there longer than she meant to, staring at nothing, letting the water run until it started to feel like too much again.

Then she moved through it. Quick. Efficient. Done.

She stepped back into the apartment with a towel wrapped around her, grabbing clothes as she went. Tristan had moved to the table, laptop open, the glow of it cutting across his face. He looked up as she passed, eyes tracking her the way they always did.

“Oh, I fuckin’ hate this guy. He looks too much.”

Carmen stopped. That didn’t sound like it should. It sounded… too real. Too close.

She turned.

Looked straight at Tristan.

“Did you say something?”

He looked up from the laptop and smoothed a hand over the stubble of his jaw.

“No, Carmen,” he said. “I did not.”

No hesitation. No confusion. Just… normal.

She held his gaze, then turned away.

“Carmen,” he said, quieter now. “Can you not get mad but… I need to ask something.”

Carmen tensed and turned back, waiting.

“Are you still taking your medication?”

She let out a breath, relaxing.

“Of course, I am, Tristan.”

“Sorry but… I’ve noticed the bottle looks untouched.”

Carmen let out a short breath—almost a laugh—and walked over to the door. She dropped her clothes and unzipped her bag. She dug through it until she found the small baggie of pills. Pre-planned for this exact moment. She turned and shook it once, holding it up like proof.

“I’ve been taking it with food, like I’m supposed to.”

Liar, she thought.

“That’s good.”

The feeling came quick after that—
standing there, towel bunched at her chest, pills still in her hand, heat rising sharp and familiar.

Being managed.

She hated it.

Fuck off sat right there, ready.

She swallowed it down.

Briefly, she wondered if it would feel different coming from someone else.

“Goodnight.”

“…night.”

She shut the bedroom door behind her, flipped on the light, and stood there a moment, uncertain. Then she dropped the towel, pulled on an oversized shirt and underwear, and sank onto the edge of the bed, pressing her hands over her face.

Nothing came.

No tears.

Just heat behind her eyes.

She dragged her hands down slowly, licking her lips, trying to steady herself, then stood and turned off the light.

Dark.

Her phone lit up in her hand.

Messages she didn’t care about.

Didn’t open.

Her thumb moved anyway—Alex.

She scrolled through their messages, slower this time.

Reading them.

Letting them settle.

A faint smile touched her mouth as she paused on certain lines, going back, rereading—so she could hold onto the feeling a little longer.

The bed shifted.

Small.

Subtle.

Then a slight dip near her pillow.

A breath, warm against her ear.

Carmen went completely still.

Locked her phone.

“No,” she said quietly. “I don’t want you here. Leave.”

A pause.

Not empty.

“You know I’m here?”

Alex’s voice.

Clear.

Too clear. But not normal.

Carmen swallowed, remembering the rooftop.

“You’re not really her… are you?”

There was a faint shift beside her. Closer.

“Who else would I be?”

The breath moved across her face this time. Carmen’s eyes closed without meaning to.

“Can you not see me?” Alex asked.

“No, I can’t.”

“I can see you. Well, mostly,” she said. “I must be asleep. Is this a dream?”

Carmen shook her head faintly.

“Not for me.”

A beat.

“Call me,” Alex said.

“What? No—you’re sleeping. Right?” Carmen pushed herself upright, her heart pounding, breath suddenly unsteady. “What if—what if something’s wrong? What if you’re dead.”

“I’m not dead,” Alex said, almost amused. “Call me. Just wake me up.”

Carmen pulled a hand through her hair, stood, pacing once before sitting back down.

“I’ll come to you,” Alex continued, quieter now. “I’ll take you out of here. You shouldn’t be here… with him.”

“No,” Carmen said quickly. “I can’t.”

“Why?”

The word was air—low, almost nothing.

Carmen hesitated.

And then it slipped through her.

Her breath faltered, her body loosening with it, her legs softening—unsteady for a second.

Her eyes fluttered closed, just for a moment, like she needed it. “Can’t do that to you.”

Movement again—somewhere in the apartment.

She froze. The air changed in the room. Carmen listened and waited.

“Alex—are you still here?”

A beat.

“I’m right here,” she said—but her voice came from the wrong side of her.

“Are you actually Alex?”

“I think so.”

“Okay,” Carmen whispered. “Will you remember this?”

“Probably.”

Carmen eased back down, pulling the covers up like she could disappear into them.

“You didn’t remember the rooftop.”

“Who says I didn’t?”

Carmen went completely still.

Breath held.

Eyes wide in the dark.

She couldn’t ask about it.

It sat too close.

“I can’t stand being away from you,” Alex whispered.

Carmen turned onto her back, her head tipped back into the pillow.

The bed shifted again—closer this time.

A presence settled beside her.

A hand found hers.

Light.

Careful.

Fingers brushed through her hair, moving strands away from her forehead.

Carmen’s breath slowed.

She didn’t fight it.

It felt—

too real.

It moved through her, building, a rush that left her weightless, her skin tingling, alive in a way she couldn’t steady. Behind her eyelids, a wash of white light bloomed, blinding and gentle at the same time.

Then something softer—

the faintest press against her cheek.

Like a kiss. Then a sigh. Then Alex’s voice became clear, almost like she was there.

“I can’t smell you,” Alex whispered.

Carmen’s brow knit slightly. “What do you mean?”

“When we hug… I always smell your hair.” A small pause. “I can’t smell it now.”

The warmth in Carmen’s chest twisted, sharp.

Panic flickered back in.

“I want to be with you,” Carmen said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

“Then be with me.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“Of course you can,” Alex said.

Silence stretched between them.

“Alex?” Carmen said.

“Yes.”

Carmen swallowed.

“Can you... kiss me?”

“That's what I want,” Alex whispered. “That's all I've wanted.”

Carmen felt a hand on her cheek first. Warm. Then lips—careful at first, then firmer. Guided. The kiss deepened, pulling her under before she could remember how to surface. Then it broke away, leaving Carmen breathless.

“Touch me,” she whispered.

“We should wait.” Alex’s voice barely held together. “Shouldn’t we? I need to wake up.”

“No.” Carmen’s voice cracked. “I don’t want to wait. Alex, please. I’ll be too scared that way—and then it won’t happen. Ever.”

Carmen waited.

“I want to wake up,” Alex said, quieter now. “I want to come to you. Take you out of there. From here.”

“Alex, no.”

A beat—

“Why is it raining?”

Carmen stilled. “Raining? It’s not raining.”

Silence stretched.

Suddenly the voice sounded closer.

“Oh.” A breath. “There you are. It started drifting again.”

Carmen exhaled, unsteady.

“Are you still here with me?”

“Yes,” Alex whispered.

A pause—

“And you want me to touch you.”

Her lungs didn’t quite fill

“…yes.”

A second passed.

“Say it again,” Alex murmured, voice lower now. “So I know you want it.”

Carmen tilted her chin up, a shiver running through her.

“Yes. Alex. I want you to touch me.”

A shift—subtle, but real. Like something settling back into place.

“Good,” Alex said softly. “Then I will.”

A hand traced down her neck, over her chest but not quite touching fully, just tracing, then across her waist. Carmen's fingers found the hem of her shirt, pulling it up, exposing her breasts to the cool air.

The touch returned—not tentative, but certain. Strong. Over her breasts. Carmen's back arched, her legs pressing together. A hand kneaded one breast, then the other, while lips found her neck. A breath caught in her throat, almost a whimper. She stopped it just in time.

The bed shifted.

Then suction on her nipple—warm, firm.

“Yeah, like that,” Carmen nodded with her eyes closed, the sound of her voice barely audible.

Warm breath came across her chest. Then the touch moved lower, tracing the line between her hipbones. Carmen hooked her fingers into her underwear, pulling them down.

“Yes,” she said. “I want it. I want you to.”

“Oh, my fucking god,” Alex whispered, her breath catching. “Is this actually happening?”

“It is for me,” Carmen answered, voice teasing. “Is it wrong?”

Alex made a sound—low, caught in her throat.

“No, it can’t be wrong. It’s not.”

Then a touch drifted lower over her, as if a hand covered her pussy completely. Carmen looked down in the dark but saw nothing. Then pressure built against her.

Carmen shifted, grinding her hips into the feeling, her breath stilling and catching. A shudder ran through her as fingers parted folds and brushed over her clit. She pushed up onto her elbows, her head tipping back. Her tongue slipped past her lips. She let the touch settle deeper.

“Holy shit,” Alex murmured against her neck. “You feel so good. Even better. So fucking amazing.”

Carmen's smile was faint, almost imperceptible as she let her legs part wider. She wanted Alex there—really there, not just in whatever space between them had opened up. Maybe she was ready. Maybe this was how she'd finally tell her in real life.

The way Alex moved her hands—precise, certain—should have surprised Carmen.

It did not. It just fit.

“You’re good at that.” The words slipped out before she could catch them.

“I know.” There was something light in it—just a little mischievous. “Lay back.”

Carmen shifted, settling onto the pillows. The bed moved beneath her, then stilled. Something brushed against her leg—light, then deliberate. The touch traced up her thigh, then pressure against her breast, growing rougher as fingers found their grip.

“Go in,” Carmen whispered. “I want you inside me.”

A quiet breath let out that swept over her skin.

“Okay.”

She opened wider, feeling the first finger slide in, then another. Or so it felt.

She bit back a moan.

Her hips rolled, finding the rhythm. A kiss pressed against her open lips, lingering on her bottom lip, before trailing to her neck. A hand steadied her waist, holding her. Then suction again at her nipple, firm and intense.

She pictured Alex—really pictured her—hovering above her. Mouth on her breast, fingers inside.

Taking her like this.

Almost couldn't believe it. Too much. Too real.

Carmen bit back a cry, her body clenching around the pressure inside.

“Oh,” Alex murmured—against her skin, inside her head, everywhere at once. “You liked that.”

“Yeah,” Carmen breathed.

“No—you really like that.” A small laugh, warm against her ear. “You like your nipples touched. I felt it.”

“Doesn't everyone?”

“I don't think like that.” A pause. “Hold on. Let me try something.”

The pressure inside didn't leave.

“What are you doing?”

“Giving you the best orgasm you've ever had. Hopefully.” Alex's voice was right there, rough against her ear, the words shaped by a smile that Carmen could almost feel.

Alex's weight settled over her, fingers still pumping and curling inside, the pressure almost unbearable now. One nipple found pressure while the other breast was massaged roughly. Handled. Carmen panted, almost crying out, rolling her hips against the pressure inside. She heard soft sucking—felt it.

It built in a different way, stronger. Then it tore through her against the unrelenting rhythm in her pussy, a cry slipping out as her back arched off the bed.

“Mmmmm. I wish you with me,” Alex murmured against her skin, voice rough. “I want to hear you scream… I know you need to.”

Carmen moaned, caught by that. Didn’t even consider who had heard it. Fingers tightened around her waist as she rode it out, her lip between her teeth. Then her mouth fell open, stomach rising and falling rapidly, the air barely catching in her lungs.

A hand came down pressing between her hips, just over where the fingers were still inside.

“There you go, baby… just like that.”

A pause, softer—

“You’re perfect,” Alex whispered. “So perfect.”

Right next to her ear.

“I love it when you call me that,” Carmen murmured, her mind still hazy around the edges. “Baby. Only you, though. Only you, Alex.”

She heard breath catch somewhere above her.

Light moved across the ceiling in slow, uneven ripples, catching and breaking like sunlight through water.

It shouldn’t have been there.

The curtains were blackout—sealed tight, no gaps.

She let it happen anyway.

“That’s beautiful,” Carmen whispered. “The light. Do you see it?”

“I only see you, Carmen.”

Carmen felt lips press—light, careful—along her face.

She let herself sink into it.

Just for a second.

Then she realized where she was.

“Wait—” she said suddenly, pulling back. “I have to check. He heard me. I was loud.”

The pressure inside lingered for a moment longer—

then faded.

Gone.

“No, he didn’t,” Alex said—too fast now.

The voice shifted.

Not gone—

just… somewhere else.

Carmen’s head turned toward the door, eyes narrowing slightly as she tried to place it.

“He can’t hear you. He won’t. He won’t.”

Closer now—behind her.

A breath brushed her ear.

“Stay with me, Carmen. Please, stay.”

Carmen stilled.

Not fear—

an off-balance feeling.

Like the room had tilted half an inch and hadn’t settled back.

The voice slipped again. Thinner.

Further away.

Like it was being pulled out of reach—

“No, he didn’t—”

And then it came back.

Right next to her. Steady. Lucid.

“He didn’t hear anything, Carmen,” Alex said, clear and quick. “The stupid, dumb jackass out there is wearing headphones.”

“No, I have to see it myself.”

Carmen sat up quickly, pulling her underwear back into place.

“Please don’t go out there and talk to him,” Alex said, quieter now. “I don’t like it.”

“I just need to check,” Carmen said, already standing. “I’ll be right back.”

“I might wake up—I need to—” Alex’s voice caught, thinning as Carmen moved away. “I need to wake up… why doesn’t it ever work.”

Carmen stepped out into the light of the apartment, phone in hand.

Her body still hummed—low, warm—but something underneath it shifted.

Tightened.

A dull pull, low in her stomach.

A cramp she couldn’t get control of.

Strange.

She didn’t get those.

Not anymore.

She stepped into the living room.

Alex had been right.

Tristan sat at the table, headphones on, focused on his laptop—music playing faintly through the bleed.

He looked up when she appeared and pulled them off.

“Everything okay?”

Carmen hesitated.

Wondered, briefly, if Alex was still there. Watching.

“Yeah,” she said. “Thought I heard something.”

He studied her.

“Carmen… are you alright?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“You kinda look like you’re in pain, darlin’.”

Carmen stilled, caught off guard.

“Uh—yeah,” she said. “I think I just… need to sit down for a minute. Maybe I’ll take a bath.”

“Alright.”

A small pause.

“Do you need the bathroom?”

“No, I’m good,” he said quickly. “I was actually gonna head to bed in a minute.”

Carmen nodded.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked again.

Something deep tightened.

“I’m fine.”

He held it for a second, then nodded.

“Alright. Hey—uh, just wanted to let you know, I’m heading over to Timmy’s tomorrow night.”

“Timmy’s?”

“Yeah,” he said. “We’re working on a new album. So I won’t be here. That alright?”

The pressure in her stomach pulled again—sharper this time.

She didn’t let it show.

“That’s totally fine.”

He looked away, then back at her.

“Carmen… I’ve been really worried about what’s been going on around here. The bodies.” A small breath. “They’ve found like almost ten this month alone.”

Carmen just nodded, not wanting to get into it. The pain in her lower stomach was getting worse.

“Yeah,” she said, shrugging. “It’s concerning, I suppose.”

“Do you think you could take this weekend off? While I’m gone.” He hesitated. “It’d give me some peace of mind. Knowing you’re not out there.”

For a moment, she almost snapped—felt it rise, sharp and automatic.

But nausea hit instead.

She just wanted to lay down. Take something. Make it stop.

“Sure,” she said. “I can do that.”

Tristan nodded.

“Thank you,” he said. “And… let me know if you need anything tonight.”

Carmen didn’t respond.

See? He’s a good person.

But that wasn’t ever the problem.

She turned away as he started clearing his things from the table, putting his guitar away. She walked into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. The relief was absolute. She turned on the shower.

Sat on the toilet.

Waited.

Something shifted.

A slow, unfamiliar sensation—

then wetness.

Carmen stilled.

Looked down.

Blood.

She just stared. She hadn’t had a real period in years.

Just occasional spotting.

Nothing like this. Not since she started the medications.

She took a deep, sharp breath.

Her phone sat on the sink.

“Are you still here?” she whispered. “Alex?”

Nothing.

Silence.

And then—

in her mind, she left.

Like she knew deep down. Or, maybe it was the voices.

Nothing else followed.

Carmen was sure of it.

Alex was gone.

No warmth. No lift. Just the weight of herself settling back in.

Carmen clenched her jaw.

Somewhere in the apartment, a door shut, buried under the sound of running water.

Normal sounds.

Real ones.

She swallowed, forcing her hands steady enough to lean forward and grab her phone.

She scrolled. Stopped. Alex.

Her thumb hovered over the call button.

She almost pressed it.

Didn’t. He would hear her.

Carmen:

Hey, do you still want to meet up this weekend?

She hit send. Set the phone down on the sink. Didn’t expect an answer.

Her phone buzzed a minute later.

Carmen froze—breath turning quick, uneven.

Maybe she’d already been awake.

Then, what had all that been?

Alex:

yeah, I do still.

unless you prefer to meet up now.

Carmen’s breath held, too fast. She turned the phone face down, pressing her palm over it like that might quiet it, her other hand coming up to her mouth as she tried to steady herself. Another buzz.

Alex:

I can come to you.

it would be no big deal, really.

Carmen checked the time. Eleven.

Carmen:

don’t you have work tomorrow? you should sleep.

She nodded to herself. That was good. Safe.

Alex:

I do but I’m done sleeping. I’ve been sleeping since you left earlier.

I want to see you.

now.

don’t you want to see me?

Carmen rubbed her eyes with one hand. She could picture it—getting in Alex’s truck, leaving. Maybe not ever coming back here.

Carmen:

It’s not that. It’s just late.

Alex:

well, if you want to, all you have to do is tell me.

it’s up to you.

you’re the boss.

Carmen crumbled all over again. It had hit somewhere low, familiar, pulled straight from the dream. She recalled it in fragments. Then she exhaled, forcing herself back into something lighter.

Carmen:

Haha, yeah right.

Let’s plan to meet up tomorrow night? Finally go out for a drink?

Alex:

yes.

I want that.

Carmen chuckled, before pressing her lips together.

Carmen:

Good. I’ll be there at six?

Alex:

perfect.

Carmen felt something bright—almost too much. She smiled despite the pain, reaching into the medicine cabinet for ibuprofen, the dull ache in her stomach pulling her back for a second. Her phone was still unlocked on the sink. New messages.

Alex:

if you change your mind about meeting sooner, just let me know.

I will be there any time you need me.

any time.

I mean that.

Carmen swallowed. It pressed in, warm and sharp all at once. She turned off the shower, letting the silence settle back in, forcing herself to breathe through it.

Carmen:

Good to know.

See you tomorrow. I’m going to bed.

Alex:

oh, okay.

dream about me, cutie.

you’re really gorgeous, you know.

Carmen stared at the screen.

The last line hovered there—

she moved past it.

Carmen:

Maybe I will.

Dream of you.

She dug through the cabinet under the sink, finding an unopened box of tampons. “I hate these,” she muttered, unwrapping it anyway. Then she stepped back into the apartment, pausing in the doorway, wishing she wasn’t here, wishing she was already somewhere else.

With her.

Carmen hit the lights.

Then she moved to the couch to lay down, staring at the ceiling, the feeling still sitting too high in her chest to let her rest.


Chapter Six

The pavement opened up in front of her, the morning air cool against her skin as she rode, the steady pull of the bike settling into something easy.

Carmen found herself smiling.

Couldn’t really stop it.

Six.

She was seeing Alex at six.

The thought hit again, bright, almost embarrassing in how quickly it lifted her.

She shook her head, huffing a quiet laugh into the wind.

Relax.

It’s just a drink.

Nothing more.

Her stomach dipped slightly.

Right.

Her period.

Of all times.

Carmen frowned, shifting on the seat.

That didn’t matter.

They weren’t going to do anything.

Just a drink.

Talking.

Normal.

Still—

her mind drifted anyway.

Back to Alex’s hands. Her voice. The way she always looked at her.

Carmen exhaled, sharper this time, like she could push the thought out of her body.

Focus.

Deliveries first.

Then back to the apartment.

Shower.

Clothes.

Six.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

And again.

Carmen frowned, slowing slightly as she pulled it out at a stop.

Unknown number.

Missed calls.

A string of messages underneath.

I found you.

You really thought I wouldn’t find out?

His name is Tristan, isn’t it? He works at the grocery store.

Clean out your voicemail, Carmen.

It’s time we talked.

Carmen stared at the screen for a second.

Then unlocked it.

Carmen:

Who’s this :)?

The reply came almost immediately.

Lydia.

You better not block me again.

Carmen let out a short breath.

Chuckled.

Didn’t hesitate.

Blocked the number.

“Thanks for the suggestion, Lydia,” she muttered. “More like chlamydia.”

She grimaced. Damn… that’s harsh. Even she could admit that.

Nonetheless, she’d gotten tested recently. Just in case. As the body count went up, it had become a regular thing.

Carmen slid the phone back into her pocket like it didn’t matter.

Like it wouldn’t.

Lydia knowing about Tristan—

that was a problem for another day.

Honestly?

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh to herself as she pulled back onto the road.

If Lydia told him, that might actually make things easier.

One less thing Carmen would have to deal with.

The thought settled in, light and careless.

She picked up speed.

Another order came through—downtown.

Carmen accepted it without thinking, already turning toward it, the city rising ahead as her focus shifted back into place.

***

She rode in just before the afternoon dipped, the light starting to soften but still bright enough to make everything feel exposed.

Downtown.

The feeling hit as soon as she turned onto the street.

Familiar.

Uncomfortable.

Like stepping back into something that hadn’t let go of her.

She circled once before finding a spot—one of the only open ones—then pulled in, killing the engine and swinging her leg off the bike.

Helmet off.

Breath in.

Out.

Move.

She headed toward the pickup.

This was part of town she knew well.

Somewhere she’d haunted for years.

It looked a little different now. New buildings climbing up where there had been gaps.

But the bones were the same—the parts that didn’t change—no matter what was built over them.

Carmen moved through it without slowing.

People everywhere.

Laughter spilling out of open doors, music from somewhere she couldn’t place, bodies brushing past without looking twice.

It used to bother her.

How easy it was to disappear in plain sight.

How no one ever stopped.

No one ever asked.

Like she had never been there at all.

Move.

She shifted automatically, letting someone pass.

Don’t look at her.

Don’t look at her.

Her jaw locked.

She kept walking.

I’m right here behind you… Carmen.

She turned around to find nothing. Just the crowd. Kept walking.

The voices didn’t stop.

I need a break. Just one day.

Fuck her. I didn’t need her anyway.

Please—please—please. Somebody—anything.

Carmen exhaled sharply through her nose.

Didn’t react.

Didn’t acknowledge them.

Nothing new.

Getting off the meds had been the right choice, despite this noise.

It had been. And they’d come back anyways, even with it. They always did.

A man sat on the sidewalk ahead, back against a building, a cigarette burning low between his fingers. Bags piled around him. Everything he owned.

She knew him.

Not his name.

Knew his face.

From before.

From nights that blurred together.

She didn’t stop.

Didn’t nod.

Didn’t look long enough to be noticed.

That wasn’t how it worked.

You didn’t speak.

Not really.

How is he still alive?

Carmen picked up the pace.

The buildings shifted around her.

Familiar.

Too familiar.

The height of them.

Not the one.

But close enough.

Her chest stuttered—sharp, immediate—like a memory that didn’t stay in her head. It hit her body instead.

Carmen slowed.

The feeling climbed fast—up her spine, behind her eyes—

too much—

She caught herself on the edge of a bus stop, fingers gripping the metal pole hard enough to steady her.

Count your breaths.

She pushed off and kept moving, stepping into the restaurant.

The shift hit all at once—
warm air, voices layered over each other, the smell of food thick and immediate.

Metal scraped somewhere in the kitchen.

Oil hissed.

An older woman came up behind counter as Carmen stepped forward—tired-looking, worn around the eyes.

“Pickup?”

Carmen gave the name, barely hearing herself say it.

Voices drifted in behind her—two people waiting.

“Yeah, the last one—they said there were bite marks.”

“Bite marks? I hadn’t heard that.”

“It’s not the news. Just all over social media. Look it up—it’s real.”

Carmen didn’t turn.

Her ears began to ring—soft at first, then sharper. A thin, silvery chime threaded through it, until everything else dropped away.

Only their voices stayed. Clear. Close.

“No… that’s just—”

A quiet, disbelieving breath.

“It can’t be.”

A bag was handed to her.

Paper—warm in her hands.

She turned and stepped back out into the street.

The noise came rushing back all at once.

Sharper.

Closer.

Not louder—

just… inside it.

Voices folding in and out, slipping between everything else like they didn’t belong to

anyone at all.

She saw him.

Malcolm.

Across the street.

Moving against the flow.

Not rushed.

Not weaving.

Just walking through.

White button-down.

Pale slacks.

Clean.

Out of place in a way that didn’t make sense.

Like the space around him adjusted instead.

Carmen straightened slowly.

Watched him.

Her chest steadied.

Not calm but focused.

She stepped off the curb and crossed.

Didn’t think about it.

Just moved.

For a second she lost him.

The crowd closed in, people folding over each other, swallowing the space where he had been.

Carmen pushed through, sharper now, eyes scanning—

there—

just ahead—

She slowed.

Close enough now.

She could call out.

He had a place she could stay.

Then she could finally leave Tristan’s.

The words hovered.

Right there.

Why would he still mean it?

What if he didn’t?

Carmen almost said it.

The words hovered—formed enough to feel real, not yet spoken.

She could already see it playing out.

Him looking at her—blank, polite, confused.

Like she’d misread something.

Like she’d built meaning where there wasn’t any.

Her mouth opened—

didn’t.

She slowed instead, one step faltering against the rhythm of the sidewalk. The city didn’t notice. It never did. Traffic rolled past in long, steady lines, engines low and constant. Voices moved around her in pieces—laughter, a half-finished argument, a name called out and lost.

She should’ve kept going.

She didn’t.

Something shifted.

Not a thought. Not a decision.

A pull.

It didn’t arrive from anywhere she could place. Not behind her, not ahead, not inside in any way she understood. It didn’t sound like anything—

and still, it was unmistakable.

LOOK AT ME.

The force of it settled through her body all at once, like gravity had changed direction.

Carmen stopped.

Across the street, Malcolm did too.

Mid-step.

Mid-motion.

Like something had caught him the same way.

He turned, eyes wide.

Not searching.

Not scanning.

Straight to her.

People moved between them—constant, unbroken. A woman crossing with a coffee, a couple drifting too close together, a bike cutting through the light. They interrupted the line of sight in pieces, slicing him into fragments—shoulder, jaw, the edge of his shirt—

but it didn’t matter.

His eyes stayed on hers.

Clear.

Unmistakable.

And something in his expression changed.

Recognition.

It settled into him slowly, like something remembered rather than realized. Something that had always been there, waiting to be seen.

And under it—

something like wonder.

Carmen forgot to breathe.

It wasn’t fear.

Not even close.

It went deeper than that—quieter, heavier.

Like standing too close to something that understood her, inside and out.

Like being seen past the point she would’ve chosen.

Like he knew.

Not what she was thinking—

but that she’d almost said it.

That she wouldn’t.

The space between them held.

Too long.

Carmen broke first.

Her gaze slipped—sharp, deliberate, like cutting a line before it could tighten.

Air rushed back into her lungs too fast, too shallow. Her pulse followed, uneven, trying to catch up to something that hadn’t fully happened and somehow already had.

She stepped back.

Then turned.

Movement came easy after that—automatic, practiced. She folded back into the flow of people, another body moving with purpose, head down just enough to avoid being caught again.

She didn’t look back.

She could have.

The distance wasn’t that far.

A few steps.

A breath.

She could have crossed it.

Said something.

Asked.

The thought stayed with her—sharp, insistent—for half a step.

Then she let it go.

Like she always did.


Chapter Seven

Carmen didn’t knock right away.

She stood there for a second, helmet hanging from her fingers, listening to the quiet on the other side of the door. The late afternoon sun still clung to the side of the building, warmth settling into her shoulders, but there was a breeze coming off the water—cooler, sharper.

Soothing.

She knocked.

A beat.

The door opened.

Alex, filling the frame.

Her hair was pulled up loose—black in this light—twisted into a messy knot at the back of her head. A few strands had already come free, falling around her face.

She wore an oversized red t-shirt, the small Carhartt tag stitched into the breast pocket. The front was tucked into loose into dark jeans that sat low on her hips.

Simple.

And still—

something about the way it sat on her made it impossible not to look at her belt.

Her eyes found Carmen—

and held.

Dark lashes framing something steady. Intent.

Unmoving.

Even as she stepped back to let her in.

Her hand reached behind her.

The door shut with a click.

And still—

she was looking at her.

Carmen shifted slightly under her gaze, one hand brushing over the buttons of her satin shirt like she suddenly wasn’t sure how it sat on her body. The gray felt too light—washed out, almost sheer in the light—and the fabric was no better, thin and soft against her skin in a way that made her feel exposed. Too revealing.

“You look nice,” Alex said, voice low.

Intimate.

Not casual.

Carmen huffed a quiet breath through her nose, glancing down for a moment before looking back up.

“You think so?” Carmen asked.

“Mhm. Stunning… actually.”

Alex’s gaze flicked once—down the line of her shirt, the way it caught the light, the black jeans—

Then back up.

Steady again.

Carmen felt it.

Didn’t show it.

“You ready?” she asked, keeping it light.

Alex nodded once, grabbing her keys from the small table without breaking eye contact for more than a second. She tossed them up in a small arc and caught them without looking. Then grinned.

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s a short walk.”

Outside, the air had shifted.

That early evening edge—still bright, but softer now. The kind of light that stretched everything a little longer, a little warmer before it dropped.

They fell into step easily.

Too easily.

That was the problem.

The path down from Alex’s place curved toward the water, gravel giving way to worn wood as it met the docks. Boats rocked slow in their slips, lines creaking, gulls calling overhead.

Carmen shoved her hands into her pockets.

“So this is your regular spot?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Pretty much.”

A pause.

Then, a little more careful—

“You been okay?” Alex asked.

There it was.

Carmen nodded once, eyes forward.

“Just swell.”

Not defensive. Closed.

The last time they’d met was at the beach.

At least—

that’s what they were both pretending.

For different reasons.

Alex didn’t push.

“Good.”

They kept walking.

A couple passed them heading the opposite way, laughing, arms brushing. Someone walked their dog. Ska music played from somewhere over speakers. The smell of food drifted in from farther down—fried, salty, something sweet underneath. And Alex stayed just out of reach next to Carmen.

The strip came into view slowly.

A cluster of low buildings along the water—restaurants with open windows, string lights already flickering on even though the sun hadn’t fully dipped yet. More music spilled out from somewhere ahead, bass low but steady.

Alive.

Carmen glanced over.

Alex was watching the water.

Not her.

Good.

Easier.

“You come here a lot?” Carmen asked.

“Sometimes,” Alex said. “Depends.”

“On what?”

Alex’s mouth curved slightly.

“On whether I actually feel like walking… or just getting drunk all on my lonesome.”

Alex looked over frowning.

Carmen chuckled.

“Oh, yeah?” she asked. “You bring a lot of women here?”

Alex glanced at her—quick.

Then barked a laugh.

“No,” she said. “I come here to get shitfaced with my idiot coworkers.”

Carmen smiled, a little more relaxed now.

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah,” Alex said. “But we’re not drinking like that tonight.”

Their eyes met.

Held.

Carmen felt it—low in her stomach, sudden and deep.

Alex’s gaze dipped—just slightly—tracing down, then back up, lingering near Carmen’s hand.

Carmen looked away first, slipping her hands into her pockets.

Alex clicked her tongue under her breath as if to some beat, eyes drifting to the side before coming back.

“You hear what they’ve been saying about those bodies showing up?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “I’ve heard.”

Alex studied her. “I’ll admit… I’ve been a little worried about you. Out here doing your deliveries.”

“Why?”

“Because there could be a killer on the loose,” Alex gestured as she said it. “It’s not just here, either. I heard a few people went missing down in Manchester. New Hampshire? All within a week. Might be connected.”

Carmen shrugged.

“Yeah, maybe,” she said. “I don’t know. I’m honestly not too worried about it.”

Alex slowed, looking over at her.

“Do you have protection on you? Like pepper spray… or a knife.”

“I carry a knife, yeah,” Carmen said.

“Good.”

Carmen looked over, studying her.

“What about you?” Carmen asked. “Are you worried for yourself?”

Alex shook her head lightly. “Not really. I’m usually around people at work.” Her eyes flicked back to Carmen. “You’re always alone on that bike.”

“I’m fine,” Carmen said. “Thank you for your concern, though.”

A quiet breath left Alex—close to a laugh—but when Carmen glanced over, she wasn’t smiling.

The moment lingered a second too long.

Carmen cleared her throat, breaking it. A small smile followed, her shoulders easing just a little.

“I barely know anything about you, Alex,” she said. “Maybe you could talk about yourself for once.”

Light.

Better.

Alex nodded once, slow.

“Mmm,” she hummed. “Bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“I would,” Carmen said.

Alex’s mouth curved as she glanced over at her.

“Yeah… but, you see, you’re more interesting than me, Carmen.”

“There’s no way.”

“There is a way, there is.”

That settled between them.

Then Alex pointed ahead, a little diagonal.

“C’mon. It’s up here.”

“The brick building?”

“Yeah.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence.

Closer now.

Not touching—but close enough that it would’ve only taken the smallest shift.

Neither of them said anything about it.

The way the space between them had disappeared.

Or how neither of them tried to get it back.

***

The bar hit them all at once.

Warmth. Noise. Low bass thudding under everything, glasses clinking, voices layered over each other in a way that made it hard to pick out any one conversation. The place wasn’t packed yet—early—but it was filling in fast.

Alex didn’t hesitate. She moved straight to the bar, her hand brushing lightly against Carmen’s lower back as she guided her in front of her.

Carmen stilled—just for a second.

She hadn’t expected to like that. But she did.

“All set?” the bartender asked, already reaching for glasses.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “Two whiskey gingers.”

A quick glance down at Carmen—just enough to check, not enough to ask.

“Got it,” the bartender said.

Carmen leaned her elbows on the bar, glancing around while the drinks were made. The lights were dim, amber-toned, catching on bottles behind the counter, reflecting across the polished wood.

Their drinks slid toward them.

Carmen took a sip.

Strong.

She made a small sour face.

Alex noticed. Smiled into her glass.

“You’ll like the second one better.”

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh.

“We’ll see.”

They stayed there a minute.

Just long enough for it to start feeling easy again.

A voice cut in—

“You havin’ fun tonight?” the bartender said, leaning in slightly, eyebrows raised. Carmen turned back toward him.

“Yeah,” she said. “We just got here, so…”

“Nice,” he said. “You from out of town or—?”

“Uh, no. I’ve lived here a long time. I just haven’t been here before.”

The bartender smiled, easy, lingering just a moment too long.

“Gotcha,” he said. “Well—welcome, I guess.”

Someone down the bar called out.

“Excuse me!”

He glanced over.

“Oh—one sec. I’ll be right back.”

He tapped the counter lightly in front of Carmen before moving away, a satisfied grin on his face.

Carmen watched him go for half a second—

then turned back.

Alex was staring at her.

Eyes a little wider than before.

“What?” Carmen asked.

Alex leaned in slightly, voice lower now.

“That guy—the bartender, with the fuckin’ swirly hair—” Alex leaned in slightly, her breath brushing Carmen’s cheek. “—is flirting with you.”

Carmen blinked, raising a brow, then chuckled.

“No, he’s not,” she said, shaking her head lightly. “He’s just talking.”

A small pause as she looked over at him.

“I mean… he kinda looks gay.”

Alex let out a short breath through her nose.

“Oh, Carmen,” she said, softer now—but there was something under it. “You really don’t know?”

Carmen frowned slightly.

“That was not talking,” Alex added. “He’s talking to you because he thinks you’re pretty. He’s very interested. And he’s not gay. I’ve seen him with women.”

Carmen hesitated.

Glanced back toward the bar.

Then back at Alex.

Still not convinced.

Alex straightened slightly, already shifting.

“Let’s move, okay?” she said. “Follow me. Please.”

That last part landed quieter.

Less like a suggestion.

More like something she actually meant.

Carmen studied her—

Almost saying no, more out of habit.

Then nodded.

“Alright.”

Alex’s hand found her again—this time more deliberate—as she guided her away from the bar, weaving through the crowd toward the back.

The noise softened slightly as they moved.

Less traffic.

More space.

They reached a low couch tucked into the corner, half-shadowed, facing the rest of the room.

Alex sat first.

Carmen dropped in beside her.

Close.

But she didn’t shift away.

Alex’s eyes flicked over, like she expected her to. Then she smiled.

Carmen looked out over the room, missing it entirely.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The music settled in between them—low, steady, enough to fill the space without demanding anything.

Carmen glanced over.

Alex was already looking at her.

Not wide-eyed anymore.

Or intense.

Something steadier.

Something quieter.

Knowing.

“How are you?” Alex asked.

Carmen shrugged, eyes dropping to her drink.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not bad.”

“Happy to hear it.” Alex said. “So now you have to ask me questions… if you want me to talk about myself.”

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh, taking a sip before turning toward her.

“Alright… where’d you go to school?”

“I didn’t go to high school very often,” Alex said easily. “Eventually left and went to a boatbuilding program on the coast.”

“GED?”

“Yeah,” Alex said, eyes drifting along the ceiling as she thought. “Seventeen, maybe. Or eighteen. I don’t remember.”

Carmen nodded.

“Same.”

A small beat passed between them—something shared, unspoken.

“Where are you from?” Carmen asked.

“Here,” Alex said. “You?”

“Cape Elizabeth.”

Alex blinked—actually startled this time.

“Damn,” she said, letting out a short breath. “Okay. That’s just rich folk up there.”

Carmen smiled, just slightly.

“My parents have some money… yeah.”

Alex leaned back a little, processing that. Carmen looked over at her, a little hesitant.

“Are you gay?” she asked.

Alex nodded once.

“Yeah,” she laughed. “I thought you knew that already.”

“Maybe,” Carmen said. “I guess you said it. Always been or—?”

“Always,” Alex said. “Never been with a guy.”

Carmen let out a soft breath.

“Oh. Gold star. Jealous.”

Alex frowned slightly.

“What the hell is a gold star?”

Carmen smiled into her drink.

“Just a lesbian who’s never been with a guy.”

Alex grimaced, reaching for her glass.

“Why’s there gotta be a term for that?” she muttered. “Next question.”

Carmen laughed to herself—genuine, unguarded.

She didn’t say it, but she liked that answer.

Alex looked at her then.

Really looked.

Her foot started tapping—restless, like she needed something to do with it.

Something softened across her face—warm, a little unfocused, like she was slipping somewhere she hadn’t meant to go.

Carmen felt it.

The pull to close the distance.

To reach—just enough to still the movement, her hand at Alex’s thigh, her knee—something small, grounding. Reassuring.

She didn’t.

Just sat there, watching it instead.

They kept talking.

About nothing.

About everything.

Small stories. Half-finished thoughts. Easy jokes that landed a little closer than they should have.

Alex leaned her head back against the couch, looking at her, eyelids heavy. One arm draped along the back, her posture loose, open—taking up space without thinking about it.

Carmen sat across from her, ankle hooked over her opposite knee like she always did, shoulders relaxed, settled deep into the seat. Arms crossed over her chest.

“Can I show you something?” Carmen asked, already reaching for her wallet.

“Sure.”

Carmen slid the folded paper free.

“Look at it.”

Alex took the paper, unfolding it carefully as Carmen angled her phone, the screen casting a light over the page.

“What is this?” Alex asked, squinting. “Is it me?”

“I think so.”

Alex glanced up at her—brief, searching—then back to the drawing.

“That’s… pretty good,” she said. “Did you draw it?”

She handed it back to Carmen.

“No.” Carmen took it, folding it carefully before sliding it into her wallet.

“Well—who did?”

“Some lady,” Carmen said. “When I was fifteen.”

Alex let out a small laugh, not quite following.

“That’s… a while ago.”

“I know,” Carmen said, glancing at her. “Weird, right? We were down south on vacation.”

Alex looked at the drawing again, a little more closely this time.

“It’s interesting…” she said slowly. “That’s not how I looked then. Not as a teenager.”

She glanced up at Carmen.

“It’s how I look now.”

Carmen nodded, tilting her head slightly.

“Yeah,” she said, voice soft. “I guess it is. Interesting.”

“She just drew it for you?”

Carmen shrugged.

“She was doing these… soulmate sketches or whatever. I didn’t even tell her I was gay. She just—drew it.”

Alex went quiet.

Her gaze drifted—not away, exactly, but inward.

Something in her expression shifted.

Subtle.

But it stayed.

Like she might say something—

or reach for her—

and then didn’t.

“Why was it burnt?” Alex asked instead. “On the edge of it?”

Carmen rolled her eyes lightly.

“Just wear and tear.”

“Hm.”

They held each other’s gaze a second longer this time.

Carmen lifted her glass, looking at Alex over the rim.

“I’m ordering the next round,” she said. “And you don’t get to choose your drink.”

Alex laughed.

“That’s okay. I like surprises.”

“Uh-huh,” Carmen said, still watching her.

Alex tipped her glass back, finishing it, then set it down a little harder than she needed to on the table.

She met Carmen’s gaze with a smile, dragging her thumb across her lip before leaning back.

Carmen felt the shift settle in—low, warm, alcohol-softened.

Her gaze held, darker now.

Alex met it.

Unflinching—

initially.

This time, it wasn’t Carmen who looked away first.

***

Time slipped.

Like it does.

The noise of the bar blurred into something distant—

voices blending, music steady, lights dimming just enough—

until it almost felt like they were the only two people in the room.

But they weren’t.

“Alright, now I’m getting pissed,” Alex said, shaking her head, a faint flush rising up her neck.

Carmen blinked slow, warm now—looser, more open.

“Why?”

Alex tilted her head slightly.

“That guy over there’s been staring at you for like ten minutes,” Alex said. “Like—not blinking. Full on.”

Carmen didn’t look right away. She let it sit, then casually scanned the room until she found him.

“Oh… yeah, he is.” A small shrug, clicked her tongue. “Maybe at you, though?”

Alex huffed.

“No. It’s very clearly you, Carmen.”

Her voice dropped on her name—close enough to catch.

Carmen felt it settle low, warm, slower than it should have.

For a second, she thought Alex might lean closer.

Then she did. Just not enough.

Carmen didn’t move. Didn’t speak right away.

“Do you always get this much attention?” Alex asked.

“I don’t think so.”

Carmen glanced at her—

Alex looked… different.

A little flushed now, color high in her cheeks.

Her lips parted—soft enough that Carmen had to look away.

Then back again.

Her posture stayed strong, grounded—her attention had shifted deeper, and she didn’t try to hide it.

It stayed on Carmen—bright, unwavering, like it might burn if she held it too long.

Carmen looked back toward the guy.

The interruption landed wrong.

Too loud. Too close.

We should head back to the house soon.

“I mean—I’m not surprised, but…” Alex said, a touch of irritation slipping through. “I feel like that’s the twentieth guy I’ve had to fend off, and he’s still not getting the hint.”

Carmen laughed, forgetting everything.

“No,” she said, tone more playful. “Now this is how I feel at the gym. It’s like everyone wants you.”

Alex glanced at her, a slow, knowing smile beginning to form.

“How do you feel, Carmen… jealous?”

Carmen stilled.

Alex caught it immediately. That grin sharpened.

Carmen smoothed her hair back, looking away.

“Okay… he’s getting closer,” she said under her breath. “Is he coming over?”

“He might,” Alex said, a little dazed. “You could send him a message.”

Carmen glanced at her.

“How?”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Sit on my lap.”

Carmen’s eyes widened.

That—

was new.

She looked at Alex properly now.

At the way she was sitting—slouched back, legs spread slightly, completely at ease, like she already knew the answer.

Carmen’s stomach tightened—harder than she expected.

“I won’t sit on your lap,” she said.

A small pause.

“But I’ll put my legs over you.”

Alex’s eyes flicked down, then back up.

“Do it,” she murmured. “I dare you.”

Carmen exhaled, then shifted—swinging her legs up across Alex’s lap.

Alex sat up just a little.

Her hand came down, steady, resting against Carmen’s thigh.

Carmen chuckled, the sound softer than she meant it to be.

“I never know if this makes it better or worse or—”

“Well,” Alex said quietly, “don’t look at him.”

Her hand slid up—gentle but firm—fingers brushing Carmen’s jaw, turning her face toward her.

“Look at me.”

Carmen leaned in slightly, voice dropping.

“I’m not used to being led.”

Alex’s hand moved—settling lightly at the side of her neck.

“Then don’t be,” she murmured. “Maybe you should try… leading.”

Carmen turned her head slightly, like she was still considering it—even as she moved, almost on instinct.

Her hand drifted—absent at first—over Alex’s stomach, then slowed, settling at her waist.

“Mmm… there we go,” Alex said quietly, her eyes following the movement of Carmen’s hand before lifting back up to meet hers.

“You got… really nice hands,” Alex murmured.

Carmen scoffed.

“I don’t know that I can… lead you.”

“Why not?” Alex asked, quieter now. “You clearly want to.”

Carmen’s fingers stilled.

“Can’t,” she said simply.

Alex leaned in just slightly more.

“Why?”

Carmen hesitated before answering.

“Because we’re too much alike,” she said. “And… maybe we’re supposed to just stay friends. So, things don’t get bad. They always do.”

Alex held her there. Her fingers trailed from Carmen’s shoulder down her arm.

Carmen watched it from the edge of her vision, trying not to let it undo her.

“Not always,” Alex said, quieter now. “Not when it’s meant to be. And… I think we’re the same in some ways—while being completely different in others.”

A small pause.

“In all the right ways.”

A small pause.

“It’s a perfect mix.”

“Is it?” Carmen asked.

Alex nodded, locking eyes with her.

Carmen leaned closer—slow, deliberate.

Her back arched slightly, the movement small enough to miss—

except Alex never missed anything.

Not when the backs of Carmen’s thighs pressed against her like that.

Alex looked down between them and shot Carmen a look that said everything.

The alcohol blurred the edges just enough that Carmen didn’t stop herself.

She brushed near Alex’s neck, breathing in.

Alex’s head tipped back, just slightly—her breath catching.

The space between them tightened, close enough to feel contained.

Like it had narrowed into something smaller.

Something just theirs.

“Mmm,” Carmen murmured. “You smell good… are you wearing perfume?”

Alex smiled faintly, her breath not quite steady yet. Her thumb moved in slow, absent circles against Carmen’s thigh.

“No,” she breathed.

Carmen’s face shifted—just slightly, looking away. Bothered.

“I have really bad anger problems.”

Alex looked at her through her brows, her gaze catching on Carmen’s—close enough to feel.

“I don’t think they’re problems,” she said.

Carmen pulled back a fraction, as if she didn’t quite believe her.

“I’m… literally psychotic,” she said, her tone turning sharper. “That’s what the medication’s for. Why I went to the hospital recently.”

Alex didn’t flinch—just that slow blink.

“Like in what way?”

“I see things. Hear things.” A small pause. “Sometimes they… get physical.”

That landed.

Alex’s expression changed—but not in the way Carmen expected.

Concern, yes.

But not fear.

“That doesn’t scare me,” Alex said quietly. “Is it happening now?”

Carmen shook her head.

“No,” she said. “But it doesn’t go away. Not really. It won’t ever be fixed. It’s unpredictable.”

Alex’s hand didn’t move.

“I don’t think you need to be fixed, Carmen,” she said. “Just… be here with me right now.”

Her eyes searched Carmen’s face.

Carmen stilled, something in her expression shifting—caught off guard by the honesty of it.

“Enjoy this,” Alex said, leaning in. “With me. Please.”

Carmen felt it—that pull again.

Her body responding before she could stop it. Throbbing. Aching. Pulling her under.

She leaned in.

Closer.

Their eyes met.

Alex’s thumb still moving—slow, grounding.

“You have the most beautiful eyes,” Carmen murmured, before she could stop herself.

Alex huffed a quiet breath.

“Nah,” she said. “I look like everyone else.”

Something in Carmen’s chest dropped.

“No,” she said, softer now. “You don’t, Alex.”

Her hand lifted almost without thinking, thumb brushing along Alex’s cheek.

Alex leaned into it—

just slightly—

her eyelids fluttering.

She moved closer and let out a quiet breath, warm against Carmen’s cheek.

Leaning in, just enough—

her lips grazed Carmen’s ear.

“I want to know what you really feel like.”

Carmen stilled.

It took half a second—

One deep clench.

Her eyes fluttered.

Alex saw it.

Of course she did.

Carmen pulled back suddenly, her legs slipping off Alex’s lap as her feet found the floor. She laughed under her breath, shaking her head like she could play it off.

“That’s a good one,” Carmen said. “I’ll have to remember that.”

She reached for her drink, taking a sip—orienting herself, grounding.

When she looked back—

Alex was watching her.

That look—

mouth slightly open, tongue dragging along her back teeth.

Certain.

Knowing.

You liked that.

Carmen ignored it.

Pretended she didn’t see.

Alex’s mouth curved just slightly.

“Why don’t we get out of here,” she said.

Carmen nodded.

“Sure. Let me pay the tab.”

“No,” Alex said.

Simple.

Carmen stood anyway, a little loose now but steady. She straightened her shirt and cleared her throat. Looked down at Alex.

“I’m paying,” Carmen said, tone final.

Alex pushed herself up with a quiet huff.

“Alright,” she said. “We’ll see about that.”

They made their way back toward the bar.

Carmen got there first.

Before Alex could catch up, she pulled out her card, leaving her wallet open on the counter.

The bartender stepped over.

“Closing the tab?”

“Yes,” Carmen said, ignoring the smirk he gave her.

She glanced back—

Alex was looking at her wallet.

At the paper tucked inside.

Then she lifted her gaze to Carmen and grinned.

She stepped in behind her, close enough to feel.

A hand settled on Carmen’s shoulder—

her thumb moving there, slow, deliberate.

Not gentle.

Meant to match her. Meant to be a secret.

It told Carmen everything in an instant. She slid the card back into her wallet, snapping it shut just as Alex’s fingers brushed the back of her neck. She turned, caught her eye for a second—

then moved, heading for the door.

Alex followed.

***

The night air hit them both at once.

Cool.

Open.

Carmen felt it shift—just enough.

Not drunk.

But close enough to be a little braver.

“What was that look for?” Carmen asked.

Alex glanced at her, amused.

“You know what it was for, Carmen.”

Carmen’s stomach flipped.

She looked up at her—

then away as they started walking, the water just off to their side, dark and steady.

“I do?”

“Answer me this,” Alex said. “How often did you look at that drawing?”

Carmen shrugged, too quick.

“I used to. A lot.”

“Why?”

Carmen hesitated, then gave her a look that didn’t quite hide it.

“Because I was… lonely. Yeah, there. I said it.”

Something in Alex shifted.

She moved a little closer, but didn’t stop walking.

“Do you believe in it?” she asked.

“In what?”

“That I’m… your soulmate.”

Alex slowed.

Then stopped.

“No, I—”

Carmen looked away.

Alex stepped closer.

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

Carmen looked back up at her.

“You don’t?”

Alex shook her head slightly.

“Why would you keep it in your wallet… if you didn’t?”

Carmen’s gaze drifted off again.

“What is it?” Alex asked. “Tell me.”

Her hand came up, brushing Carmen’s cheek before settling on her shoulder.

The touch landed—

and everything hit at once.

Her mother.

The door.

The way it had felt—being sent out with nowhere to go.

It came back wrong. Too sharp. Too fast.

The drawing.

The only reason she’d been able to say it at all. To stand there, tell her mother she was gay, and not take it back. Not go back to that house and pretend anymore.

It had been Alex.

Carmen’s breath broke uneven.

Something twisted tight beneath her ribs—too sudden to sort through.

She stepped back like it burned, turning and moving past her.

“What’s wrong, Carmen?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

She felt it—the way she shut down, pulled back—but couldn’t stop it.

Carmen walked a few steps ahead, then slowed.

Waited.

Hoping Alex would follow.

She did.

“That’s okay,” Alex said, her tone gentle. “We don’t have to.”

They kept walking.

The harbor stretched out beside them—dark water catching bits of light, shifting with the slow pull of the tide. Boats knocked gently against their moorings, ropes creaking in soft, irregular rhythm. The air had cooled, carrying the nip of salt and seaweed.

Their shoulders brushed once but neither of them acknowledged it.

They talked about work—Carmen’s deliveries, odd hours, the kind of jobs that blurred together if you let them. Alex listened, asking just enough to keep it going, letting the conversation settle into something easier.

It almost stayed there. But didn’t.

“Been seeing any of your girlfriends lately?” Alex asked.

Carmen let out a quiet breath.

“I don’t have any.”

Alex glanced at her.

“You know what I mean.”

Carmen looked off, a laugh slipping out as she spun once in a loose circle.

Alex stopped to watch her, smiling—her head tilting slightly.

“No,” Carmen said, still a little breathless. “I haven’t seen anyone. Not since that threesome.”

Alex’s brows lifted. Then she scoffed—something sharp and volatile flashing through her, her jaw tightening hard before she could rein it in.

“OH—The fucking threesome,” she said with a bitter smile. “How could I forget it?”

Carmen slowed, frozen. The lightness dropped from her face.

Alex’s eyes filled with tears. She wiped at them and turned, starting to walk.

Carmen followed, a step behind, something deeper than thought rising up—an instinct to soothe, to gather her in, to take care of her, quiet and insistent—but she forced it down.

Then Alex turned and stared at her—shaking her head, a short, incredulous laugh slipping out before she caught herself, pulling in a breath and nodding like she was forcing everything back under control.

“There must be a reason,” Alex said finally. “Carmen. Why you just suddenly stopped fucking all these random women.”

Carmen stepped forward until there was barely any space between them.

Alex searched her face—intense at first, then something in it softened, like she could feel where Carmen’s thoughts were going before she said a word.

Carmen’s hand moved at her side.

She wanted to reach for her.

To take her face, kiss her—

go back to the house, pull her down into the bed and not leave it.

Instead, she nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “There is. A reason. Of course there is.”

“Why?”

Carmen exhaled.

The answer came fast—too fast. Immediate, automatic.

Because I don’t need anyone else but you, Alex.

It hit her hard enough to make her question it—where it came from, how it could feel so strong, so certain, with having only just met her.

Carmen’s mouth parted—

Then stalled.

Something in it felt… too big. Too assured. Like stepping onto ground she couldn’t see.

Carmen dragged a hand through her hair, buying herself a second. Her gaze flicked away, then back to Alex.

“I just—” She huffed a quiet breath. “I don’t know. It’s different now.”

Alex didn’t move.

Didn’t let her off.

“Different how?”

Carmen swallowed.

Her voice dropped, rougher this time. Closer to the truth, even if she didn’t understand why.

“I don’t…” She hesitated again, jaw tightening slightly. “I don’t want… to.”

“Wanna what?”

“I just… have a lot to figure out.”

“Carmen,” Alex said, a quiet laugh slipping under it despite the tears, “I’m gonna hook you up to a lie detector.”

“That would not be a good idea,” Carmen muttered, moving ahead of her.

Alex followed easily.

A couple passed, and they both shifted to the side, falling into step again.

“Oh, I think it would be,” Alex said, her voice low.

They walked.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Just their footsteps. The distant hum of the harbor. The night settling in around them.

They stepped onto the docks, the water quietly lapping against the wood below.

“Why are you so reluctant with me?” Alex said, glancing at her with a grin. “You clearly want me. More than that, you might even remember…”

She brought her hands together, rubbing them lightly like she was warming them up.

“You want me as bad as I want you,” Alex added, voice dangerously low.

Carmen let out a long exhale, slowing.

“How do you know that?”

Alex laughed, easy.

“I just know things,” she said. “And you don’t hide as well as you think you do. Not from me.”

Carmen felt the heat rise in her face, but smiled through it.

“You’ve got this look,” Alex went on. “When you want something.” A small pause. “You’ve been looking at me like you want to devour me… and then pulling yourself back.”

Her gaze lingered.

“I want to know why.”

“I do not.”

“You do too.”

Carmen started then stopped. Then started again.

“It’s complicated.”

Alex tilted her head.

“I told you—I can do complicated. I want it. Carmen, I know a lot has happened to you and I’m… here for you.”

Carmen thought back again—to the garage, to everything Alex had said so easily since they’d met, so confidently. And then the dreams. They were not going there tonight, or Carmen hoped they wouldn’t.

Alex slowed, then stopped a little ahead, turning to face her.

“Start with one thing,” she said. “One thing that holds you back from… kissing me.”

Carmen hesitated.

“The biggest thing is… we’re both dominant.”

Alex cackled.

Carmen turned, already walking again. “No—that cannot be the biggest thing,” Alex said, catching up. “I told you, I can be submissive. For you.”

“Mhm,” Carmen said, a little too easy. “I remember you saying that. About someone. You just didn’t say who.”

She looked away, trying to steady her breathing.

“Carmen, enough.” Alex’s voice sharpened just slightly. “You know that was about you.”

“I don’t know that.”

Alex looked at her through her brows, shaking her head.

“And you don’t believe I could be?”

Carmen didn’t hesitate.

“No.”

Alex smiled.

“Alright,” she said quietly. “Wait.”

She stepped in behind her.

Carmen stopped.

Alex reached up, brushing Carmen’s hair to the side—slow, gentle.

Then leaned in.

Close.

Her breath warm against Carmen’s ear.

“Eh… Mommy.”

Soft. Low.

Not mocking.

Showing how she’d sound.

A little too well.

Carmen’s breath hitched.

Something sharp hit her—fast, sudden—ripping down her spine before she could brace for it. Her stomach clenched hard and deep, breath catching halfway in her chest.

She went still.

Alex stepped past her, sideways, hands lifting slightly like—

see?

Carmen stood there, frozen.

How does she know.

Then she followed Alex.

“So, tell me,” Alex said, glancing back at her, a small grin tugging at her mouth. “Is that what you want?”

Carmen exhaled, trying to steady herself.

“Okay—that was…”

She shook her head slightly.

Alex smiled.

“Because I’m very much into it,” she said. “Along with… everything else you want to do in bed. And elsewhere.”

Carmen let out a quiet breath, half-laugh, half something else.

They reached the house.

Alex slowed slightly as they came up to the door, keys already in her hand.

The porch light cast a soft glow across the wood, the quiet settling around them after the noise of the bar.

Carmen stopped just short of the steps.

Still.

Thinking.

Feeling more than she wanted to.

“Come in,” Alex said.

“I think I should—”

Carmen’s eyes flicked in the direction of her bike.

“What? Go?” Alex turned toward her. “You’re not riding this late. You’re not.”

Carmen swallowed.

Her throat closed for a second.

Tears pricked unexpectedly at the corners of her eyes.

“I can’t keep—”

Her jaw worked, like the words were getting stuck on the way out.

Alex didn’t interrupt this time.

Didn’t joke.

She stepped closer instead, her attention sharpening, brows pulling together.

“What is it?” she said.

Carmen exhaled, shaky.

“I keep… I kept hooking up with…” She shook her head. “Friends. Strangers. Women I don’t even see myself staying with.”

The alcohol wasn’t helping.

It was pulling things up she usually kept buried, making it harder to push them back down.

She glanced up, expecting—

something.

Discomfort. Judgment. Distance.

But Alex just stood there.

Steady.

Patient.

Like she had nowhere else to be.

Like this mattered.

A breath.

“I already feel bad enough for what I’ve done to Tristan. He doesn’t deserve it. I don’t want him but he’s still a… person.”

Her voice cracked, just slightly.

“I need to tell him. I need to end it.” A beat. “But I just… don’t.”

She looked up at Alex then.

Eyes clearer now.

“And this is different than a hookup,” she said, gesturing between them. “I think you know that. I mean, let’s… I don’t want to unpack all my feelings on this right now. I don’t want it to go there tonight. But this is… us, it’s different.”

A pause. Alex pulled in a sharp inhale.

“I can’t do anything with you. Not unless I’m… actually available. Fully. Single on paper, you know? That’d be… a disservice to you.”

Her hands curled slightly at her sides.

Alex let out a long breath she’d been holding.

“Carmen, you are not his,” Alex said, heat in her voice. “It’s not just—We…”

She trailed off, looking past Carmen, like she was weighing whether to say it.

Carmen waited.

But Alex didn’t.

So, she went on.

“There’s more than that, too.” A breath. “I want to be better. I want to be better without medication. Less angry. I’ve got to work through my issues… before anything happens between us. Plus, I want to get my own place.”

Her voice dropped.

Alex watched her, something in her expression softening—wistful, just for a second.

“I just want to feel… normal again,” Carmen said. “Like everyone else.”

Silence settled between them.

Alex let out a slow breath.

“That’s a lot,” she said gently. “Carmen… that’s a lot for one person to hold.”

She stepped closer—not crowding, just enough to be there.

“I’m not expecting anything from you,” Alex continued. “You don’t have to do anything for me. And we don’t have to talk about it tonight. Really. We don’t.”

A small pause.

“Right now, I just want to be near you.”

Alex’s voice softened.

“That’s all,” she said. “I feel… whole when I’m with you. Even when we aren’t saying anything.”

Carmen looked up at her, her chest drawing in on itself.

And Alex held her gaze.

“You feel like home to me, Carmen.” she said.

That did it.

Carmen stepped forward carefully—like she was testing something fragile—and wrapped her arms around her.

Alex’s hands came up immediately.

Steady.

Warm.

Rubbing slow circles across her back.

No rush.

No pressure.

She pressed a kiss to the top of Carmen’s head.

Nothing more.

They stayed like that for a moment—

long enough for it to matter.

Then slowly, they pulled apart.

Both of them aware of the line.

Both of them choosing not to cross it.

“You can sleep in my bed,” Alex said. “I’ll take the couch. Okay?”

Carmen nodded.

“Sure. That’s sweet of you.”

Alex turned, unlocking the door, pushing it open and flicking on the light.

Carmen stepped inside, bending down to take off her boots.

“I don’t know if I’m tired yet,” she said.

Alex glanced back at her, a small smile returning.

“Well,” she said, easy again, “we don’t have to go to bed.”

A beat.

“You like movies?”


Chapter Eight

Alex’s place felt different at night.

Warmer.

Softer.

The lights were low, casting everything in a golden glow that settled into the wood floors, the worn furniture, the small details Carmen hadn’t noticed before—crocheted blankets draped over the back of the couch, mismatched mugs on the kitchen counter, framed photos that looked like they’d been there for years.

It felt worn in. Quietly kept.

Like someone had always taken care of it.

Carmen pulled off her boots by the door while Alex grabbed the remote, dropping onto the couch.

“Alright,” Alex said. “We’re watching something funny.”

“No,” Carmen said as she crossed the room, settling in beside her. “Put something scary on.”

Alex glanced over.

“You don’t like comedy?”

“It’s okay. I’m just feeling horror.” A small shrug. “I haven’t found a movie that actually does it for me.” She nodded toward the wall. “You’ve got a pretty big collection.”

Alex raised a brow, following her gaze to the shelves of DVDs.

“That can’t be true,” she said. “There’s some really scary ones out there.”

Carmen shook her head.

“I’m serious.”

Alex smirked, already getting up to scan them. Her hand landed on one.

“Okay… I’ve got one. Trust me you will be scared.”

“I won’t.”

She paused, then opened the case.

Carmen’s eyes followed the line of her back—
imagining, just for a second, what it would be like to drag her mouth down it. Slow. Unhurried.

The sounds Alex might make. Soft. Broken. Pressed into the sheets.

When she brought her to—

Carmen straightened just as Alex turned to look at her, though the pulsing between her legs didn’t subside. It got louder.

“It’s not your typical horror movie.”

“MHM. I bet,” Carmen said.

Alex pushed the disk into the player.

Bright daylight flooded the screen.

Open fields. Endless sky. A group of friends laughing on a trip to a remote Scandinavian village—everything too beautiful, too calm.

White clothes.

Flowers.

Smiles that lingered just a little too long.

Rituals that felt… off.

Not scary at first.

Just… wrong.

They settled into the couch.

Close.

Not touching.

But close enough that Carmen could feel the heat from Alex’s arm.

Every now and then, one of them shifted—

a knee brushing the cushion closer, a shoulder angling slightly inward—

like they were both testing the distance.

Neither committing.

The movie played.

The unease built slowly.

Too bright. Too quiet. Too controlled.

Alex stood after a while.

“Want water?”

“Sure.”

Carmen watched her go—just past the couch, into the kitchen behind her.

The light flicked on.

A cabinet opened.

Running water.

Normal.

The noise settled for a moment—just the movie playing now.

Carmen let herself sink back into the couch, watching it without really seeing it.

She wanted to turn.

To look—see where Alex had gone.

She didn’t.

Instead, she closed her eyes, feeling the alcohol finally wearing off.

A few moments later, Alex returned, setting a glass in front of her along with a small bag of pretzels.

“You should snack on those. I never see you eat.”

“I don’t eat much,” Carmen said. “Food makes me nauseous these days.”

“Well—just in case.”

Carmen reached forward, grabbed the water, took a sip, then opened the pretzels.

When Alex sat. She was farther away—leaning into the arm of the couch, chin resting in her hand as she watched the screen.

Carmen noticed.

Didn’t say anything.

She pulled her phone out instead, glancing at the time.

“Oh—wow. It’s already two.”

Alex looked over.

“Yeah. You tired?”

“Getting there.”

“You can lay down,” Alex said. “I’ve got blankets.”

Carmen hesitated for half a second.

Then nodded.

“Okay.”

Alex grabbed one from the back of the couch, shaking it out before draping it over her.

Her hand lingered—

sliding over the fabric, brushing lightly against Carmen’s arm.

Carmen watched it—felt it—then looked up at her.

Alex pulled away, dimming the lights.

The room softened further.

Carmen stretched out along the couch, head resting against a pillow.

The movie kept going.

Stranger now.

More unsettling.

Carmen could feel it—

Alex’s attention shifting.

Not just on the screen.

On her.

Every now and then—

a glance.

A shift.

Alex cracking her neck, rubbing her face, reaching for her water, setting it back down without really drinking. Sighing.

Restless.

Carmen turned her head slightly.

“You alright?”

Alex blinked, like she’d been caught somewhere else.

“Yeah,” she said. Then, honest—”I’ve been trying to quit smoking cigarettes. Just… really want one.”

Carmen smiled faintly.

“Oh, damn,” she said. “Good on you. How long?”

“About a month.”

“That’s really awesome, Alex. Proud of you.”

Alex nodded once, eyes flicking back to the screen.

They kept watching.

The film turning darker in ways that didn’t rely on shadows.

Just people.

Silence.

Smiles that didn’t mean what they should.

At some point, Carmen’s eyes drifted shut.

Just for a second.

Then a little longer.

The sound of the movie carried her in and out.

When she opened them again—

Alex wasn’t on the couch.

She was lower.

Sitting on the floor now, back against it, near Carmen’s legs.

Close.

Close enough that Carmen could’ve reached down—

run her fingers through her hair, down her neck—

to just feel the warmth of her.

She didn’t do it.

Her hand flexed under the blanket.

Then stilled.

The movie ended.

Carmen pushed herself up a little, blinking.

“Holy shit,” she muttered. “That was… gruesome.”

Alex glanced back at her, a small, tired smile.

“I know. It’s fucked—but not for the reasons you expect.”

Carmen nodded.

The movie credits rolled.

“It’s nice there weren’t ghosts,” she said. “Most horror movies have them.”

A small pause.

“That can be… triggering.”

Alex’s expression softened.

She nodded once, her eyes settling on Carmen—waiting.

Carmen felt it.

The opening.

She didn’t take it.

Alex’s gaze drifted back to the TV.

She stood, stretching slightly.

“Ready for bed?”

Carmen sat up fully, pushing the blanket aside.

“Yeah.”

Alex moved toward the hallway, then paused, glancing back at her.

“C’mon,” Alex said. “Let me, uh, grab you something to wear.”

A small smile.

“Something comfortable.”

“I’m just going to use the bathroom,” Carmen murmured.

“Sure.”

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have any ibuprofen?”

“I think so—hang on.”

Alex stepped past her into the bathroom, opening the cabinet and pulling out a bottle.

“You okay?” she asked, handing it over.

Carmen stepped toward the coffee table, reaching for her water.

“Yeah,” she said. “It’s just cramps.”

Alex looked at her differently—like she understood more than had been said.

She didn’t say anything—just nodded, a faint smile lingering as she turned away.

And Carmen stood there for a second longer than she needed to—

then stepped into the bathroom, still thinking about that look.

***

Carmen slipped down the hall, the quiet of the house settling around her again. The light in Alex’s room was already on when she stepped inside.

Alex had her back to her.

Bare.

For a moment, Carmen just stopped.

Watching it.

Muscle shifted beneath her skin as she pulled a sleeveless shirt over her head, the fabric catching briefly before falling into place. Her shoulders, her back—strong, defined in a way that felt effortless.

Black boxers sat low on her hips.

Alex turned.

“Oh—uh,” she said, pushing her hair back slightly. “I left you a long t-shirt on the bed. You can take whatever else you want. There are shorts in the—”

“Just the shirt’s fine.”

Alex met her gaze.

Smiled.

“Okay.”

A small pause.

“I hope you had fun tonight.”

Carmen held her gaze.

“Probably more fun than I’ve ever had.”

She was just being honest.

Alex’s grin came easy, her expression easing into something calmer. Gentle.

“You don’t mean that.”

“Yes, I do.”

It settled between them—

something unspoken, but impossible to ignore.

Carmen’s head tipped back, just slightly, caught in it.

Alex’s gaze dipped to her lips—

away—

then back again.

It stretched.

Long enough to feel it.

Just do it.

Alex broke first, clearing her throat.

“Okay, um… sleep well.”

“You too.”

“Feel free to grab anything,” Alex added, stepping back toward the door. “Water, food… whatever.”

“Thank you.”

Alex nodded once, then stepped out, pulling the door closed behind her.

Carmen stood there for a second.

Then exhaled.

Slowly.

It settled in after that—heavy, difficult to ignore.

She undressed without rushing, her fingers slower than usual, like she couldn’t quite disconnect from her own body.

She picked up the shirt.

Soft.

Worn.

She pulled it over her head—

and paused.

Breathed in.

It smelled like Alex.

Warmth curled low in her stomach before she could stop it.

Carmen swallowed, tugging the shirt down.

Her hand lingered at her hip.

A small hesitation.

Then she slid her thong off, folding it into her clothes.

I can’t sleep in that.

The shirt fell just far enough to cover her.

She glanced at herself briefly in the mirror above the dresser.

Then away.

“Eh, gross,” she whispered. “She wants this?”

Nothing answered.

She turned off the light.

Laid down.

The room shifted.

Too quiet.

Too still.

Something pulled tight in her chest, replaying the movie. Parts she didn’t think would stay with her.

Her eyes stayed open.

A minute passed.

Maybe two.

Carmen sat up.

Turned the light back on.

Ran a hand through her hair.

Deliberated.

Then stood.

It’s fine, she thought. We can sleep apart.

She didn’t believe it.

Not really.

She opened the door.

The living room was dim, the lamp still on.

Alex was stretched out on the couch, blanket half off, one arm loose at her side, the other behind her head.

Her hair spilled across the pillow—real, unguarded, like she hadn’t meant to be seen like that.

Carmen paused in the doorway.

Her gaze caught—

the slight lift of Alex’s shirt, the line of her hip, the smooth skin of her stomach.

The definition in her arms.

And her face—

fully relaxed, soft lips a little parted.

That threw her off more than anything.

Carmen stayed where she was, half in shadow by the door.

Watching.

Something in it pulled at her—steady, insistent.

She resisted it.

I can’t bother her.

Turned to leave—

“Carmen?”

She froze.

Alex was awake now, pushing herself up slightly.

“Something wrong?”

Carmen hesitated.

“…I think I’m just… a little scared.”

Alex blinked once.

Then, she teased—

“The movie got you, huh?”

Carmen nodded.

A small, embarrassed smile.

Alex licked her lips then sat up fully, rubbing a hand over the back of her neck.

“You want me to sleep in there with you?”

Carmen was ready to deny it, even now. Even after everything.

She didn’t.

“Yeah,” Carmen said.

Quiet.

They moved back to the bedroom together.

The bed felt bigger with both of them in it.

A queen—but still.

Space.

Distance.

They settled on opposite sides.

Careful.

Aware.

“We can leave the light on if you want,” Carmen said.

Up to you,” Alex said—her voice far too low.

“…on is fine.”

“Okay.”

Alex turned onto her side, facing her.

Carmen stayed on her back for a second—

then rolled toward the wall.

Too aware.

Too exposed.

Too far.

“Can you come a little closer?” Carmen said softly, barely above a whisper.

A pause.

Then movement.

The mattress shifted.

Alex moved in—not touching, but close enough now that Carmen could feel the heat of her.

Carmen turned her head slightly.

Alex was watching her.

“Can we turn the light off?”

Alex reached back, clicking it off.

Darkness settled.

It frightened her, even as something in her finally eased.

Carmen hesitated.

Before shifting closer.

Then closer again—

until there was no space left.

Her body pressed lightly against Alex’s.

There was a hum from behind her.

Barely.

But Carmen felt it more than she heard it.

Alex’s chest against her back. Her warmth up against the backs of Carmen’s legs and ass.

Too much—but also not enough.

She looked back.

In the dark, they could still see each other—the room lit only by moonlight.

Alex lifted her hand, brushing Carmen’s hair back from her forehead.

A gentle kiss.

Just there.

Carmen exhaled—

and then moved before she could think.

Her hand found Alex’s hip.

Gripped.

Pulled.

Not hard—

Just enough to bring them closer than they’d been.

Their bodies aligned.

Breath mixing.

Carmen turned more, instinct taking over—

her mouth brushing the corner of Alex’s jaw, too close, too warm—

not quite a kiss.

Not not one.

Alex’s breath came sharp, a small noise escaping her throat.

Her hand tightened at Carmen’s side—over the shirt—then came to rest firmly across her lower stomach.

For a second—

they didn’t move.

Didn’t think.

Just there—and it hit them both at once.

Carmen pulled back first, just slightly, before she’d crossed something she couldn’t uncross.

Alex’s hand loosened.

Not leaving.

Just… easing.

A breath passed between them.

Unsteady.

But the space between them—

was gone.

Alex’s hand moved—slow, steady—down Carmen’s side, resting lightly against her thigh.

The touch paused.

“…are you not wearing anything under this?” Alex murmured.

Carmen exhaled carefully.

“No,” she said. “Sorry. I didn’t want to sleep in a thong.”

Her fingers found Alex’s hand, guiding it upward—resting it lightly against her stomach instead.

“You’re trying to kill me,” Alex whispered.

Carmen huffed a quiet breath.

“No. Let’s just sleep.”

A beat.

“Let’s.”

Carmen adjusted her head on the pillow, her thumb brushing slowly over Alex’s hand.

“I’m on my period anyway.”

Alex lifted slightly, leaning in close to her ear.

“That doesn’t bother me.”

Carmen buried her face into the pillow, feeling herself clench around the tampon, her hips responded without thought.

Like this, Alex must have felt that.

She pressed a kiss to Carmen’s cheek, then settled back in close behind her.

“I could make you feel better if you’d let me, baby.”

Carmen’s breath came out uneven. Her body reacted before she could stop it, a small shift betraying her.

The word lingered—settling deep, effortless in the way it took hold.

“You already do,” Carmen said, the words slipping out before she could pull them back.

Alex let out a slow breath, warm as it passed over her, then settled back into the pillow.

Carmen drifted first.

Or thought she did.

Time blurred.

Ten minutes. Maybe less.

Something warm and close.

A breath at the back of her neck.

Lips—barely there.

A whisper against skin.

“I love you.”

Carmen stilled.

Didn’t move.

Didn’t respond.

She wasn’t even sure—

if she’d really heard it.

Her fingers shifted instead, finding Alex’s.

Intertwining.

She pulled their hands into her chest, holding them there.

Then pushed her ass back into Alex.

A quiet sound leaving her—half-asleep, half not.

Alex tightened her arm around her, drawing Carmen in even closer effortlessly.

Warm breath lingered at the back of her neck—then a single kiss.

Steady.

Present.

Carmen softened into it, a faint smile at her lips as she drifted back to sleep, held in Alex’s arms.
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The dream came too quickly to follow in a straight line.

Not one thing, but several layered over each other. Carmen stood in the cold, watching, though she had no clear sense of when she had arrived or how long she had been there.

Malcolm.

He was cold. Still.

She felt the shift before she understood it.

Someone behind her.

Carmen turned, Malcolm’s gaze snapping to her as it always did.

Sharp. Aware. Too aware.

Her hand moved before she could question it. The knife already there, already familiar in her grip.

“What is this?”

Alex’s voice—close now. Closer than it should have been.

Young Carmen saw her—and ran.

Alex followed immediately.

“Hey—wait—”

But the world didn’t break.

It slipped.

The chill remained, but everything else softened at the edges, stretching, reforming—Malcolm gone, the ground beneath her changing without resistance.

Rain.

Hard enough to feel real. Cold enough to matter.

Carmen was already moving, as though she had been walking for some time before she noticed it. Water soaked through her clothes and her sneakers—missing their laces—as she cut through shallow puddles she didn’t bother to avoid. There was no reason to.

A car passed too close. Water splashed up her legs.

She didn’t react.

Behind her, Alex.

Just there.

Carmen didn’t turn. Didn’t slow. The street narrowed as she moved, the light dimming, pulling her somewhere tighter, quieter—until she was already in the alley.

The tarp was there.

She was under it.

Plastic rattled overhead, rain slipping through in thin, uneven lines. Her clothes clung to her skin, heavy with it. Her hands disappeared into her sleeves, shaking. Strands of wet hair stuck to her face, her neck.

She curled in on herself.

Her breath—weak.

“This is how I die,” she murmured.

A pause.

“I know it.”

Carmen shivered, trying not to let her teeth tap together.

“No one will even know about me.”

Alex’s voice came again.

Different this time.

Closer.

Softer.

“Why would you still be here,” Alex said, crouching beside her, “if you could be somewhere else?”

Carmen looked up, startled—not by the question, but by the presence of her.

“I have nowhere to go.”

A beat.

Alex shook her head, not dismissive—certain.

“No, you do, Carmen. You do now.”

Her hand lifted, hovering—not quite touching.

“Here,” Alex whispered. “Let me show you.”

The rain didn’t stop.

It simply… withdrew.

The sound thinning, pulling back, until it no longer touched her. The cold loosened its hold, slipping from her skin as though it had never been there.

Light replaced it.

Clean, even, relaxing.

The alley opened—unfolded—

into the beach.

The same one.

Not quite.

The sky stretched wide and pale blue. The water was calm, untouched by wind. A blanket lay beneath her—soft, dry, warm.

Carmen blinked, still catching up, running a hand over her clothes.

Dry.

“I don’t want to go swimming today,” she said.

“We don’t have to.”

Alex was beside her now, propped on her elbow, as though she had always been there.

“Good,” Carmen muttered, drawing her arms in closer. “I don’t want to be cold ever again.”

Alex shifted, leaning over her, brushing her hair back with a slow, deliberate touch.

“I won’t let you be cold again.”

She pulled the blanket higher, tucking it around her.

“I’ll make you warm.”

Carmen frowned faintly, touching the fabric.

“Where did that come from?”

“We’re in a dream,” Alex said. “But don’t wake up yet.”

“…right. Like I have control over that.”

Alex watched her then—more carefully now, as though something had already begun to change.

“Can I kiss you?”

Carmen nodded.

They were already close enough that it didn’t feel like a decision.

Their mouths met—light at first, the contact almost incidental, as if it had been there before either of them chose it.

Carmen pulled back.

“Wait,” she said. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too much.”

“No,” Alex said, softer now, but steadier. “It doesn’t have to be.”

Carmen sat up, the warmth thinning slightly around her.

“I’m dirty,” she said, her voice lowering. “Worthless.”

The word settled between them, heavier than anything else had.

Alex’s expression changed immediately.

“I can’t fix it,” Carmen went on. “I can’t fix… me.”

“Carmen—”

“I just want to be clean,” she said, the words coming faster now, less controlled. “I want to sleep and feel better. I feel like I won’t. I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“What?”

Carmen looked down.

“I didn’t want to do it.”

The sky dimmed.

Not abruptly. Gradually.

“I already knew,” Carmen said. “But I thought I was supposed to.”

The warmth flickered.

Alex moved closer without hesitation, pulling her in—firm, grounding, not asking.

“Hey,” she said. “Stay here with me.”

Her voice steadied the space around them.

“Don’t think about that. Can you try?”

Carmen nodded.

This time, when they kissed, it didn’t hesitate.

It held.

Alex’s hand moved down Carmen’s arm, smoothing gently. Carmen took her hand, turning it, pressing into her palm, massaging each finger like she was memorizing it. Alex watched, her gaze moving from their hands to Carmen’s face.

“Do you want to get married?” Alex asked.

Carmen blinked, the question landing without warning, as though it had always been waiting there.

“What,” she said. “Didn’t we just meet, Alex?”

Alex smiled, shaking her head.

“No, we didn’t.”

A pause settled between them, stretching long enough to feel the weight of it.

“You’ve known me,” she added. “You just don’t remember. And it’s not your fault. I’m not mad at you for it.”

Carmen shook her head, but not with certainty. More like she was trying to hold on.

“And I think—” Alex shifted slightly, sitting up, “you know what I think?”

“What?” Carmen asked.

Alex studied her for a moment, like she was deciding how much to say.

“I think we’re ready to talk about this. In real life.”

“Talk about what?”

“This.” Alex gestured lightly between them. “The dreams.”

“Everyone dreams.”

“Not like us. Ever since we met.”

The answer came easily. Too easily.

Carmen’s brows pulled together. “When?”

“A long time ago.”

The air thinned.

Not visibly—but it could be felt. Like the edges of the moment had lost their structure.

“I’m about to wake up,” Alex said, quieter now. “I think.”

She leaned closer, her voice dropping—not urgent, but intent.

“So let me say this. Please.”

“…okay.”

“When you wake up—say something, and I’ll know you’re ready,” Alex said.

Carmen waited, watching her.

“Say what?”

Alex glanced around, as though the answer might be somewhere outside of them.

Thinking.

She leaned, reaching for an object that hadn’t been there before.

A seashell.

Carmen noticed it immediately.

“That wasn’t there a minute ago.”

“I know,” Alex said, almost distracted now, turning it over in her hand as though testing it. “Um…”

A small pause.

Then, she committed to it.

“The seashells are whispering.”

Carmen frowned, the words landing oddly in the space between them.

“The seashells are whispering?”

“Right.” Alex nodded once, more certain now. “When you’re ready to talk about the dreams—repeat this.”

She placed the shell into Carmen’s hand.

“Ready?”

Carmen nodded.

“When the seashells start whispering your name.”

Carmen repeated it, softer this time.

“When the seashells start whispering your name.”

Alex watched her closely.

“Can you remember that?”

“Of course I can.”

Alex shook her head—not disagreeing, exactly.

“You think you can,” she said. “But you forget a lot from the dreams. I’ve seen it.”

A small pause.

“So, say it again, Carmen.”

Carmen’s fingers tensed around the shell.

“When the seashells start whispering your name.”

“Good.”

Carmen lifted it to her ear.

Listened.

For a second—nothing.

Her expression shifted.

“…did you hear that?”

Alex’s brow pulled slightly. “No.”

But the sound didn’t stop.

Carmen. Stay with me.

A bell.

Thin at first. Distant enough to ignore—if she wanted to.

Then sharper.

Cutting through the water. The sky. The warmth.

Through everything.

The world slipped.

Not shattered—it gave way.

The beach thinned. The horizon folding inward, the light narrowing, time moving without direction.

A room.

A hallway.

A classroom.

Carmen stood in the doorway, late.

Her uniform clung wrong on her skin—tight where it shouldn’t be, loose where it should have held. Worse than she remembered. Or maybe more accurate.

A teacher passed by, pointing down the hall.

“Your class is that way, Miss Martinez.”

“Yes,” Carmen said quickly. “I know. I’m going.”

But underneath it—

the echo remained.

“I have to remember.”

Faint.

Persistent.

“When the seashells…”
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