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Content Warning
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Chapter One

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…”

***

Morning came softly.

Light filtered through the blinds in thin, pale lines, stretching across the bed, the floor—her face.

Carmen didn’t move.

She lay on her back, hands folded over her stomach. Still. Too still, almost—like the position had been chosen and held, even in sleep.

Alex lay on her side beside her, propped on one elbow, looking down at her quietly.

Studying.

There was something in it—the way Carmen slept like that. Composed. Contained. As though even unconscious, she didn’t take up more space than she needed.

But her face—softened, open. Her brows relaxed, her lashes resting still, her lips parted on a quiet breath. That familiar slope of her nose.

Alex watched her, careful not to wake her by breathing too loud.

She’d thought she knew her face in the dreams—had believed it was real. But it had been almost made of impressions, pieces that blurred the closer she tried to hold them.

This didn’t blur.

The dreams hadn’t done her justice.

How Carmen had grown into herself.

She was beautiful—gorgeous in a way Alex hadn’t prepared for.

It made something in her go quiet.

She reached out—

then stopped herself.

Carmen smiled faintly, a shift beneath the surface, a word slipping free before it could settle.

“Whispering your name… whispering… shh… shh…”

Alex’s eyes widened.

This time, she didn’t hesitate.

She reached for Carmen’s hand, her fingers closing around it, her thumb brushing slowly over her skin—testing, almost, as if to see whether she would wake.

Carmen’s eyes opened.

Clear. Immediate. Like she hadn’t been asleep at all.

Alex didn’t look away.

“What was that?” she whispered.

Carmen blinked once, adjusting to the light, her gaze catching, then settling.

“What was what?” she said, her voice low, edges still hazy.

“You were talking,” Alex said. “In your sleep. I think I heard you say ‘whispering’ or something.”

There was a trace of a grin now—subtle, but unmistakable. A knowing look Alex didn’t bother to hide.

It landed all at once.

Carmen’s eyes widened—for a moment—before smoothing over as she fully woke up.

“Just a dream, probably.”

A pause.

“…were you watching me?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“You looked peaceful.”

Carmen’s brow pulled slightly, like she didn’t quite believe it.

“I did?”

“Yeah.” A faint smile touched Alex’s mouth. “Do you always sleep like you’re laying in a coffin?”

Carmen let out a soft huff, pushing herself up onto her elbows.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t move,” Alex said. “I got worried. You were so still for hours.”

Carmen sat up fully, dragging a hand through her hair, grounding herself in the motion.

“Hours,” she said. “When did you wake up, Alex?”

“When it was still dark out.”

Carmen cleared her throat.

“I move,” she said. “Just… not a lot.”

Alex tilted her head, still watching her.

“How do you not move?”

Carmen shrugged, not looking at her now.

“I didn’t used to do that.”

Alex hummed softly, like she was turning that over.

Then, almost casually—

“You look extra good in the morning.”

Carmen froze.

“Oh—god,” she said, already scooting off the bed. “No, I do not.”

Alex didn’t move.

Just watched.

Carmen could feel it—every second of it—as she gathered her clothes, her movements quicker than they needed to be, slightly off, like her body hadn’t quite caught up with her yet. Heat crept up her neck, impossible to ignore.

She didn’t look at Alex.

Wanted to.

Didn’t.

She crossed into the other room, dropping to her bag, digging through it with more force than necessary. Her fingers closed around what she was looking for—a tampon—before she straightened again, already moving, not looking back as she headed for the bathroom and shut the door behind her.

The sound of the lock felt louder than it should have.

She flushed the toilet. Washed her hands.

Then stayed there.

Still.

The quiet of the room pressing in around her.

She pulled out her phone, opening the notes app. Her thumb hovered—just for a second—before she made it move.

When the seashells start whispering your name.

She stared at the words longer than she meant to, like writing them down might hold them in place.

Keep them from slipping.

Then, she locked the screen and tucked the phone away.

When she stepped back out, Alex was leaning against the counter, already looking at her, a small smile forming the second their eyes met. She still wore the sleeveless T-shirt and boxers she’d gone to bed in.

“Do you have a brush I could use?” Carmen asked.

“Course.”

Alex pushed off the counter and disappeared into the bedroom, returning a moment later with one.

Carmen took it, dragging it slowly through her hair, working through the tangles, letting the repetition settle her. The pull of it, the sound—steady. Something she could stay inside of for a second longer. Alex never looked away from her but Carmen wouldn’t meet her eyes.

When she finished, she handed it back. Alex had gone still. Her gaze a little unfocused. Not distracted—just… held there, longer than it needed to be.

“I have to admit something,” Carmen said.

“What?”

“I used your mouthwash.”

Alex laughed softly. “That’s alright. You can use whatever you want.”

She set the brush aside near the door, then crossed the room, perching on the arm of the couch.

Her attention settled again, with a quiet certainty.

Back on Carmen.

Carmen felt it before she understood it.

Her gaze drifted, drawn without permission, tracing the line of Alex’s body, lingering a moment too long.

Alex followed the look. Her eyes dipped, then lifted again, a faint smile touching her mouth—dark and knowing.

“See something you like?”

Carmen scoffed, then looked away.

Alex reached for her wrist, as if the motion had already been agreed upon somewhere Carmen had not been present for. She drew her closer.

“Do that thing to my hand again,” she said, low. “I liked it.”

For a second Carmen didn't understand. Then, she took Alex's hand, turning it over, pressing her thumb into the center of her palm, working slowly along each finger.

It was the same movement as before.

But it didn't feel the same.

First, Alex’s hands were real, strong and scarred from working on engines. Carmen ran her fingers along each mark as she massaged her palm. The uneven rise of Alex’s chest filled the quiet room, warm air moving over Carmen’s face, catching lightly in her hair.

She felt it almost at once—

a subtle shift, like a note struck somewhere beneath the surface of all things. A deep pulsing.

Alex’s throat worked slightly. As if she were trying to steady herself, to keep it from taking hold.

Carmen pressed a little deeper.

Alex's gaze stayed fixed on Carmen's face, but Carmen didn't look up. She focused on their joined hands instead, the way Alex's palm molded to hers.

The response came back to her.

Not through thought. Not through sight.

Through her body.

Her focus narrowed. The room sharpened, edges clearer, sensations more distinct. Alex's skin beneath her fingers felt warmer, softer—alive in a way that made Carmen's stomach tighten and body open more on instinct.

A heavier pull settled low in her belly. It was fresh and tantalizing as it moved up through her chest.

The space between them was charged, electric. Every nerve lit up, her chest rising in shallow bursts. There was recognition of a thing displaced. Her chest ached, full yet hollow. She swallowed against the thickness, fingers working Alex's palm, each press sending waves through her. Her core suddenly clenched.

She wanted more. She wanted all of it.

“Do you remember doing that?” Alex asked.

Carmen opened her mouth—then stopped.

Her hand continued slower, guided by something she didn't fully trust.

“Maybe,” she said. “Last night.”

“You didn't... do it last night, Carmen,” Alex replied, quietly.

It was the tone—too certain—that made Carmen pull back.

That's too close. She’s gonna say it.

I hope she does.

She turned away, breaking the contact, though the absence of it felt sharper than the touch itself.

Alex moved behind her, unhurried.

“What are you up to today?”

“Deliveries,” Carmen said. “Nothing crazy.”

“Aww.” There was a softness in it, almost indulgent. “You really have to go so soon?”

Carmen looked up.

Alex was already there.

Closer than she had been a moment ago, her hand lifting, brushing Carmen’s hair back from her face. The touch was light—barely anything—

—and yet it landed like heat beneath the skin.

Carmen’s eyelids fluttered, only once.

“I have to…” she began. “Go back. Shower. Get ready—”

“I have a shower,” Alex said.

“I need clothes.”

“I have clothes.”

A faint laugh, barely there.

Then, she stepped in fully, their bodies just shy of touching, and took her hand again—this time in both of hers, as if she had already decided it belonged there.

Carmen didn’t pull away.

Couldn’t.

Alex lifted her hand slowly, her movements unhurried, and pressed her mouth to Carmen’s knuckles.

Soft. Tender.

Then again.

And again.

Each touch deepened—not in pressure, but in effect, as though something beneath Carmen’s skin was answering, dropping, letting her in.

Carmen watched her.

At first distantly. Observing.

Then not at all.

Her awareness slipped inward, drawn down into the place where the feeling was gathering—low and undeniable. It wasn't like before. Not like the dreams, though it echoed them. This was fuller. Sharper. It moved through her instead of around her.

Alex’s breath changed again.

Carmen felt it. A warmth spread through her, disorienting in its precision, as though every place Alex’s mouth touched found an answer somewhere inside her own body. Her fingers flexed in Alex’s grasp—not to pull away, only to follow.

Alex looked up.

Their eyes met.

And held.

Something passed between them then—charged and steady. A line drawn and recognized at once, as if it had always been there and only now come into focus.

Carmen’s chest tightened. Alex's lips were too soft, too gentle on her skin.

“Do you feel that?” Alex asked.

Their eyes met.

Carmen, even now, tried to play it off, voice even but edged.

“Feel what?”

Alex leaned closer, her voice lowering, brushing against Carmen’s ear.

“How much better this is in person.”

She took a breath before looking down at Carmen.

“Even better.”

Carmen closed her eyes again, just for a moment, as though removing the room might quiet whatever had begun to move through her.

It didn’t. If anything, the absence of sight seemed to give it more space, the feeling of it settling more deeply, more distinctly, until her body was already answering. Something fragile pressed upward inside her, threatening the shape she kept herself in, the one she relied on to stay steady.

She knew she should pull away.

The thought came clearly this time, without distortion. She even looked toward the door, aware of the distance between where she stood and what it would take to leave.

But she didn’t move to it.

Instead, she passed Alex. She crossed into the kitchen and stopped at the window, her fingers finding the edge of the sink, the coolness of it grounding in a way she hadn’t expected.

It helped. But not fully.

The thought remained. The choice with it.

She shouldn’t be here.

Outside, the clouds moved in front of sun, darkening the ocean, catching in the glass in broken reflections that didn’t quite align with the room behind her. For a moment, she watched her own reflection instead—if that was what it was. It felt slightly off. She couldn’t look at it.

Behind her, there was a shift.

Not sound exactly. Not movement she could point to.

Presence.

Alex.

Close now. Not touching yet, but near enough that Carmen could feel the warmth of her at her back, steady and unmistakably real in a way that steadied something and unsettled it at the same time.

A hand lifted, slow enough to be noticed, gentle enough not to startle, fingers slipping into Carmen’s hair and gathering it back, clearing the line of her neck with a care that felt almost familiar.

The sensation struck sharper than she expected, a bright pull at her scalp that unwound slowly down her spine, leaving a trace of it behind as it went.

Carmen’s breaths came shorter now, less controlled.

She didn’t move.

Didn’t stop her.

The first press of Alex’s mouth against her neck was light enough to be mistaken for hesitation, more suggestion than intent, but it lingered just long enough to register before the next followed, warmer, closer, as though the distance between them had already been measured and closed.

Carmen’s head tipped before she could think not to, a small adjustment that gave more space without asking whether she meant to. The sound that left her was quiet, barely formed, caught somewhere between breath and voice.

The feeling deepened from there, not abruptly, but with a kind of building insistence—a pull that began at her scalp again and spread more slowly this time, heavier as it settled low in her back, something in it known in a way she couldn’t quite place, though her body seemed to recognize it before she did.

And that was the part that made her hesitate—

not the touch, not even the closeness—

but the sense of already having been there.

Her fingers braced hard against the sink.

Her whole being already shifting toward it.

Toward her.

She turned.

Fast.

Close.

Their eyes met for half a second, only long enough for it to land, before Carmen pulled her down into it.

The kiss was slow, pressing, holding, like she needed to make sure it was real. Carmen’s mouth opened under hers, a soft intake that wasn’t about air at all. Her body shifted, knees going weak, hands coming up to grip Alex's arms. There was a low pull in her stomach, then it released, heat spreading outward through her veins.

Her back arched, hips tilting forward without thought, seeking more contact. The kiss deepened, Alex's tongue finding hers, and Carmen's whole body answered—something molten slipping through her, making her toes curl, made her press closer, made her forget where she ended and Alex began.

Alex’s hand came up to cradle her cheek—

the other sliding to her back, drawing her in without hesitation.

And Carmen—

let herself be pulled. Pulled into it more.

Her hands moved on their own—no thought behind them, just instinct. One flattened against Alex’s back, pressing her closer, the other sliding down her side, fingers curling around her waist as if it were something to anchor her, something solid in the sudden rush of it all. The heat of Alex’s skin through the thin fabric sent another shiver through Carmen, and pressed firmer, feeling the muscles of Alex’s stomach contract under her touch. Alex gasped into her mouth. Then Carmen’s hands were moving again, upward this time, tracing the curve of Alex’s ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts before cupping them fully.

The sound of their breathing—shared between them—carried everything else away.

Carmen’s hands closed in her shirt, holding herself there—because if she let go, she might not stop.

And then, she did. Too fast.

Like she’d caught herself just before this was irreversible—the one thing she could still control, and the only thing she didn’t really want to.

She pulled back, off-balance, already turning away, palms bracing against the sink again.

Her chest felt constricted.

Too much.

“I shouldn’t have done that.”

Behind her, Alex didn’t step back.

She moved in again.

Closer this time. Pressing.

“Yes, you should have,” she said, voice low.

Arms slid around Carmen’s waist—pulling her back, not forceful, only certain.

As if she already knew Carmen wouldn’t fight it.

Carmen shivered.

Not from cold.

From the way it settled in her.

From how perfect it felt.

From how wrong that made it.

But this—

This felt more real than anything ever had.

“Just be here with me,” Alex said quietly.

Carmen swallowed.

“I can’t keep being a bad person.”

“You’re not,” Alex said. “You never were.”

Alex took a slow inhale, her face just behind Carmen’s ear, close enough that Carmen could feel it—hot, steady, alive.

“Stay,” Alex murmured. “Let me love you.”

Carmen’s eyes closed.

Her hands came up, covering Alex’s, her fingers threading through them where they rested against her, holding there—not tightly, but with intention, like she needed to feel it to keep everything from slipping.

She wanted this.

That was the part that locked in first.

The rest came slower—not as clean thoughts, but as something that moved through her, making its own sense. The weight of everything she had carried, the rules she had followed without ever quite choosing them. What she had been told she was. What she had been allowed to want.

Her family.

Tristan.

And other women kept a secret.

Those women before were easy, contained, never pushing too hard for more than she was willing to give.

All of it remained—but dimmer now. Further away. Not fully gone.

Because underneath it all, this felt different—better, safe but not always, in a way that was just… true.

It existed beyond words.

Carmen opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder.

Alex was still there behind her, close, her presence steady, unmistakable. Carmen could feel her without looking—the warmth of her, the shape of her, the quiet certainty in the way she hadn’t moved.

Their hands shifted slightly between them, fingers brushing, adjusting, catching again in small, absent movements that made Carmen’s chest stall.

She didn’t turn.

Not fully.

Just tilted her head back.

Closed the space that way.

The kiss met her there. Settling into something that felt strangely natural, again, like it had already been learned somewhere else.

Her thumb moved against Alex’s hand as they kissed, a small, careful motion. Alex’s fingers tightened in response.

Alex’s mouth brushed her temple, a softer kiss this time, lingering just long enough to be felt before her breath followed, warm against Carmen’s skin.

Carmen’s thumb brushed over Alex’s knuckles as she leaned back against her.

“Let’s go to your room,” she whispered.


Chapter Two

Alex moved first. Her hand still entangled with Carmen’s, a quiet invitation as she led her from the kitchen. The walk down the short hallway felt longer than it was, the floorboards creaking softly beneath their steps, each sound absorbed into the silence that had settled between them.

The bedroom was lighter than the rest of the house, pale midmorning light slipping through the sheer curtains in soft, diffused layers that made everything feel slightly unreal.

Alex paused beside the bed, then sat, her movements unhurried, as though she had already arrived at something Carmen was only just beginning to understand. The mattress dipped beneath her weight.

Carmen followed.

She stepped in close, stopping between Alex’s knees, their hands still loosely joined before slipping apart without either of them quite deciding to let go.

Alex looked up at her.

Carmen’s hands came up, her thumbs tracing slowly over Alex’s brows, then along the line of her cheekbones. Alex’s eyes fluttered closed at the touch, leaning into it.

Her hands rose to Carmen’s hips, rubbing slow circles, her grip tightening once, massaging, before slipping back into gentle.

Carmen bent down.

The kiss was soft—barely there. Then another, deeper this time, her mouth settling more fully against Alex’s before she pulled back just enough to press a quieter kiss to her forehead.

For a moment, she didn’t move.

She only looked at her.

At the line of Alex’s mouth—the way her lower lip caught briefly between her teeth, like she was holding it back—held Carmen there longer than she expected. Long enough that her chest ached, the feeling overwhelmingly rising before she could push it back down.

Alex’s lip trembled slightly.

Her hands gripped Carmen’s waist, not pulling, only holding her there—steadying, grounding, like she felt it too.

“You’re perfect for me,” Carmen whispered.

The words came out quieter than she meant them to.

Alex huffed softly through her nose, a small smile breaking through.

“I know I am,” she said. “I’ve been trying to tell you.”

There was no hesitation in it.

No doubt.

Carmen felt something in her ease at that—something that might have been a laugh—before she leaned down again, closing the space between them.

This kiss was deeper, like they’d already crossed a line they weren’t stepping back from—and finally accepted it.

Or maybe Carmen had.

And they weren’t going back.

Carmen’s hands shifted, drawing Alex in, then further, before she broke away and pulled her head gently against her chest. Her fingers slid through her hair, slowly combing through, settling into a rhythm that felt instinctive.

She pressed a kiss to the top of Alex’s head and lingered there, taking her in. Hands smoothing over her shoulders, her back, just as Alex’s hands smoothed down her hips and over her ass, feeling the shape of her there.

Alex turned her head and nuzzled, breathing her in.

A quiet sound followed—soft, almost hidden.

A sharp inhale.

Carmen’s hand paused slightly.

“What is it?” she murmured.

Alex pulled back just enough to look up at her.

“Your heartbeat.”

Carmen exhaled, her whole body loosening at that in a way she hadn’t expected.

Alex shifted then, scooting back on the bed, her hands still on Carmen, guiding her with quiet, steady pressure.

Carmen followed.

Not fully aware of the movement until she was already there—half climbing, half pulled, her body aligning with Alex’s as the distance between them disappeared again.

Their mouths found each other.

Deeper.

Carmen lingered above her, suspended in that perfect, breathless space where position, Alex's hands, and an unspoken certainty all conspired to hold her right where she belonged.

As their lips met in a tender, searching kiss, Carmen slowly yielded her weight, sinking into the welcome of Alex's body.

The soft press of their breasts against each other, a point of contact that sent heat racing down to Carmen’s core. Alex’s hands locked on her hips, a sure, unhurried pull that drew Carmen’s weight into place above her. Then, a gentle, deliberate suction on Carmen's lower lip—a loving claim.

Carmen's hands moved to Alex's shoulders, sliding up to cup her cheek. She felt Alex shiver as her thumb brushed her jaw. Her hand slipped over Alex's breasts, then down her stomach, before she dipped her head closer to kiss her neck. A soft sound escaped Alex's lips as Carmen's kisses lingered, pulling a low sound from Carmen that vibrated against Alex.

Alex’s hands moved over her, tracing the curve of Carmen’s body, the fabric of her clothes shifting beneath her palms. As her hands drifted higher, they slowed over her ribs, then diverted along her sides, avoiding her breasts. Carmen felt the hesitation, the restraint, and she tightened at the thought.

As their lips met, Carmen pressed her body firmer against Alex’s, the kiss deepening still, tongues meeting, exploring. The room around her seemed to fade to only the warmth of Alex’s skin, the taste of her mouth, the ragged sounds she made.

Carmen's thigh shifted without thought, pressing between Alex's legs. Alex answered the same, pushing up her leg hard against Carmen's pussy.

The friction sent a jolt through her, sharp enough to catch her breath.

Alex’s hand came to her waist, her gaze lifting to Carmen’s, something close to panic there.

“Are you okay, baby?”

Carmen paused, unsure why she’d be alarmed—or why she was checking at all.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Of course I am, Alex.”

Alex paused, then nodded.

“Just making sure. Tell me if you want to stop, okay? We’ll cuddle.”

“I will,” she said. “I want to keep going.”

Carmen didn’t give the moment time to settle. She kissed her softly, her lips trailing over her chin and down her neck.

Their movements fell into rhythm, easy and natural, as if their bodies already knew this language. Heat bloomed wherever Alex touched, spreading through Carmen's belly, her hips rolling forward against Alex's thigh. When Alex’s hand closed over that place where her hip met her leg, words slipped out of Carmen before she could stop it—“aw, shit”—sharp, involuntary. She tried to bury it, pretend it hadn’t happened.

But it lingered where her hand rested.

Guiding. Holding. Claiming.

Too much.

Alex drew back just enough to catch her eyes, her mouth curving.

She knew that Carmen had liked it.

Their mouths hovered close, breaths slipping into each other, sighs catching, breaking into small, unsteady whimpers and whispered curses.

Fingers rubbed and pressed against skin. Time slowed to this—this heat, this closeness, the quiet little sounds neither tried to hide.

Their mouths met again, messier this time, sounds slipping between them—soft and a little broken. Carmen shifted, her thigh pressing harder, the friction building, her body already knowing what it wanted—what Alex needed—even as her mind caught up.

Then, she noticed it again.

Alex’s hands, tracing her sides, her back, her waist—everywhere but her chest. Deliberate, certain, practiced… and yet she hesitated.

Carmen leaned back, just enough to create space, her fingers finding the first button of her own shirt. Satin gave way beneath her touch, parting to reveal the curve of her breasts, the edge of her bra. She watched Alex’s eyes follow the movement, darkening as they took her in.

She shifted onto her side, her hand finding Alex’s, guiding it beneath her shirt until it pressed against the cup—waiting.

Their eyes locked as Alex's thumb brushed over the padding. Carmen's nipples tightened, aching for it.

Alex moved closer, a slight curve to her mouth as she watched Carmen, like she was making sure she was ready. She leaned in, her face brushing into Carmen’s hair, not even hiding it—she was smelling her.

Alex’s fingers moved—carefully, then with more confidence as she felt Carmen’s response. She kneaded the heavy weight beneath her palm, her thumb brushing where cup met skin, watching as Carmen’s eyes fluttered shut, a soft sound escaping her lips.

The fabric pulled taut as Alex’s hand slipped beneath the cup, skin meeting skin, the heat of it immediate, overwhelming. Carmen’s hand closed around Alex’s forearm, her other braced on the bed. Her back arched, her head tilting back. Alex’s fingers had found her nipple—circling, teasing, then stroking firmly until a shiver ran through Carmen, her breath catching on a moan, which, she only slightly held back.

“Mmm… fuck,” Alex scoffed. “Keep doing that and you’re going to be the end of me.”

“Is that… all it takes, Alex?” Carmen said, uneven.

“With you?” Alex murmured. “Yes.”

Carmen huffed softly.

She leaned in, closing the space between them, her mouth finding Alex’s again, smiling into her lips.

Alex’s knuckles drifted over her chest, the touch light.

Carmen’s fingers came up, finding Alex’s hand, threading through hers as they kissed, her grip adjusting—holding, then easing.

She shifted her weight forward, her hands finding the curve of Alex's breasts through her shirt, thumbs brushing over fabric to find hardened peaks pressing through. Alex’s gaze on hers softened, the boldness slipping into something quieter, almost pleading.

Without breaking eye contact, Carmen slipped her hands underneath her shirt, palms sliding against smooth skin until she encountered the band of Alex's sports bra. Her fingers traced the edge before pushing beneath, finding the soft weight of her, kneading gently, as Alex’s throat worked.

Her mouth found Alex's jaw, then drifted lower, teeth scraping skin before lips pressed. She licked her skin in a wide, open circle. Her lips pressed over the spot, tenderly sucking on the skin there. A low sound left Alex’s throat, closer to a hum than anything else, her mouth near Carmen’s ear. Carmen's body responded with a tight clench—pussy throbbing.

Carmen shifted, her thigh sliding again between Alex's legs, pressing firm. Alex’s control slipped—hips rolling, grinding against Carmen's thigh. A low moan started in Alex's chest, vibrating through them both. Carmen's hands gripped Alex's sides, guiding her movements, matching her rhythm.

She pressed her weight down harder against Alex's center, feeling the quickened breath near her ear, lips still on Alex’s neck. She bit down—not enough to mark, only enough to make Alex's hips jerk. A low sound slipped out, muffled against Carmen’s shoulder. Alex’s hands gripped at her back, fingers pressing through the fabric.

Carmen pulled back to look at her, their eyes meeting. She leaned down again, her mouth finding Alex's earlobe, sucking on it, before she whispered.

“Keep going, baby.”

Alex shuddered, her hips rolling in a deliberate, slow circle against Carmen's thigh. Carmen stayed close, watching her face with steady attention. The way Alex’s mouth parted, her eyes half-closed, her chest rising in short bursts. Carmen shifted her leg, increasing the pressure and rubbing it in until Alex's back arched off the bed, a low moan escaping her. Carmen watched Alex’s eyes drop to her breasts, the shift immediate—subtle, but there. The way they widened, the quick lick of her lips.

Slowly, Carmen pulled her shirt open a little more, giving her a better look.

Her hand pressed down on Alex’s shoulder, holding her in place as Alex grinded. She felt Alex’s response in the heat building between them—in the sounds she made, each one given freely, not held back, her eyes dragging over Carmen’s body as it built.

Without warning, Alex pulled Carmen closer and shifted her weight, rolling them in one smooth motion until she was on top, her thigh pressing between Carmen’s legs.

Carmen didn’t stop her. Her hand slid up over Alex’s stomach down to her shorts, pressing firmly against Alex’s pussy over the fabric. Alex’s mouth dropped open above her, a low breathy laugh catching. She shifted her hands to brace on either side of Carmen’s shoulders, to drive her thigh harder into Carmen’s core.

“Mhmm,” Carmen hummed, tongue slipping out in a quick, teasing flash.

Alex looked like she might answer—but didn’t. She only stared, breath escaping in quick bursts.

Carmen’s fingers teased, while the other hand came up to her hip, just as Alex rocked them forward. Alex let out a sound between a moan and grunt. It cut through the room—louder than anything either of them had made yet. The sound lit a spark from Carmen’s nipples straight down to her pussy, where it pulled so hard and fast she squeezed her eyes shut.

Her hand trailed up from Alex’s hip to her waist, while the other kept toying with her, trying to draw that sound out again.

She pressed her fingertips as deep as she could into Alex’s opening through the fabric. A low hum started in Alex's chest, vibrating through them both. Carmen's hand tightened on Alex's side, as she did it again.

“Why don’t you just fuck me then, Carmen,” Alex murmured, voice unsteady, raising an eyebrow. “Do it. Stop with the teasing. You know you want to.”

Carmen’s tongue grazed her teeth, her mouth curving into a mischievous grin before she looked away.

Alex watched her, licking her lips, as Carmen’s fingers slid along her waistband, knuckles brushing over her tensed abs.

Alex glanced down between them, over Carmen, then back up.

But Carmen wouldn’t meet her gaze.

Because suddenly, she wasn’t sure she should really do it. Not because she didn’t want to touch Alex—she wanted to—but because Alex would want to touch her back.

Alex bent in close.

“Look at me when you do that.”

Carmen’s eyes flicked up.

Then her hands slid to Alex’s hips, gripping them possessively. Alex exhaled shakily and came down closer to kiss Carmen. Their tongues moved around one another with such force it stole Carmen's breath.

As they kissed, Carmen’s hands came to smooth over Alex’s hips, drifting back where she squeezed—hard—delivering a sharp slap to Alex’s ass.

Alex pulled back, gasping for air, an excited laugh slipping from her lips as her eyes locked with Carmen’s.

“Problem?” Carmen asked in a flat tone, already knowing there wasn’t one.

Alex shook her head, still a little undone.

“I’m not used to this… not in real life, anyway.”

“Used to what?”

Alex’s eyes went a little dazed, something catching as she looked at her.

“Someone who’s… right for me.”

They both stilled—

Alex looking down, Carmen up—

then Alex sank deeper down into her.

She put a hand on the back of Carmen’s neck, guiding her through the kiss, then broke away to press a trail of kisses down Carmen’s cheek. Carmen gasped as Alex's mouth found her throat, teeth scraping lightly before lips sealed around skin, sucking hard enough to make Carmen’s back arch, breasts pressing up into Alex’s.

Alex’s lips dragged over her chest, licking the top of her breasts. Carmen's hips rolled instinctively, meeting Alex's thigh. As Alex sat up to press her leg harder against her, Carmen grabbed the hem of Alex's shirt, yanking it upward. The fabric resisted for half a second—then slipped free, dragged upward over her chest, over her shoulders, until it caught at her arms and came loose in a tangle of movement and a quiet laugh shared between them.

Carmen stilled for a moment after that.

Her gaze moved over the line of Alex’s shoulders, the strength there effortless, down across the gray sports bra, along the center of her stomach—the steady rise and fall of her breath—then back up to her neck, where a silver chain hung.

“Come here,” Carmen murmured.

Her hands lifted, slower this time, framing Alex’s face—thumbs brushing lightly along her jaw as she drew her back in.

Their mouths met—closer now, steadier. Not searching.

Carmen pulled back, hands sliding over Alex’s chest. Her fingers hooked into the top edge of the gray bra. Alex watched Carmen's face as she jerked the fabric down, just enough to reveal the darker skin of Alex’s areolas. Her thumbs brushed over them, feeling the texture shift beneath her touch, the way the skin tightened.

Carmen’s eyes lifted through her brows, her gaze moving between Alex’s face and her chest with quiet, deliberate intent.

Alex shivered, a soft sound escaping her as Carmen lingered just a moment longer, then let the fabric snap back into place.

A laugh burst from Alex’s lips—bright and uncontrolled—her eyes crinkling as she looked down at Carmen, the sound filling the space between them, warm and real.

“Really?” Alex asked.

“Yes, really,” Carmen said.

She leaned down, the tip of her tongue flicking lightly against Carmen’s lip before she kissed her.

“You’re an enigma, Carmen,” Alex murmured against her mouth.

Carmen let out a quiet huff. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Alex pulled back just slightly, studying her.

“It means…” she said, softer now, “even being in your head, I don’t always know what you’re going to do next.”

Carmen’s mouth curved faintly. “I don’t even know what I’m going to do next.”

Alex let out a long exhale, amusement settling on her face.

“Huh.”

"What?"

Her gaze trailed over Carmen, slower this time.

“Maybe it’s not what you do,” Alex said. “It’s how you do it… that gets me.”

Alex settled her weight fully against Carmen, as Carmen pulled her into another kiss, humming softly against her lips.

Alex broke away, hovering over her, her chest rising fast, her eyes searching Carmen’s face like she was trying to hold onto something she had almost lost. Then let out a shaky breath over her, pressing kisses on her cheeks, her nose, her forehead, her lips—

before settling her full weight down, pinning Carmen to the mattress.

Carmen didn't resist it.

Alex's mouth ghosted against her ear.

“I’ve waited so long for this.”

The words broke slightly at the edges.

Carmen answered before she could understand why—a soft sound leaving her as she turned her head away, like the feeling of it was too close, too immediate—

then back again.

To her.

She may not have remembered it.

Meeting her.

But something in her did.

And it spoke through the fog.

“I know, sweetie,” she murmured, softer now, her voice settling into a steady and certain tone. “I know.”

Alex’s breath caught near her lips, before she kissed her.

Carmen met her immediately, her arms coming around her, pulling her in, her hand sliding into Alex’s hair, gathering it, holding her there as the kiss deepened.

Her fingers tightened just slightly, a gentle tug that drew a quiet reaction from Alex, something small and real that Carmen felt more than heard.

Alex shifted to lay next to Carmen, hand curling into her waist, thumb circling. Then Alex’s fingers went to the remaining buttons of Carmen's shirt, unfastening them with one hand, stopping briefly after the first one to look up at her for confirmation.

“Go ahead,” Carmen whispered, her gaze lifting to meet hers, heavy-lidded.

Alex undid the rest, her hand moving over Carmen’s bare stomach and side, quick, like she couldn’t get to her fast enough.

Carmen shifted lower, her mouth near Alex's cheek in the soft light.

She stilled—then felt it.

Warmth. Moisture.

Carmen pulled back to see her.

Alex’s eyes were wet, tears slipping quietly down, catching in the light that filtered through the sheer curtains, the ocean just beyond them, bright and endless.

For a fraction of a second, Carmen didn’t move.

Then, she leaned in, pressing a kiss to her cheek—gentle, lingering—her lips resting there as she took her in.

She pulled back, her thumb brushing carefully beneath Alex’s eye, wiping the tear away as it fell.

“Are you okay, Alex?” she murmured.

Alex let out a soft sound—caught between a laugh and a release—and took Carmen’s hand, turning it to press a kiss into her palm.

“I’m… more than okay.” she said quietly. “I'm exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

Carmen's mouth found Alex's again. Kisses that took their time, now somehow more complete. Her hand moved from Alex's cheek, tracing her collarbone down her arm, feeling the muscle flex beneath. They swept across Alex’s stomach, her chest rising softly with each touch, the soft sounds that escaped with them making Carmen's entire lower belly pull. Her fingers paused at Alex's waistband before moving upward again in a slow exploration that made Alex falter, her back arching slightly into the touch. Carmen looked up at her.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” Carmen murmured.

Alex sighed against her lips. As they kissed, Carmen guided Alex onto her back. In the same breath, Alex’s hand rose to knead Carmen's breast over her bra.

Carmen came closer to Alex's ear.

“Can you take it off?” she murmured. “I want you to really touch them."

Alex stilled, then let out a sharp, unsteady breath—like she’d been holding it for far too long.

“Yes,” she said. “Of course I can.”

Carmen sat up as Alex shifted to her knees, her arms reaching back between them to find the clasp of her bra. The movement brought them closer, the space narrowing until Carmen’s mouth brushed near Alex’s ear. She turned into her, eyes closing.

Carmen’s hand lifted, fingers curling around Alex’s shoulder, pressing and feeling it tense beneath her touch. She waited.

Again, her mind raced.

This is stupid. Stop. It’s not a big deal.

“Wait,” Carmen said. “I need to tell you something first.”

Alex stilled, about to fully unhook it.

“I don’t like how I look,” Carmen said.

“That doesn’t change what I see and... you’re so fuckin’ hot. You never have to be shy with me, Carmen. Ever.”

“No, it’s—” Carmen exhaled, shaking her head slightly. “Alex, I’m not being shy. I just… I don’t like them. I’m saying it so you know.”

Alex’s hand slid lightly along her side, steady, gentle.

“I know you don’t,” she said softly. “Let me see you.”

Carmen hesitated, then nodded once. “I will.”

“Okay.”

A pause.

“We don’t all have a perfectly toned body like you do.”

That was unnecessary.

Alex let out a quiet laugh, shaking her head.

“I’m not perfect, Carmen,” she said. “And I don’t want you to look like me. I want you like this. Exactly as you are.”

Carmen swallowed.

“Whatever you’re expecting—”

“Nothing,” Alex cut in gently. “I’m not expecting anything.”

“I’m telling you now, so you don’t expect something else. I don’t look the way you think I do. I know it.”

Alex’s gaze held hers, unwavering.

“I don’t,” she said. “I won’t. I promise.”

Carmen studied her for a second longer, searching.

“Okay. Go ahead.”

Alex reached back, unhooking her bra with ease. The fabric loosened, as her breasts spilled out of the cups, Alex pulled the bra down her arms, holding her close as she did it.

Carmen froze as she was bared to her.

Alex tossed the bra aside and looked down between them.

Carmen watched her, her heart pounding in her ears.

For a moment, Alex just looked—her tongue caught briefly between her teeth, her gaze fixed. Then, she blinked, slow, her lips parting as something like awe softened her expression.

She smiled, jaw dropping a little, brows lifting, as she took her in fully.

“Those are incredible,” Alex whispered, color rising fast in her cheeks. “What are you so worried about?”

“No, they’re not,” Carmen said, reaching up to hide herself.

Alex’s fingers traced gently around one, then slid over Carmen’s arm, her hand settling over her knuckles.

“Yes, they are,” she said softly. “They’re perfect in every way.”

Their eyes locked—Carmen searching, unsure.

But Alex didn’t look away. There was nothing uncertain in her expression. Warmth, hunger, and something deeper—a steadiness that didn’t move under Carmen’s doubt. Her lips brushed Carmen’s cheek.

Her voice was barely there against her skin.

“Please, baby… will you let me touch you?”

Their eyes met again and Carmen slowly moved her hand, Alex's taking its place. Grip firm and sure, taking the full breast in one hand. Carmen closed her eyes leaning into it as Alex wound her breast in a slow circle, before massaging it. Carmen’s hand came up, catching on Alex’s waistband—needing something to anchor herself.

As Alex’s touch deepened, Carmen turned into her, her lips finding Alex’s neck as her other arm curved around her back, settling at her waist.

She didn’t look.

She just felt—Alex’s breath growing heavier, her touch moving over her, somehow both gentle and rough at once. Carmen clamped her legs together, trying to freeze her hips in place. Alex’s attention, her warmth, the sounds she made—it all threatened to consume her.

It was… so different.

Not like before. Not like with anyone else.

Alex touched her in a way that made her feel held—steady, certain—like there was nowhere for it to go wrong. There was strength in it, in the way her hand moved, in the way she knew exactly how much, how far, how to keep it from becoming too much.

Or not enough.

Carmen held there, then gave slightly, a part of her loosening—

opening, slowly at first, then all at once, in a way she hadn’t thought was possible.

Her grip tensed at Alex’s back as she leaned into her more.

Alex kissed her temple as her hand continued, slow, deliberate. Then, she leaned down to kiss Carmen’s lips, and as she did it, shifted her weight, guiding Carmen with her as they turned together in one fluid motion.

Carmen pulled her in again, her hands holding fast, too afraid to drift too far from her.

Alex’s hand came up again to her chest, her knuckles grazing over skin—and Carmen’s hand followed, closing around her forearm.

Alex let out a shaky breath over her, hand moving to knead the other breast with the same devoted attention. Alex's touch like this alone, Carmen knew, could bring her to the edge if she let it.

And that got her thinking about those hands in other places.

Carmen leaned into Alex’s neck, going still for a second before she pressed a kiss there.

"Does that feel good, Carmen?"

Carmen nodded. Her reply coming out softer than she meant it to.

"… yeah."

Alex sighed, her other hand came up to the small of Carmen’s back, drawing her in just slightly, while the one at her breast stilled for a moment. Her touch, ever perfect—careful, and dangerously possessive.

Carmen tried to stifle the sounds she made, her breath catching as Alex's hands worked over her, but the confidence in Alex's touch was too much—too good.

Alex seemed to sense it, shifting closer until her mouth was right by Carmen's ear, thumb stroking over her nipple.

“You don't have to stay quiet, baby,” she whispered, her voice low and warm. “I know how much you like this. When I do it. Just let it out.”

That broke her. Carmen moaned against Alex's neck as Alex kissed her cheek, her mouth resting there, parted slightly against her skin. Carmen finally opened her eyes and pulled back to meet Alex’s gaze, bare before her. Her hand came up over Alex’s sports bra as Alex’s settled on her shoulders, both of them glancing down between them.

They kissed as Carmen pulled Alex's sports bra up, Alex helping to remove it. Carmen massaged Alex's breasts, pulling on her nipples, rolling them between her fingers. Alex parted from the kiss, moaning against Carmen’s mouth as she touched her.

Carmen lowered herself to kiss over Alex's breasts as Alex's fingers threaded through her hair, watching her through lowered lashes. Carmen took the nipple in one firm pull, her face fixed in concentration.

Her tongue circled it until Alex let out a choked sound. A flick of her tongue had Alex arching, head tipping back.

Again.

Faster.

Carmen flicked it in quick succession as Alex looked down at her, her lips parting slightly, caught somewhere between surprise and disbelief. Their eyes met as Carmen pulled away, a slow, knowing smile tugging at her lips. Her hands caught Alex’s waist as she pressed open-mouthed kisses over her stomach. Alex leaned back, bracing herself on the bed, giving Carmen a better angle.

The room filled with Alex's sounds as Carmen's lips traveled, mapping the dip of her stomach with deliberate, wet kisses until she hovered just above the waistband of Alex's shorts.

Again, she hesitated.

Even though she wanted to taste her.

Carmen came back to Alex's shaky lips, her hands coming up to caress Alex’s breasts. Alex's gaze shifted between Carmen's breasts and her face as if she might touch them again.

And Carmen hoped she would.

Carmen's own hand slid lower, fingers curling again over Alex's shorts, her palm cupping the heat beneath. Alex’s hand came over hers at once, their eyes locking as she bit her lip, a flush creeping up her neck.

Carmen traced her fingers over Alex’s pussy slow, wanting to slip beneath the fabric, to feel her directly—but she stopped herself again.

A flicker of doubt caught in her chest.

If they stopped, what if Alex thought she was pulling back? Leading her on.

“Can we…”

Alex’s hand came up, cupping Carmen’s face, her thumb resting lightly against her cheek.

“Can we what?”

Carmen hesitated, her gaze dropping before lifting again.

“I just… want a shower before we do anything else.”

Alex studied her for a moment, her voice softer than Carmen expected.

“Carmen, come here.”

Her arm slipped around her, drawing her in without urgency.

Carmen went easily, pressing into her, their bodies fitting together in a way that felt simpler than anything else had. They shifted together, knees pressing into the mattress, close, almost folded into each other. Their bare chests brushed as Carmen pulled her closer, closing the last of the space between them.

Alex’s hand slid along her back, steady, guiding—

and then, she leaned back into the pillows, drawing Carmen with her.

Carmen followed without thinking, her weight settling over her as they sank into the bed, their legs sliding together, tangling easily as the movement stilled.

They settled into the pillow, side by side.

Alex’s eyes fluttered closed.

Carmen’s fingers traced slowly along her brow, then down the line of her cheek, like she was learning her by touch.

“Oh god… you feel so fucking good on me,” Alex exhaled. “So perfect.”

Carmen let out a warm laugh.

She agreed. Of course she did.

Then, she tucked herself closer beside Alex, her arm slipping around her waist to hold her there, while Alex’s hand drifted up along her shoulder, then to her neck—steady, warm.

She pressed a kiss to Carmen’s forehead, leaving her lips there.

“There’s no rush to do anything,” Alex murmured. “There's no timeline. We do whatever we want. Our rules. It's just us. You and me.”

A knot formed in Carmen at that—then eased just as quickly.

“Okay?” Alex whispered against her skin.

“Okay,” Carmen said. “I like that.”

A small pause.

“Kiss me,” Alex said.

Carmen looked at her, then moved in, their mouths meeting again—slower this time, softer, the kind of kiss that didn’t need to go anywhere.

After a moment, Alex shifted, sitting up only long enough to reach for the comforter.

Carmen felt the loss of her immediately.

As she settled back down, Alex pulled the blanket over them, the fabric falling around their shoulders, closing them in together again.

Carmen drew her in closer than before, tighter, breathing her in at her neck, brushing her nose lightly against her skin. Alex sighed, her arm closing around Carmen.

They stayed like that.

Close.

Trading quiet kisses—then none at all—just the warmth of each other, hands resting, moving only when they felt like it.

No urgency.

No need to leave.

***

They lingered by the door longer than they meant to, caught in that space between leaving and staying, stretched just enough to feel it.

They’d eaten quick microwave noodles after pulling their clothes back on, sitting on the couch, giggling, not really saying anything—blushing as they caught each other looking.

Carmen hadn’t wanted to leave.

But she had to.

“What time will you come back?” Alex asked quietly.

“I don’t know.” Carmen looked up at her. “Probably six or seven.”

“Do you really think you’ll tell him?”

Carmen sighed, then nodded.

“It’s for the best,” she said. “For you, for me. For us.”

A pause.

“It’s what you want, right?” Alex asked.

Carmen let out a quiet scoff—the idea of freedom, close within reach.

“Yes,” she said, softer now. “But I just… I can’t just move in with you.”

“Why not?”

Carmen hesitated, her gaze slipping away for a second before returning.

“Because what if…” She swallowed. “What if you decide you don’t want to be with me? Then, what would I do?”

Alex didn’t answer right away.

Her expression shifted. It wasn’t doubt or uncertainty but… a kind of hurt she hadn’t expected.

“That’s not ever going to happen,” Alex said finally, steady again. “And if you decided this wasn’t what you want—” she paused, choosing her words more carefully, “—I’d still want you here.”

Carmen’s throat drew in.

She didn’t want that.

Didn’t want a version of this where staying meant something else.

But her mind went there anyway. It always did.

A familiar pull—toward what she was allowed to have.

And what she wasn’t.

Alex looked at her, that same tension still caught beneath the surface.

“I don’t want you to leave,” Alex said, quieter now. “Can I just drive you there? Please.”

“No,” Carmen said, shaking her head. “I get scared when someone else is driving me places. I’ll have a panic attack.”

“Then you can drive the truck,” Alex said quickly. “I don’t care. Just let me come with you.”

Carmen stepped closer, her voice softer now.

“No… I have to do it this way. The right way. Please, Alex.”

Alex closed the space between them, her hands coming up to frame Carmen’s face, careful. Her mouth parted, already searching for the words—then, she shook her head.

“Carmen, there is no right way.”

A small pause. Alex’s eyes searched hers, her face softening into sadness. Carmen’s lips parted—wanting to make it better. But she didn’t.

Instead, she reached up, smoothing a dark wave of hair behind Alex’s ear.

“I’ll be fine,” she said softly. “I promise.”

“Okay,” Alex said. “Okay.”

They kissed.

Not like before.

Quieter.

A hesitation held in it.

Carmen pulled away, grabbing her bag, her coat, her helmet.

She turned—against everything in her that told her not to—and stepped outside, the air cooler than she expected. She moved up the grassy hill toward her bike, her thoughts catching on everything she hadn’t said.

Then, she stopped.

Something from the dream.

The feeling of it.

She turned back.

Up toward the house.

The window.

Alex was there.

Watching.

Carmen smiled—small, but real—and lifted her hand.

Alex lifted hers in return.

Even from that distance, she could see it.

Carmen held it for a second longer, then turned back, swinging onto her bike. The engine came to life beneath her.

And she rode away.


Chapter Three

Carmen came back with the intention of telling him.
She set her keys down where she always did—then picked them back up, slipping the apartment key off the ring and leaving it beneath a pad of sticky notes.

She was doing it. Finally. Leaving.

The space held the same quiet it always did at that hour—early evening, nothing started again yet.

She moved through it without thinking.

A bag, half-packed.

Her phone lit up.

Alex:

make it okay?

Carmen:

Yeah, I’m here. In HELL. Packing.

Alex:

good.

i miss you.

A small sound slipped out of her before she could stop it—it was close to a whimper—but the tears didn’t follow.

Carmen:

I miss you too. See you soon.

She kept packing. Not everything. Only what was essential. Important documents. Clothes she wore often. The things she would notice missing. The rest could stay. She slid the bag under her side of the bed, not yet sure if she could go through with telling him. Maybe she’d just leave.

At least she wasn’t lying.

I’m a bad person, with good morals, she’d often joke.

Carmen sat on the edge of the mattress, the open drawer in front of her, and let the thought settle again.

I’ll tell him when he gets home.

It felt reasonable. It felt like the right kind of ending. Still, something in her resisted, kept shifting the ground under it.

She moved through the apartment, checking for anything that was hers, noticing again how the space pressed in on her—dark, a little too close, like it always had. Like hands around her neck, closing tight.

On the couch, she sat and clasped and unclasped her hands, crossed and uncrossed her legs, checked her phone.

A missed call. Tristan.

Carmen:

what’s up?

Tristan:

heading home in a few, need anything?

Carmen:

no, I’m good.

He was on his way. Maybe half an hour. Enough time to leave if she wanted to. Enough time not to decide yet. She could take a shower first.

In the bathroom, she turned the water on. Pulled out the tampon, undressed, and stepped in. The heat came fast, steady, filling the small space.

For a moment she just stood there, letting it run over her shoulders, her chest, her back. Three years in this apartment. Three years of learning how to make herself smaller, easier, quieter. Of letting things happen because it was simpler than explaining why they didn’t feel right.

Tristan said he cared about her. In his way, he did. He’d sat with her when it all came back, when her mind slipped again and again, when things didn’t hold together. He’d been there. That mattered. It did.

It had to.

But there had always been that other part. The part she tried not to look at too closely. The way she had to get a little removed from herself—just to be here.

Don’t think about that.

Don’t think about it.

She pulled conditioner through her hair.

The way she stayed anyway. She chose to, it was her fault. Not his, not anyone else’s.

She pressed her forehead briefly against the tile, eyes closing. He wasn’t a bad person. She repeated it, because it was true, or close enough to it. He wasn’t a bad person. But that didn’t make this right. Didn’t make it hers.

When she stepped out, she didn’t rush. She dried off slowly, got dressed in a dark gray T-shirt, boxers, and black joggers. Back in the bedroom, she sat on the edge of the bed again. She would tell him. Not leave without saying anything. That mattered.

She wasn’t a bad person.

The door opened.

Carmen stilled.

Tristan stepped in, letting the door close behind him with less care than usual. He didn’t look at her right away, not through the doorway—but she knew he knew she was there. He’d probably seen her bike. Her shoes.

His keys landed on the table, not in the bowl.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

His voice was flat. Worn down. He moved past her in the room, dropped his bag, and sat on the other side of the bed like something had already taken most of him.

Carmen watched him. She had planned the words. They didn’t come. Her jaw tensed.

“Tristan,” she said instead, “are you… okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, though it came uneven. “I—uh. Long day. We didn’t get much done. It just didn’t work out.” A breath. “Now I still gotta do laundry, and cook, and get ready for work tomorrow.”

It settled between them.

Guilt twisted low in Carmen’s stomach, quick and familiar, and she said it before she’d really decided to.

“I can do it.”

He looked up at her, brows knitting, green eyes flicking to hers.

“I’ll do the laundry,” she said. “And cook.”

A small pause. “Really?”

“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I’m feeling fine, so…”

He nodded once, the tension in his shoulders loosening. “I just need to lie down,” he said.

“Okay.”

He lay back without another word, one arm over his eyes, like the light had grown too bright. Carmen stood there a moment longer, the words still sitting somewhere beyond reach.

Then, she moved.

The laundry had been left where it usually was. She gathered it without sorting, without thinking about what was his and what was hers. A kind of numbness settled in, her mind going quiet, vacant, her body moving without being told.

It had blurred, over time.

Most things had.

The machine started with a low, familiar hum. She stayed near it for a while, watching nothing in particular, her eyes fixed somewhere in the turning water. They barely blinked.

After that, she moved to the window.

The air outside was beginning to cool, the light thinning. She drew in a breath.

She could leave.

Just do it. Walk out. Say nothing.

Her phone buzzed, but Carmen didn’t move to look at it. She stood there at the window for a long time. Just standing.

***

By the time the laundry finished, she was sorting through the fridge, throwing away what had gone bad. She carried the clothes back and began folding—careful, even.

Tristan came out while she was almost done. The sky outside still held light, but only just. He paused in the doorway, watching her. For a moment, he didn’t speak.

“I was thinking of making that pasta you like,” she said, without looking up.

“Wow,” he said. “Why?”

“Figured you would like it.”

“That’d be great.”

She set the folded clothes into the basket and carried them past him, placing them in the bedroom. When she came back, he was already in the kitchen. Waiting.

They cooked together. Not quite touching. Not quite apart. Carmen shifted out of his way easily when he stepped into her space, not meeting his gaze. The distance between them adjusted as they moved—small shifts, quiet awareness.

At one point, he placed a hand on her back. Carmen stepped away, easy, unremarkable, turning instead to the sink. She rinsed the cutting board, dried it, and wiped her hands.

When she turned back, he was watching her. She could’ve told him off—could’ve been sharp about it, shown him how disgusting his touch made her feel—but it wasn’t worth it. So, she let it pass.

He sighed.

They ate at the small table by the window.

“How’s work?” she asked.

“They’re cutting hours,” he said. “I should probably look for something else. How are deliveries?”

“Steady,” she said, chewing. “My bike’s probably going to need repairs soon.”

“I’ll help you pay for them.”

They looked at each other.

“No,” she said. “It’s fine. I need to do this… myself.”

Tristan tilted his head, pushing food around with his fork.

“Hmm, I would think,” he said, “with people staying home… because of the potential murders, that’d be good for business. Though I don’t want you out there.”

Well, too fucking bad.

Carmen just shrugged. He kept looking at her, chewing. She set her fork down, food still on the plate.

“Wanna play a board game? After we eat?” Tristan asked.

Carmen looked up.

She didn’t… but it would be the perfect time to tell him.

I’m a lesbian. I don’t want you. Never have.

She nodded.

“Sure.”

She stood to clear the plates. He ran a hand through his hair, trying to catch her eye. When he didn’t, he got up, grabbed the game, and laid it out. Carmen stood at the sink, the water running as she stared at the wall.

Just do it. What is wrong with you? How could he know if you never told him?

He thinks this is real.

The floor creaked behind her. She turned off the water.

He was still setting it up on the living room carpet when she came over.

I shouldn’t be here.

But she knelt down anyway.

Pieces moved. Rules followed. Easy conversation filled the space between turns. Tristan smiled more as it went on, relaxed—like he was returning to himself. He lay on his side, rolling the dice, looking up at her.

Lots of women would want this. Bi ones, straight ones, queer ones… he’s a musician with long hair. He’ll be fine.

Carmen played. She didn’t follow it closely, but she knew how to make it look like she did. That she was enjoying it, too. At some point, she realized she was losing—and let it happen.

When it ended, Tristan leaned back slightly, the win sitting easy on him. Completely oblivious.

“Wanna go again?” he asked.

“No, I do not,” Carmen said with a smile, not letting any tension show.

A pause.

“Aw,” he said, his voice dragging a little, like he could tempt her. “I’ll let you win this time.”

She felt a shift within her. It was not pleasant. It rose up, frothing with anger. Like a deep wound that had never been cleaned properly, scarred over rough and ugly.

But Carmen had become good at acting.

Her gaze moved past him.

He noticed.

Sat up.

“Carmen. Can you look at me?”

She did.

He played with one of the board pieces as he spoke.

“Even on hard days… even with everything—with the meds, and everything you’ve been through—” He let out a small breath. “One of the best parts of my day is coming home to you.”

Carmen’s chest stuttered, then held.

“You’re… just special,” he said, almost laughing at himself. “You are. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and you’re—” he shook his head slightly—“you’re so smart it makes me feel stupid sometimes.”

He looked at her, steady now.

“I didn’t know what love meant before you. I really see a future with you. Children. Like I said—I never wanted kids before I met you. You’ll make an amazing mom.”

Carmen looked down.

“We need to give the meds time,” he continued. “Maybe move somewhere else. It’s this place—the bad memories and all. We’ll get through this,” he said, softer. “Won’t we?”

Carmen searched for the words… but the wrong ones came out.

“How can you say that about me?” she said, out of nowhere. “I’ve been… terrible to you. It’s only gotten worse.”

“You’ve been through a lot,” he said. “Of course it gets to me sometimes. What you say, what you do—but I know where it’s coming from. I always forgive you.”

He reached toward her.

“Hey—don’t cry.”

“Please—” she said, already standing. “I just—I need—”

To get out of here, to get far away from you.

She shook her head. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

The door closed.

The lock clicked.

Carmen turned the shower on, hands shaking. Water struck tile, loud enough to fill the space. She stood there, hands braced against the counter, her head lowered.

Then dropped to the floor, the numbness breaking over what she’d kept forced shut for too long. A quiet, contained sob, held tight in her chest broke loose. Her shoulders shook once. Then again. She pressed her hand to her mouth, holding it there.

Outside, nothing had changed. The game still set on the floor. Tristan waiting.

Inside, something had already ended.

Or had just been accepted.

The room pressed in on her. She wished, suddenly and sharply, that there was a window—some quick way out. She pulled her phone from her pocket.

Carmen:

I can’t do it tonight. Had a bad day. Can I do it tomorrow?

Alex:

it’s okay, Carmen. Just come here now.

Carmen:

No. I need to do it like this. Just trust me. Be done with it.

Alex:

I do trust you.

A pause.

Carmen:

Please don’t hate me for this.

Alex:

I could never.

Carmen:

I want to be there with you. Only with you. I hate it here.

Alex:

god, I wish you were.

She stared at the screen, then locked it. Wiped her face on her shirt.

Get up.

Go do it.

No. No. No.

The thought of staying another night with him in the same space—she couldn’t. She wasn’t doing it.

She wasn’t.

Carmen turned off the water and stepped out of the bathroom, movements quick and decided.

“Want to talk about it?” Tristan asked from the doorway of the bedroom.

She shook her head, stepping past him into the room.

Her eyes were bloodshot now. She hadn’t noticed when that had happened.
Her gaze drifted to the other side of the bed—to her bag.

“I’m probably gonna to go to bed,” he said. “Need anything?”

She shook her head again.

“Okay. Try not to stay up too late.”

“Tristan,” she said. “I’m leaving.”

He lingered a moment, like he was waiting for her to say more.

“Why?” he said. “No, it’s crazy late.”

“I don’t care,” she said, her voice breaking. “I’m getting out of this hell. I’m—I’m not going to live with you anymore. I can’t. This ISN’T ME!”

She knelt down, grabbing the bag she’d packed.

“Carmen?” He reached for her, trying to hold her in place. “Please don’t do this.”

“Don’t touch me.” Her voice sharpened. “Get your hands off me.”

She stepped around him, grabbing her keys—and her knife—from the bowl.

“Please don’t go out,” he said. “It’s dangerous. There’s a fucking murderer out there.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Text me. Please. Just—text me.”

Their eyes met one last time. Carmen knew it would be.

“Goodbye, Tristan.”

She turned before he could answer.

Behind her, he shifted—like he might follow, like he might try again—but it didn’t come.

Carmen moved quickly down the hallway, her skin crawling, her gut twisting with every step.

The air felt wrong—dragging at her, tightening at her throat, like it was trying to pull her back.

She pushed through it, forcing each step like she was moving against a current.

When she reached the front door, Carmen shoved through and kept going.

***

Carmen rode as the sky turned dark.

The engine filled the space where everything else wanted to sit, loud and steady beneath her as she moved through streets—bars open, doors cracked, music slipping out in pieces. Laughter carried, uneven, people lingering like the night hadn’t quite ended yet.

Sunday.

Barely any bar-crawl.

That’s all it was.

She didn’t slow down. Didn’t look too long. A couple passed too close to the curb, arms around each other, careless with it. Someone shouted from across the street. A door slammed. Life continuing like nothing had shifted.

The streets thinned the farther she rode. Lights dimmer. Windows dark. The sound of the water came through again, low and constant beneath everything else.

She didn’t realize where she was heading until the bike was already slowing.

One of the spots. Not the main one.

A narrow side street, brick closing in on both sides—the kind of place people didn’t walk into unless they meant to. She cut the engine and sat there a second, hands still on the grips, her breath not quite steady.

Then, she swung off, the bag shifting against her shoulder as she stepped toward the alley.

It hadn’t changed. It never did.

Same dip in the pavement where rainwater pooled. Same overhang that blocked just enough of it if you pressed close enough to the wall. She’d slept here more than once. Back when it mattered. Back when there wasn’t anything else.

Her boots echoed once as she stepped in, then again, softer this time.

She stopped.

A sudden shift in the air.

“Carmen.”

The voice came from behind her.

Male. Close.

Carmen turned.

Mid-twenties, maybe. Hard to place. He stood off—too still, like the space didn’t quite move around him the way it should.

She looked him over once, unimpressed.

“Nope,” she said. “You’ve got the wrong person.”

“I do not.”

He said it like it settled the matter. Like it didn’t matter what she said.

“Lydia needs to see you.”

Carmen’s expression didn’t shift.

“Who the hell is Lydia?”

“You’re coming with me, Carmen.”

A small sound left her—almost a laugh.

“No, I’m not.”

Her fingers brushed the knife, her posture loose, unbothered.

He stepped forward. Measured.

“No,” he said. “That wasn’t a question.”

Carmen sighed, looking him over again.

“What’s wrong with your shirt?”

He glanced down, pinching the fabric, then looked back at her.

“What do you mean?”

“It looks inside out.”

“It’s supposed to look like that.”

“Well, it looks dumb. Real dumb.”

“It looks fine,” he said, his facade slipping—sharp teeth showing.

Carmen’s eyes brushed over them and everything else, not letting it show. They weren’t fangs—just sharper than they should be. She looked back at his shirt.

“Did your girlfriend let you leave the house like that? Be honest.”

His face cracked into a mocking smile that… didn’t quite get the upper hand.

Carmen blinked, sniffed, waited. As her head tipped slightly, her thumb flicked the blade open—still in her pocket.

He exhaled, long and controlled.

“Okay… let’s go. Now.”

“Yeah,” she said, making a wide, sweeping gesture. “I’m just gonna follow you like that. You fucking stupid?”

“You don’t have a choice,” he warned. “I’ll take you by force.”

“Oh?” She laughed. “Will you?”

A third voice cut through it.

“Is there a problem here?”

Calm.

Behind him.

The man stilled—not fully, just enough—and when he turned, whatever he saw hit immediately. Fear moved through him fast, breaking whatever power he’d been holding onto.

“Malcolm—” he started, trying for friendly.

“I said,” Malcolm repeated, stepping forward from the darkness, “is there a problem here?”

He wore his work uniform, dark shirt tucked into navy tactical pants. His beard—gone this time. He towered a foot taller than the other man.

The man shook his head too quickly.

“No. No, I—she was just—”

“Mhm.”

It wasn’t louder.

Didn’t need to be.

The man didn’t hesitate. He turned and was gone before the sound of his steps had time to settle.

Silence followed.

Different now.

Carmen turned, finally looking at Malcolm.

“Damn, you SCAAARED him. Think he shit himself?”

He turned to look in the direction of the road, like he was considering it. Then looked back to her.

“Carmen, what did you get yourself into?”

“I had it handled,” she said. “Thanks.”

“Did you?”

He said it simply. Not arguing or pushing.

She looked at him another second, then stepped past him, heading back toward the street.

“I’m fine.”

“Are you?”

She didn’t answer.

Didn’t slow.

“You need to get somewhere safe, Carmen. It’s not out here.”

She stopped for half a second, then kept walking.

“Leave me alone, Malcolm. I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can. Usually,” he said. “But not this time.”

That slowed her.

She turned to look at him over her shoulder. Something flickered there—gone just as quickly.

“Yeah?” she asked. “What do you know about it?”

It came out harsher than she wanted it to. For a moment, he didn’t answer.

“Do you need a place to stay?” he asked, liked it was nothing.

The question landed clean. No pressure.

Carmen held his gaze a second longer, then shook her head.

“Nope,” she said. “I’m good.”

A car passed beyond the alley.

Malcolm reached into his pocket, pulled out a small folded piece of paper, and held it out.

“Take it anyway. My number.”

She hesitated—then took it, folding it once without looking before slipping it into her pocket.

“You just walk around with your number in your pocket, Malcolm?”

He didn’t react to that.

“Call me,” he said. “If anything changes.”

“Everything always changes.”

She stepped back to her bike and settled onto the seat, the engine roaring to life beneath her.

For a second, she just sat there, hands tight on the grips.

When she looked back to where Malcolm had been. He was gone.

“OH-KAY,” she said. “That’s some typical vampire shit right there—classic.”

She pulled her helmet on, glanced for traffic.

Her mind went to Alex. The thought came fast—a bright warmth curling through her.

But first—food.

***

Carmen rode on, not really choosing the direction this time, just following the road until the glow of a small grocery store caught her eye. Lights still on. The kind of place that stayed open later than it should for no reason.

She pulled in, cut the engine, and for a second the quiet felt too wide again without it.

Inside, the air shifted—cool, clean, faintly herbal. The kind of place that was all organic, no real junk food. She moved through the aisles without thinking too hard, grabbing a couple of sandwiches, dark chocolate—things that felt easy, her body moving on habit more than intention—until her gaze caught near the front.

Flowers.

Buckets lined together, stems crowded in shallow water, petals catching the light. Her eyes landed there and didn’t move.

White roses.

A full bouquet, open enough to show, not enough to fade. Clean. Bright.

She stepped closer, picked them up without thinking, and smelled them—then brought everything to the counter and set it down as the cashier rang it up. Carmen pulled out her phone while she waited.

Carmen:

Okay if I come over?

The reply came almost immediately.

Alex:

always.

you don’t ever have to ask me.

Her chest fluttered.

It felt easy—and in that, she noticed how guarded she’d always been with everyone else.

“You’re like the first customer we’ve had since my shift started,” the cashier said, pink hair framing a face dotted with piercings.

“Really?”

“Yeah. We’ll probably be closed for a few days if this keeps up.” A pause. “Wow. Nice flowers.”

Carmen smiled.

“They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”

“I didn’t even notice them over there.”

Carmen paused—just for a second—but let it go.

She nodded, paid, wished the cashier goodnight, and stepped outside into the cool ocean air, packing everything the way she always did—quick, efficient, tying the bag to the bike like it was just another delivery. Routine.

Her gaze lifted, catching on a figure farther out—still.

Carmen raised her brows, lifting her hand in a wave, and waited.

It didn’t move.

“HEY, WHAT’S UP?”

No response.

She probably should’ve felt… anything.

But the night didn’t bother her. Not now. She used to live out there.

She simply got on the bike and left. By the time she looked again the figure was gone.

The road stretched longer this time, quieter.

It had been a while since anything followed her like that.

She didn’t finish the thought.

She rode.

***

She pulled in at the edge of the lot and cut the engine. Sat there a second. Then, she reached for her phone, turned the flashlight on, and stepped off, grabbing the bag and the flowers as she made her way down the hill.

The porch light clicked on before she reached it.

Alex stepped out. Carmen’s chest lifted, and she let it happen this time—let herself feel it.

She wore a clean, baggy white T-shirt and beige sweatpants.

She looks good in everything.

“Why don’t you just drive down?” she called. “There’s a little path.”

“Eh, my bike doesn’t like it,” Carmen said, stepping into the light. “Too bumpy.”

Alex’s gaze moved over her—quick, checking.

Then it stopped.

On the flowers.

“I got some things,” Carmen said. “These are for you.”

Alex didn’t take them right away. Just looked.

“You got… white roses?”

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “Do you like them?”

She reached for them then—careful. Too careful.

Carmen took it in—Alex holding them, looking at her. Hair loose and swept back, lashes long, casting shadows along her cheeks. Small silver hoops in her ears catching the faint light.

She was beautiful.

The sight of it ripped into Carmen. An immensity that felt bigger than her. Bigger than the world. Primordial. In it was happiness that was somehow also deeply painful.

Carmen swallowed it down on instinct, not knowing what to do with it. Or where it had come from. It had been a long night. That was all. Wasn’t it?

“Why these ones, Carmen?”

Carmen frowned slightly. “They looked fresh. And they’re starting to open.”

Alex nodded, a small movement.

“They’re like… wedding roses. Aren’t they?” she said, studying Carmen’s face.

Carmen let out a light laugh, barely thinking about it, her frame shaking just a little. Hoping Alex wouldn’t notice.

“They’re the only flowers you should have at a wedding. I always thought that—white roses.”

Alex’s expression changed.

Her smile came with it—but softer.

Longing was there, and sadness too.

She stepped back, opened the door, and turned away.

“Come on in.”

Carmen hesitated.

She thought—

just for a second—

that she saw a tear fall as Alex turned.


Chapter Four

They kissed at the doorway.

And broke apart laughing.

Carmen stepped away, color rising to her cheeks.

“Do you have a vase?” she asked.

“Yeah, I have something,” Alex said.

“I also got food, if you’re hungry.”

“I am.”

Inside felt warmer—safe—and Carmen dropped onto the couch as Alex moved toward the kitchen, setting the flowers in a tall mason jar. Carmen unpacked the food onto the coffee table.

“Thirsty?” Alex called.

“Yeah,” Carmen said. “I don’t think I drank enough today.”

She came back with two glasses of water, setting them down as Carmen leaned back slightly, exhaling. Watching her.

“You look really pretty tonight, Alex.”

“Thank you,” Alex said, before clearing her throat. “I just assumed you wanted water, but I’ve got juice, too.”

“It’s fine,” Carmen murmured. “It’s all I drink, actually.”

Alex leaned over, kissed her cheek, and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear.

“You’re so perfect.”

The compliment went right through Carmen. It didn’t touch her.

But she smiled anyway, already reaching for anything else. Like she’d learned a long time ago.

“The store was empty,” she said. “Cashier said I was the first customer all night. They might close for a few days.”

Alex glanced at her, settling back onto a pillow. “Yeah. A few of my coworkers called out last week. I might be taking more shifts.”

“You’re not scared? Of the latest deaths?”

Alex tilted her head. “No. Should I be?”

Carmen shook her head, already coming forward again, reaching into the bag. “I got sandwiches. This one’s an Italian, and this one is… called a green goddess? I don’t know what’s in it. Looks good though.”

Alex took the green one.

“You can have the Italian. I’m vegetarian.”

Carmen paused, glancing at it, then back at her. “I didn’t know that.”

Alex gave a small shrug. “Well, I don’t go around announcing it.”

The words landed a little sharper than Alex may have meant, and she seemed to notice it immediately—the small shift in Carmen’s face.

“Sorry,” she added, softer now. “That came out harsher than I meant it to.”

Carmen shook her head.

“No, it’s okay.”

A small pause hung there, then Alex shifted closer, her arm sliding around Carmen’s shoulders, pulling her in like it was the most natural thing in the world. She kissed her—slow. Their eyes met.

“Thank you,” she murmured against her lips. “I appreciate you thinking of me. And I’m very glad you came. I worried you wouldn’t.”

“I couldn’t not.”

They kissed again, softer this time, then settled back into the couch, opening the food and passing things between them as they ate—talking about the weather, the tides, traffic.

“I think your phone is buzzing,” Alex said.

Carmen reached for it. Tristan.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

Even so, Alex’s gaze lingered on her before she finally let out a breath she’d been holding.

Carmen texted quickly, letting him know she had somewhere to stay for the night.

Tristan:

Be careful out there. I’m serious.

Carmen scoffed, her eyes flicking to the delivery app, notifications stacking up beneath it.

“Oh my god,” she said.

“What?”

“There are so many orders,” Carmen said, her finger brushing the screen. “But not enough drivers. This is… kind of intense.”

She set the phone down, shaking her head. “I’m going to be crazy busy tomorrow.”

“You’re going out—working tomorrow?”

Carmen glanced at her, working a piece of food from her teeth with her tongue.

“Yeah. I’m gonna have to, if it’s this busy.”

She took a bite, already thinking through it, Alex’s gaze falling slowly over her.

“You don’t have to,” Alex said, voice lower than it had been. “You could stay here.”

Carmen glanced at her. “Oh, that’s okay… don’t you work tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I start at six.”

“In the morning?”

“Yeah.”

Carmen stilled.

“Is it okay if I’m here tonight?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “Just sleep in. I’ll try not to wake you.”

“No, no—I won’t do that.”

Alex smiled faintly.

The conversation drifted after that. Easy.

Movies first—ones they’d seen, ones they hadn’t. Then stranger things. Ghost stories, half-serious, half not.

Carmen kept it there. Nothing too real, nothing that brushed too close to her psychosis. Just funny games from late nights with friends growing up—wandering into the woods, that kind of thing. Childhood fears, reshaped into something lighter.

Alex followed her lead, lightening it when it dipped, steering it back without making it obvious.

Then aliens. Skinwalkers. Reincarnation. Other what-ifs.

The kind of talk that didn’t need to land anywhere.

“I do believe in… all that stuff. The paranormal and maybe even an afterlife,” Alex said, finishing her sandwich. “But I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“What do you mean?”

Alex shrugged slightly, reaching for her drink.

“Like… I think it’s all kind of scientific. Even the spiritual stuff. People act like they’re separate, but I don’t think they are.”

“Hm. Maybe. That’s interesting.”

Carmen took a sip of water, her thoughts drifting.

Back to the dead body she’d found recently.

Drained.

To Malcolm.

To everything that hadn’t made sense.

She turned it over.

“Do you believe in vampires?” she asked.

Alex blinked.

“In what?”

“Vampires,” Carmen said. “Beings that drink blood.”

“I mean…” Alex leaned back slightly. “No. I guess not.”

A small pause, head tilting as she considered it.

“Though, I’ve seen some weird shit online.”

“Online?” Carmen asked.

Alex glanced at her, then away, lifting her glass.

Carmen waited.

But Alex didn’t say more.

Even though—

it felt like there was something there.

Carmen relaxed.

“I saw this guy once,” she said. “When I was homeless. I thought he was eating someone.”

A small pause.

“But he was actually drinking their blood.”

Carmen gestured as she spoke, casual, like it was ordinary.

Alex just stared at her.

Didn’t react right away.

Then, she blinked—realization flickering behind her eyes.

“That was… real?”

Carmen hesitated.

The dream.

The day before.

Alex there—

seeing it.

She let it pass.

“I thought it was a recurring dream,” Carmen said. “But it wasn’t.”

A beat.

“I saw him again. He works in an ambulance. I saw him just recently.”

“A vampire that works in an ambulance?” Alex asked.

Carmen nodded, like it was normal. Completely straight-faced.

“Yeah,” she said, with a small grin. “You don’t believe me?”

Alex shook her head once.

“No,” she said. “I do.”

A pause.

“I told you. I believe everything you say, Carmen.”

Her eyes held Carmen’s.

“Don’t you remember?” Alex added.

Carmen nodded.

“Yes,” she murmured. “You said that. How could I forget?”

Silence settled between them.

Not empty—Alex let out a small laugh.

Soft.

“So, what made you think of that?” Alex asked.

Carmen shrugged lightly.

“What if those murders…” she said.

A beat.

“Or suicides…”

She looked at Alex.

“Are something else entirely?”

Alex let out a quiet huff. “That would be something.”

Carmen’s attention had already drifted.

Back to her phone.

She picked it up, opening the app again.

“Oh, I knew it,” she said. “Look—even more orders.”

“Carmen,” Alex said, more carefully now, “maybe it’s best you lay low for a bit. I’ve got a… bad feeling.”

For a second, Carmen thought of the man in the alley.

Should she tell her?

But she didn’t.

She didn’t say anything about it.

“No,” she said instead. “I can’t pass this up. I’m sorry. I’ll stop going on my phone. I’m being rude, I know.”

Her thumb moved across the screen.

“You’re okay.”

Alex watched her.

Took a long breath.

“I just—,” she said. “Just be careful. For me?”

“I always am.”

Carmen shifted, a grimace passing over her face. Her hand pressed low against her stomach—brief, quick—before she leaned forward again like it hadn’t happened.

Alex noticed.

“Do you need anything?” she asked, light, but watching her.

Carmen hesitated a second. “Some ibuprofen?”

“Sure.” Alex was already standing, moving, grabbing it without asking anything else, setting it down in front of her by the glass of water.

Carmen took it. Swallowed. Exhaled a little slower after.

“Do you want a heat pad?” Alex asked.

Carmen shook her head.

“No,” she said. “Those never really help.”

A small pause.

Alex ran her tongue lightly along her teeth, like she was clearing the last of the food—or thinking—then took a sip of water, her gaze drifting around the room before settling back on Carmen.

“Do you want to take a hot shower?” she said. “Those always help me.”

Carmen felt that.

Not just the suggestion.

What came with it.

But she played it cool. At least, she tried to.

“Yeah,” she said, quieter. “I’d like that.”

She looked up and added—

“Can you sit in the bathroom with me?”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah,” she said, voice low. “Of course.”

***

Carmen stood under the water, letting it run over her shoulders, her head tipped slightly forward as it soaked through her hair.

On the other side of the curtain, Alex moved at the sink, brushing her teeth.

“I have extra toothbrushes,” she said around it. “If you need one.”

“Okay.”

The shower came loud and constant.

“Alex, can I use your body wash?”

“Go ahead, baby.”

Carmen stilled for a second.

Still not used to that.

She let out a small breath, reaching for it, working it slowly into her skin.

“You know…” Carmen said, quieter now, “despite everything going on…”

A pause.

“I feel better.”

The water filled the space between them for a moment.

Alex didn’t answer right away.

She finished brushing, rinsed, then leaned against the sink. Facing the shower.

“You’re feeling better?”

“Yeah.” Carmen nodded, even though Alex couldn’t see it. “I stopped taking my medication. For the hallucinations.”

A pause.

“Really?”

Carmen braced for it—judgment, concern, a need to redirect her experience. And so, she spoke before Alex could even try.

“Yeah,” she said, a little more firmly. “Nothing’s happening. No voices. I feel fine. I’m sleeping better.” A small exhale. “Those medications I was taking have serious side-effects. Like… this is the first period I’ve had in almost three years. Other than spotting.”

Another pause.

“I’m glad you feel better, Carmen,” Alex said.

Simple. Like a fresh breeze.

Carmen blinked, her shoulders eased slightly at that.

“How are you doing… Alex?”

“I’m very happy,” Alex said. “How could I not be?”

A small pause.

“I’m with you. The most beautiful woman in the world.”

Carmen went still, again.

For a second, it didn’t register.

The words reached her—

and kept going.

Like they hadn’t found anything to hold onto.

She let out a small breath, looking down, letting the water run over her skin.

Then, she smiled.

Faint.

A little delayed.

Like she’d remembered she was supposed to. She sighed. Wondering how she should respond. And then didn’t.

Changed the subject instead.

“I didn’t really break up with Tristan,” Carmen admitted. “I just… told him I wasn’t coming back.”

“You did?”

Carmen leaned forward, pushing the curtain aside just enough to look at her.

“Yeah,” she said. “I did.”

They met halfway.

The kiss was quick—wet, certain.

Alex pulled back first, just enough to look at her.

“You look so good with wet hair.”

Carmen just looked at her.

The words landed—
and didn’t. Because they were about herself. They didn’t feel true, even if it was Alex saying them.

“Is that okay to say?” Alex asked.

“Of course it is.”

They kissed again.

This time it held longer.

Deepened.

Not rushed.

Alex paused.

Carmen studied her face.

Up close like this, it felt—

different.

She could almost relax into it.

“Do you want to come in?” Carmen asked.

Alex nodded.

Lips parted.

She pulled the shirt over her head, then her pants, her bra, her underwear following in quick, practiced motions.

Stepping into the shower, her movements were clumsy yet graceful.

This was the first time seeing all of her.

Carmen’s eyes dragged over her. Alex did the same.

Their eyes met—something passing between them before Carmen looked away, smirking.

Alex let the water run over her hair before stepping closer, reaching down to tip Carmen’s face up.

Their mouths met under it, water streaming down over them. Alex lowered herself, knees pressing against the tub floor. She looked up. Carmen stilled, unsure what was expected of her.

So, she came down to meet her, arms crossing over her own chest. Alex shifted back on her heels, maintaining that space between them, making Carmen the taller one again.

Their lips brushed again, a soft, warm press before Alex's mouth began to trail downward.

Reluctantly, Carmen's arms uncrossed, hands finding Alex's shoulders, then her cheek as lips closed around her nipple. Carmen didn’t even try to hide it, her mouth dropped open as she looked down, meeting Alex’s gaze. Her whole body pulsed with it. She closed her eyes, head tilting back in the stream.

A sigh left her, her hips tilting forward. Alex's palm pressed against the small of her back, drawing her closer, a steady warmth against water-slicked skin.

Alex's hand drifted lower, fingers sliding toward the heat between Carmen's legs. Carmen caught her wrist, pulling it back up to settle on her hip. Alex's eyes questioned hers as she pulled back a little.

“I can make you feel better, Carmen.”

The thought of it… in the shower, Alex’s attention all on her like that.

She froze in place before it became anything.

Smoothed her hair back, like nothing could touch her.

“You are, Alex,” she said. “You do.”

“Put your hand on my throat,” Alex said, her voice dropping all at once—dangerously low.

Carmen stilled.

For a second, she didn’t move. Then, she swallowed, jaw locking up.

She lifted her hand, fingers hovering before settling there—light at first, then firmer, closing around Alex’s neck. Not squeezing, just holding.

Her thumb moved slowly over the center of it, feeling the quick pulse beneath, mixing with her own.

Alex tipped her head back, a small shake sending droplets of water catching the light near her earrings, her hair clinging to her skin as her neck opened under Carmen’s hand.

Her eyes found Carmen, the light blue stark against dark lashes.

“You like that, don’t you?” Alex asked.

Carmen’s lips twitched and she looked away.

“Maybe a little.”

Alex smiled.

She reached behind Carmen, pulling up the drain lever.

Water rushed into the tub.

“Why do that?” Carmen asked quietly. “It’ll fill with blood.”

Alex shrugged, unconcerned.

“Doesn’t bother me.”

Carmen let herself sink down, pulling Alex with her. They settled close, bodies pressed together as the water climbed around them, warm, steady.

They kissed.

Unhurried.

Carmen’s hand moved near Alex’s knee—just curious, then more certain. She looked down in the water between Alex’s legs. Alex noticed, her lips coming to Carmen’s neck.

“See something you like?” Alex murmured between kisses.

Carmen smiled.

Nodded once.

“Mhm.”

“You can touch me,” Alex said. “Wherever you want.”

The water kept rising.

Carmen’s hand moved up her thigh—slow at first.

Meant only to be teasing.

Not quite committing.

Then her hand found her clit.

She’d done this before.

Enough times to know how it usually went.

Light.

And distant. She could do distant.

A place she could step into and out of without thinking too much about it.

Alex responded immediately.

A shift in her breath.

A soft sound—uncontrolled.

Real.

It caught Carmen off guard.

A low pull settled in her, filling, aching.

Unraveling quickly.

Too fast.

Faster than it should have.

She stilled for a second.

Not pulling away.

But not moving forward either.

Like she didn’t trust it.

The feeling.

The way it had reached who she was—from another time.

Alex shifted again under her fingers, closer now, like it was natural—like it had always been this way. Her face turning into Carmen, sighing in her skin.

Carmen swallowed.

She wasn’t used to that.

For it to mean something.

The water sloshed against the sides of the tub, spilling over, running onto the floor.

Carmen reached back, breath uneven.

Turned it off.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Alex replied easily. “I’ll clean it up after.”

They stayed where they were, still kissing—smiling faintly into each other’s lips.

Then Alex leaned back against the tub, her head resting against the wall, completely at ease.

Carmen looked at her.

Took her in.

The differences.

How Alex’s breasts hovered just at the surface of the water—uncovered, smaller, sitting where they were supposed to. Where the world said they should.

Carmen’s didn’t.

They never had.

She’d always felt them first—too much, too present, too heavy—something she had to adjust to, account for, hide if she could.

The way Alex held herself—no hesitation, bold, no second-guessing.

Carmen could imitate confidence.

With clothes on.

Not like this.

Not here.

It settled somewhere in her—

not fully understood, but present.

Admiration.

Curiosity.

And something else.

Quieter.

Harder to name.

Bitterness.

But not toward Alex.

Toward herself.

The room went silent.

Only the faint sound of water on tile.

“So,” Alex said, softer now, “tell me what you’re into, Carmen.”

Carmen bit her lip, then met her gaze.

“Lots of things. I guess.”

“Well, I know you like being called Mommy… what else?”

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh.

“I wondered… how did you know about that?”

She wished she hadn’t asked it.

“I just do,” Alex said, looking at her through her brows. “Don’t worry about it.”

A small pause settled between them, relief cooling through Carmen.

“You really like it, right?” Alex added, quieter now. “You’re not just playing along for other people?”

Carmen felt the heat rise instantly, blooming across her chest, her face.

“No,” she said, a little too quickly. Then softer, more certain, “I’m not doing it for anyone else. I just… I love being Mommy.”

“Mhm.” Alex’s gaze dragged over her, slow, taking her in. “Yeah. I can tell.”

She leaned in, closer this time—fingers brushing along Carmen’s collarbone, light but deliberate. Her voice dropped, a darker edge threading through it—one that didn’t quite ask permission.

“You’d look so hot pregnant.”

The words landed before Carmen could brace for them.

She shifted abruptly, pushing herself up against the side of the tub, water lapping higher as her chest caught, uneven.

Alex stilled for half a second—just enough to register it. The corner of her mouth turning up.

Then, she leaned back, not retreating, just… easing the pressure. Her hand found Carmen’s back instead, warm, soothing, moving in slow, absent strokes.

Then down the line of her spine.

She didn’t say anything else.

Didn’t need to.

The moment stretched, quieter now. The weight of it still there, but not at the center.

Carmen let herself breathe through it, the heat in her body not gone, just… shifting.

Hard to name why.

When she finally turned her head, Alex was already watching her—eyes heavy-lidded, a faint, knowing curve to her mouth. Not pushing. Just there.

Carmen swallowed, then tilted her head slightly.

“So… what do you like to be called in bed, Alex?”

Alex chuckled, shaking her head.

“Just my name is fine.”

A beat passed.

Then, softer—unguarded now, but certain—

“Though… you could call me yours.”

Her mouth curved slightly.

“That might do it.”

Carmen nodded, one arm across her own chest the other trailing through the water.

“Okay,” she said. “I like that.”

A quiet moment settled between them. Carmen leaned back, coming closer.

“What else are you into?” Alex asked.

Carmen stilled.

Tried to think.

Nothing came.

Not really.

“I don’t know,” she said finally.

“Do you like bondage? Toys? My guess is you’ve never taken a strap.”

Carmen let out a short laugh. “I’ve worn one.”

Alex shook her head slightly, tone turning playful. Seeking. “That’s not what I asked, Silly. Have you taken one?”

Carmen didn’t answer, just let her hand trail in the water.

“I know you haven’t,” Alex said, quieter now. “Because I haven’t either.”

Carmen blinked, caught off guard. “You haven’t?”

“No.”

The pause lingered, not awkward—just full. The water moved quietly around them, soft ripples marking every shift, every breath.

“And you want to?” Carmen asked, looking over at her.

Alex held her gaze. “If you were the one wearing it—yeah.”

A small quiet pause, her hand found Carmen’s thigh.

“And I think you’d like it too. If I was the one with you… wearing it.”

Carmen didn’t deny it—but something low in her pulled, equal parts want and warning. She looked down at Alex’s hand.

“I just worry it would be triggering for me,” Carmen said.

Their eyes met again.

Alex’s face shifted—surprise giving way to realization, with an iciness underneath. She tried to hide it, but Carmen could tell in an instant.

“You think it would remind you of him?”

Carmen went still.

For a second, it looked like she wouldn’t answer. Then her mouth moved, like the words had to be worked loose.

“The first year I was with Tristan…” she started, voice unsteady. “I was high or drunk most of the time. I'd never done that. Like, I smoked weed once as a teenager and did not like it. But there I was, just never sober. Always gone. It’s made my memory problems even worse—yeah, I know I have ‘em… and they’d just finally started to come back to me. My psychiatrist knew. She could smell it when I went to her office. But I would lie. I had to.”

Alex didn’t interrupt. She held there as she listened.

Carmen looked at the ceiling. Voice coming quicker.

“It would black me out—but not fully. It never lasted long enough. I’d wake up… in the middle of it.”

She let out a shaky exhale, her gaze dropping.

“I didn’t choose to be there. Not that I could ever remember… agreeing to it. But it felt…” She hesitated, jaw tightening slightly. “Safer than being on the street. At the time.”

The words settled between them, heavy, unmoving.

Alex went still.

Then her hands came together in front of her face, fingers pressed lightly to her lips, her eyes closing—almost as if she was praying. Clearly holding herself there, as still as possible. Containing something sharp enough it might’ve broken loose if she let it.

Her breathing stayed slow. As if each and every inhale and exhale were measured precisely.

Carmen watched her, uncertainty flickering in her chest.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “Is this too heavy, Alex?”

A small shake of the head.

Alex didn’t move her hands or open her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was low, steady—controlled in a way that made it clear the control mattered.

“No.”

A beat.

Then, softer—

“Just tell me everything. I need to hear it.”

“Okay,” Carmen whispered.

“I don’t remember if I told you but… I did go back to live with my mom for a bit. After I was first admitted. At eighteen.” A small pause. “Yeah, I did but I couldn’t stay longer than a month.”

Her gaze dropped, unfocused.

“The memories came back. How horrible she’d been. Always. And she hadn’t changed her mind. About me being… me.”

A pause.

“So that’s how I ended up with no place to live again.”

Her hands flinched in her lap.

“And I just—” she shook her head faintly, searching for it. “I couldn’t do it. Being homeless… it gets harder the longer you’re there. Every day just… stretches. Feels like years stacked on top of each other. The hours feel longer than you think is ever possible. Words can’t quite explain it. Plus, I couldn’t do another winter.”

Her voice thinned, but didn’t break.

“You don’t know what it does to a person. Who they are. Not having a place to call home. Privacy.”

A quiet, breathless sound left her—not quite a laugh.

“After that, maybe a part of me was so scrambled, that I thought… that it made sense… if I got with a guy, my mom would finally get off my back. No that’s not it… More like, I’d finally have something—support, money, food, clean clothes. Someone who gave two fucks about me.”

She laughed like it was funny.

“Finally, right? And, well… truth be told, even before I came out, she always hated me. I’ve had to grovel for any type of affection from her my entire life. Get on my knees for it like a little bitch. My mother, Camille—she eats that kind of shit right up. Lives for it. My dad… uh, he goes along with everything she says—AND THEN, apologizes when she isn’t around. Says he has to keep the peace. So… not great. Yeah. Like, who’s on my side? I did have a nice grandma though. She’s dead but… I wasn’t always alone like that.”

Beside her, Alex’s jaw worked, teeth pressing together before her hands came up to drag over her face—but she didn’t interrupt.

Carmen kept going, changing back to Tristan. Not ready for any kind of reply yet.

“All those times… with him?” A swallow. “I’d be terrified. I didn’t know where I was.”

Her fingers curled tighter under the water.

“And I’d be hallucinating too. Bugs crawling over me. Hands around my throat. Voices—just yelling.”

A moment passed that didn’t quite steady.

“My body didn’t feel like my own anymore.”

Quieter—she held her hand up for emphasis.

“Like I didn’t belong to it.”

She shook her head faintly, hand splashing in the water. “Nothing helped. The meds didn’t work like they should have. My psychiatrist threatened to drop me.”

Alex shifted closer then—slow, careful—her presence there without crowding.

“I had to stop,” Carmen continued. “The drinking. The weed. Everything.”

A pause.

“And that’s when I couldn’t be near him anymore.”

Her voice dropped.

“I tried once. I made it to the bathroom and just… threw up. Over and over. Until there was nothing left. I felt so… violated. Angry.”

Silence pressed in around them.

“He thinks we’re going back to how it was,” Carmen said, quieter now. “Like that was something good. I thought I was already gone. Like, who I am as a person. From everything I’d been through already, but that did it. Living with him—it killed the last part of me.”

A hollow breath. “He has no idea what I was going through. And that's the thing that gets me the most. How could he not know? We lived together. I just… I’m furious at myself for doing it. Not just a few times. I can’t… UNTANGLE it. Where it all begins. It’s so many things at once, that bother me.”

Another pause.

Alex’s nostrils flared, her face hardening for just a second—protective, angry, flashing through before she pulled it back.

Her breath came shallow.

She still said nothing.

“I’ve never told anyone this,” Carmen said.

Alex reached for her hand, the water splashing.

“Hey,” she said soft, but shaky. “Look at me.”

Carmen hesitated—then did.

Her eyes were glassy now.

“That man doesn’t get to take pleasure from you,” Alex said, steady. “Or intimacy. Or love. He doesn’t get to keep that. Or any part of you. He never even had you to begin with.”

Carmen slipped away from her, hands coming up to her head. “Logically I know that. Of course, I do... but I can’t get rid of it. The memories—they just… sit there. And I chose to stay. I did. I feel disgusting.”

“Carmen, no.” Alex said, shaking her head. “You were extremely vulnerable. God, I wish… I just wish…”

Camille’s voice came through, clear as if it had just been said—

“I made a choice. And learned a hard lesson.”

A smile, edged with sarcasm.

“Now here I am,” Carmen continued. “The thoughts come back like lightning—at the worst times. They ruin everything.”

Her voice broke.

“And he doesn’t even know,” Carmen said. “What he did.”

A pause.

“I’m just… alone with it.”

Alex’s hand moved gently, toward Carmen’s face—fingers brushing back damp strands of hair, slow, deliberate.

“It doesn’t matter what he knew—but I don’t think anyone is that clueless. No way. Regardless, he's a fucking stranger. He doesn’t matter,” she said, her tone firm. “You’re not alone. Not even close.”

Carmen couldn’t look at her.

Alex drew in a breath—not quite steady.

“You’re with me,” she said quietly. “I know you better than anyone.”

A small pause.

“And right now… you have to stop blaming yourself for everything. People just suck. They can be horrible. Even family.”

Carmen’s breath wavered as she finally looked up, searching Alex’s face.

“It’s not that simple.”

“It can be,” Alex said, quieter now, but no less certain. “Maybe not all at once. But it can be.”

A small pause.

“And listen… we don’t erase what happened. We can’t.”

Her gaze held, steady, grounded.

“And if we could have… we would’ve found each other sooner.” A slight catch. “And I would have—” She stopped herself, then finished more gently. “Kept you safe.”

Carmen looked at her as tears slipped down Alex’s face.

Alex’s hand came down between them, her thumb brushing lightly over Carmen’s.

“But we’re here now, Carmen. That’s a miracle.”

Her gaze didn’t waver.

Carmen felt her own vision blur, tears threatening. She blinked them back, but they lingered, heavy.

“And we build something new,” Alex continued, softer now. “From here.”

A small, quiet pause.

“It’ll be better. Something you actually get to choose this time.”

Alex didn’t look away as she continued.

“We go at your pace. All of it.”

A beat—grounded, certain.

“Together.”

A quieter breath.

“We can work through this, Carmen. You and me. We don’t need anything from anyone else.”

Carmen shivered, teeth clattering. She tried to get them to stop.

The conversation had gone too deep, tiring her out, digging up things that had been buried too long—feelings she’d kept covered, flattened into nothing. Nameless.

God, I’m so dramatic.

And they’d finally been said out loud. Explained. Shared. Carmen wasn’t sure she liked it.

Alex tilted her head, coming closer.

“Are you cold? We can turn the water on again.”

“No… I think I want to get out.”

“That’s fine.”

Alex started to get up, then knelt by Carmen and kissed her.

She stood, naked, water dripping down, and grabbed a towel from the closet.

“Come here,” Alex said.

Carmen stood, smoothing her hair back as Alex wrapped it around her.

“Tired?”

“Not yet,” Carmen whispered. “It’s probably getting late, though.”

“It’s okay. I don’t need much sleep. I’d rather stay up with you—if you want to.”

Alex smiled and grabbed a towel for herself, draining the water as she did.

Carmen stepped out.


Chapter Five

Steam curled around Carmen as she stepped from the bathroom, droplets tracing slow paths down her back from her hair. The towel was wrapped snug around her chest as she crossed to the bed and reached for the T-shirt she’d left there that morning.

Her fingers hooked into the edge of the towel, pulling it loose. It slipped to the floor in a soft whisper, cool air brushing over her skin—tightening it, a faint shiver running through her before she could stop it.

She pulled the shirt on. The cotton dragged lightly before settling at her hips—a thin barrier, but enough. Safer.

“Why are you putting that on?”

Alex’s voice came from behind her—warm, close.

Arms slipped around Carmen’s waist, bare skin pressing through the thin shirt. The heat of her settled in immediately.

Carmen swallowed.

“I want to see you, Carmen,” Alex murmured.

The words brushed against her shoulder, followed by the press of Alex’s mouth near her ear—soft, unhurried.

I want that too.

Carmen turned slowly within the circle of her arms, their mouths meeting. The kiss was soft, but in the quiet room, the sound of it seemed to fill the space—something in it enough to make Carmen’s knees go weak. They parted, Carmen looking away.

“No, you don’t,” Carmen muttered.

A small pause.

“Yes,” Alex said, just as gently. “I do.”

Her hand moved up Carmen’s back, over the shirt—steady, grounding, not pulling.

“But only if you want that too.” A beat. “If not, we don’t. We can just… stay like this. Or put on a movie. Anything you want.”

Carmen looked at her.

She knew Alex meant it. That she would stop—easily, completely.

And somehow, that made it harder.

Wanting, being wanted—she knew how that worked. Knew how to move, how to give people what they were looking for.

But this—

Alex wasn’t taking.

Wasn’t filling the silence for her.

She was just… waiting. For Carmen to make a choice. But there wasn’t any right one, according to Alex.

As long as she stayed here with her.

Carmen shifted slightly.

Her fingers found the hem of the shirt, holding there for a second—not stuck. Just… feeling it.

Wanting to.

Afraid to.

Wanting to anyway.

She looked at Alex—really looked this time.

The way she held herself. The way she didn’t reach. Didn’t rush.

Carmen exhaled, her chest loosening just enough.

Then, she pulled the shirt up over her head.

The air hit her skin again.

Alex’s gaze didn’t waver.

It moved, taking her in without rush, without apology. Consuming and certain.

Carmen felt it like heat burning through her. Alex pulled her in, pressing a quiet kiss to her forehead. Carmen’s hands came to Alex’s waist, thumbs brushing over damp skin, grounding herself in the contact as she leaned forward and smelled Alex’s neck.

Alex leaned down, closing the space between them, her hand coming to Carmen’s cheek as she kissed her, the other settling at her hip. Her tongue brushed softly over Carmen’s upper lip.

That caught Carmen off guard—she broke away with a soft laugh. Alex bit her own lip, looking at her, then kissed Carmen again—deeper this time.

Alex guided her, step by step until the backs of Carmen’s knees met the mattress.

A knot formed in Carmen's chest, tight and sudden.

“Can we put a towel down?”

The words came out sharper than she intended. “I don't want to get blood on your sheets.”

Alex paused, her expression softening before she nodded.

“Of course.”

She moved away from the bed, the muscles in her back and legs shifting as she crossed the room.

Carmen watched her. The way the light caught the curves of her breasts, thighs, the curve of her ass, the effortless grace in her movements. Heat bloomed in Carmen’s chest, spreading through her limbs. Not just attraction—a steadiness she hadn’t realized was there, until then.

Alex glanced back as she returned with the towel, catching the way Carmen’s eyes followed her. She smiled to herself, a quiet satisfaction settling in as their eyes met—and held. She lay it out on the bed, the fabric smooth beneath Carmen as she sat.

They faced each other, close enough to share breath, the space between them charged.

Waiting.

Alex's gaze swept over her, taking in the lines of her body, the way the light caught the curve of her shoulders, the rise and fall of her chest. Her lips parted, and she shook her head.

“You're so beautiful,” Alex whispered. “I can't believe you're here right now. With me.”

Carmen laughed, a short, dismissive sound. “Yeah, right.”

“Yes,” Alex insisted, her eyes steady on Carmen's.

Carmen leaned forward, her mouth finding Alex's again. The kiss was different this time—slower, more deliberate, her tongue exploring as Alex’s met hers, matching her pace. Hands moved, bodies shifted until Alex was pressing Carmen’s back against the pillows, their bare chests meeting. Skin against skin, heat passing between them, the room filled with the soft rhythm of their breathing, the quiet brush of whispered words.

“You okay?” Alex murmured.

“Yeah,” Carmen breathed.

“Good… just checking.”

Alex's mouth left hers, trailing down her jaw to her neck. Carmen's head tilted back, a soft sound escaping her lips as teeth scraped lightly before lips sealed there, sucking gently. Her hands smoothed over Alex's back, fingers tracing over her arms and chest, the muscles shifting beneath her touch as Alex continued her journey downward.

Carmen's fingers curled, pressing into Alex's shoulders as she felt the warmth of Alex's mouth moving lower, leaving a trail of heat in her wake. The room faded around them, the only reality, the press of their bodies together, the soft sounds Alex made against her skin, the rapid rhythm of her own heart in her ears.

The intention was clear in the angle of her body, the way her hands smoothed over Carmen’s hips. Carmen's hand found her shoulder, pressing lightly, a small resistance that made Alex pause, her eyes questioning. Carmen sat up.

Their eyes met.

“Lay back, Carmen,” Alex said. “I want to make you feel better.”

A breath caught in Carmen’s chest. “I don’t know. It’s just… difficult.”

Alex’s expression softened, her thumb stroking over Carmen’s hip. The movement was slow, reverent, like she was mapping the curve of it. When she finally spoke, her voice was low enough to feel like a secret.

“I’d like to eat you out, if you’ll let me.”

“I’m still on my period,” Carmen said, her voice wavering.

“I know,” Alex said. “I don’t care. I really don't, Carmen. I want to.”

“No,” Carmen shook her head. “I don’t think I like that. I’m… sorry.”

Alex’s whole demeanor shifted, her touch gentling. “Okay. It’s okay. Can I touch you then?”

“Sure. I’d prefer that.”

Carmen settled back against the pillows, her hands starting to cover her breasts out of instinct before she let them fall, watching Alex move up beside her, her face close, her breath warm against Carmen’s skin. Alex’s lips brushed her neck, then moved lower, tracing the curve of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. Her hand rested on Carmen’s stomach, fingers splayed, pressing just enough to be felt.

Carmen’s breath caught in her throat.

The touch didn’t move. Didn’t search.

It just… stayed. This time it was different.

Something in her gave way to it.

A strange, quiet feeling—like she didn’t have to hold herself together in that moment.

Like someone else already was.

Her chest pulled—full, almost too much, like it might spill if she let it.

And then, a slip in her mind.

An image.

A girl's face set against a sky of stars.

Bright—too bright for the dark around her.

Above her. Laying over her, hovering, her blonde hair falling around her face, black roots showing a little.

“Did you like that, Carmen?”

The voice—softer. Younger.

“It seemed like you did. I just wanted to check.”

Yeah, she had.

It was familiar in a way that hit before she could place it.

Like a dream remembered.

Alex.

But not—

Not like this.

The image broke apart as quickly as it came.

Carmen blinked.

The room rushed back in—the weight of the bed beneath her, Alex’s hand still there, steady, unchanged. Lips pressing careful kisses.

“Alex,” Carmen whispered.

She looked up immediately, moving closer, her face shifting into focus.

The same.

Just an older, more mature version.

Stronger lines. Sharper edges. Same long, dark eyelashes and freckles. A few small scars catching the light.

But her.

“Yeah?” Alex said, quieter now. “Everything okay?”

Carmen held her there a second longer than she meant to.

“You said you had blonde hair,” she said. “When you were younger.”

Alex stilled, the muscles in her neck tensing.

“Yeah,” she said. “I used to dye it. Why?”

“Just…” Carmen’s voice softened. “Checking that you said it.”

Alex watched her—like she might say more.

Then, a sharp intake.

Her eyes widened.

A small smile pulled at her mouth—then grew, becoming warmer.

A quiet puff of air, as she looked away… then back.

And she said nothing.

Their mouths met again, closer this time, less space between it. When they pulled back, it wasn’t far.

Carmen’s hand came up, smoothing Alex’s hair back from her face, fingers lingering a second longer than necessary.

“You’re so gorgeous,” Carmen murmured.

Alex pursed her lips together, cheeks flushing, eyes searching her face before she kissed her again, her knuckles brushing along Carmen’s cheek, slow and certain. Carmen’s arm came around Alex’s back, her hand resting at the nape of her neck, massaging.

Alex’s breath hitched—sharp.

A faint shiver ran through her, like electricity flowing through, her head turning into Carmen’s hand, eyes fluttering closed.

A small, unguarded smile touched her mouth before she steadied it.

Carmen’s eyes darkened, watching her.

Oh, she liked that.

And then it surged—quick, effortless, undeniable.

I love her so much it hurts.

It washed through Carmen, easing what she hadn’t even realized she’d been guarding.

Alex steadied herself, her fingers trailing over her, their eyes locked—Carmen’s hand still resting at the back of her neck, gently caressing.

Carmen tried to stay calm. Tried not to break whatever was happening inside her.

Alex bent her head and started kissing her breast, hand coming up to knead the other. The weight filled her palm, her fingers sinking into soft skin. Carmen watched her hand, the veins faintly raised, fingers moving with an easy precision—like they knew exactly what to do without thinking.

She watched as Alex’s mouth traced the curve where breast met chest, then lower, circling the sensitive skin beneath with her tongue. Carmen held in a moan, hips shifting, breath heavy. Alex pressed her face there, drawing her in on a deep inhale, nose buried against warmth.

“Mmm,” the sound vibrated against skin, “you smell so good.”

Then, she kissed the space between her breasts, moving lower—soft, lingering, each one a question Carmen wasn’t sure how to answer.

Her mouth pressed against Carmen’s stomach, her eyes closed, her focus so complete it made Carmen’s chest ache. She watched the way her brow furrowed slightly, the way her fingers trembled just a little as they traced patterns on her skin. Then Alex's hand moved lower, fingers trailing over the curve of Carmen's hip and the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.

Carmen's chest stuttered as Alex’s touch settled over her pussy, before it brushed her clit. Her hips lifted, seeking more contact as Alex watched her face, her brows raising. A soft sound escaped Carmen's throat—wet heat pulled from deep inside, her body responding in ways she couldn't control. Liquid warmth spread between her legs, and for a moment, panic flared in her chest—it was probably blood.

“Alex, can you come up here?”

“Mhm.”

Carmen put a hand on her cheek, thumb stroking over it. Alex’s eyes fluttered as Carmen’s breath quickened by her face, small sounds escaping between them. Alex’s fingers didn’t rush. They moved with quiet focus—pressing, adjusting, shifting through different patterns and pressures until Carmen’s hand tightened in her hair, her hips beginning to rock.

They kissed, deep and lost, time slipping as Carmen’s breath broke into soft moans, gasps, and sighs. Alex applied more pressure. When they finally broke apart, Alex hovered by her mouth.

“You like that, baby?” Alex murmured, brushing her lips over Carmen's.

Carmen bit her lip and nodded, her brows knitting faintly, something pleading in her expression.

“Yeah… right there.”

Her fingers found Alex's shoulder, pressing into the muscle there, a sigh leaving her to warm the space between them. The sound caught in Alex's hair, muffled and soft, followed by another, smaller noise that escaped against Alex's neck. She’d been unable to hold it back anymore.

Alex hummed in response, the vibration traveling through Carmen's chest.

“Holy shit...” Alex whispered, the words barely more than a warm breeze against Carmen's skin.

“Go in,” Carmen whispered, her voice fragile. “I want you in.”

A shift in weight—Alex readjusting, then the slow slide of her fingers, breaching. The sensation was too much—and Carmen let it take her anyway, drawing a sharp cry from lips.

Alex's mouth found her chest again, pressing slow, patient kisses there.

When she latched onto a nipple, the wet heat of her tongue followed by the pressure of her teeth sent sparks through Carmen's entire body and a deep clench—deeper than she’d ever felt before. Carmen’s fingers slid into Alex’s hair, damp with sweat now, massaging her scalp as she arched into the touch.

Alex traced a wide, open circle with her tongue around Carmen's breast, the wet path cooling in the air. Carmen watched through heavy-lidded eyes, a sound between a sigh and a moan escaping her throat. Alex moved to her other breast, giving it the same attention, her own chest pressed against Carmen’s stomach. The gentle sucking of Alex's lips against the nipple made Carmen’s hips jerk hard against the rhythm of Alex’s hand.

Alex's movements shifted, her hips finding a rhythm of their own. Carmen felt it before she understood—the tension building in Alex's body, the way her breath caught and released in short gasps. Even as Alex's body trembled with her own release, her hand kept moving in Carmen. Carmen’s hand rubbed over her shoulders, her neck, down her arm.

Alex moved up to hover over her, fingers still buried, pumping. Each movement hitting just right. Sweat glistened across her forehead and down her chest. Carmen reached up, cupping her face, her thumbs brushing softly over her cheeks. Alex’s eyes fluttered at the contact.

The sounds of Alex’s hand moving against liquid filled the space, but neither did anything to silence it.

Carmen’s hands slid down to Alex’s breasts, her thumbs brushing over already hardened nipples, the skin there raising at the touch. Alex let out a soft sound, almost a grunt. Carmen could feel it cresting as she watched her—the way Alex’s body tensed above hers, the quickening of her breath against her neck, the small, urgent sounds that escaped with each thrust of her fingers.

Carmen pulled Alex down, their faces close, breathing the same air, eyes locked.

“I love you, Alex,” Carmen whispered, the words catching in her throat. “I love you.”

Alex’s eyes widened, something breaking through her expression—then she was on her, kissing her without aim or restraint. Carmen’s hands tightened, drawing her in against her.

That was it—the heat that had been building inside her broke. A wave rolled through her, starting deep in her belly and spreading outward until her whole self trembled with it. Carmen’s inner walls clenched hard around Alex's fingers as they kept moving within her. Their mouths met again, the kiss messy and desperate, tongues tangling as Carmen’s body continued to shudder.

Carmen let out a soft sound against her cheek, wrapping her arms around her.

“I’ve got you, baby," Alex whispered in her ear, "I’ve got you. I love you, I love you.”

Alex held her through it, eyes on her face. A slight tremor running through her. She watched as a few tears fell from Carmen’s eyes and was there to kiss them away.

When the pulsing subsided, Carmen pulled back to take a deep breath. Then she reached up to the line of Alex’s jaw with her thumb, before pressing a soft kiss to her lips. Her head tilted back onto the pillow, as Alex carefully pulled her fingers out, not bothering to wipe the blood off. She grabbed Carmen's waist and kissed open mouthed kisses over her jaw and down over her chest, while Carmen's hand came up to tangle again in Alex’s hair, before smoothing over her shoulders and neck.

The moment folded as their breathing settled, their faces close, noses brushing together between soft, unhurried kisses.

When Carmen sat up, she guided Alex down, twisting so Alex lay beneath her. She kissed Alex's face, lips, and neck, then lower—over collarbone, over her breasts. Alex's hands slid into Carmen’s hair, fingers tightening as she moved lower, her mouth exploring Alex's stomach.

“Where are you going, Carmen?” Alex’s voice was rough, breathless.

Carmen paused, looking up, a small smile playing on her lips.

“Down here, to eat you out.”

A laugh burst from Alex’s lips, her head falling back against the pillows. “Well,” she said, when she could speak again, “how’s that fair?”

“Because I said so… will you let me?”

Alex froze, then spoke. “…Yes.”

Heat unfurled in Carmen at that single word, spreading through, pulsing. She lowered her head, the weight of her breasts dragging against Alex as she moved downward.

Alex let out a sharp, surprised sound—half laugh, half shout.

Then her brows drew together, expression faltering—like the feeling caught her off guard in the best way.

Her hand slapped the sheet hard as she watched.

Carmen watched her, kissing, amusement in her eyes, as Alex's head tipped back. Then Alex bit her lip, her gaze dropping back down to her. Carmen's tongue found her in a slow, deliberate stroke. She hummed into Alex's clit, and as she did so, felt thighs shifting around her.

Alex sat up, leaning on her elbows, her stomach muscles tensing as she watched Carmen. A soft sound escaped her lips, vibrating through Carmen's entire body. Carmen looked up through her lashes, watching Alex's fingers flex in the sheets. Alex's eyes fluttered closed, her chest moving faster now.

Carmen's tongue worked deeper, pressing, curling, each movement answered by a new sound from above. Her hands curled over Alex's hips, holding her steady, as Alex’s breathing grew ragged. Her hips began to rock against Carmen’s mouth.

“FUCK.” Alex yelled.

Carmen glanced up from between Alex's legs. Alex's head now tilted back against the pillows, neck exposed, her eyes half-lidded. Their gazes caught, held for a heartbeat, and Alex’s face flickered—surprise, then a quick, sharp pull through her.

Her whole body went taut, a tremor starting small, working its way outward. Carmen watched, moving her head in a held rhythm as Alex came, her face completely unguarded, hands balled up in the sheets. That sight—seeing Alex so undone—was what did it for her.

It started in Carmen's center, a heat that radiated outward until her thighs clamped together. The sound she made was caught against Alex, vibrating there. Muffled and wet.

Her grip closed on Alex.

Alex grunted, grabbing a pillow and pulling it over her head. A scream followed, dulled by the fabric—still loud. Carmen smiled into her, as she kept going. Her tongue moving slower, soft against sensitive skin.

She stayed even when Alex's body went slack before her, breath evening out but still trembling whenever Carmen shifted. She pushed herself up, wiping her face on the towel before her fingers found Alex's heat, slipping inside.

Alex gasped, her legs coming up then falling open. Carmen sat up as she pumped, her breast shaking with the movement. She watched as Alex’s eyes fluttered open, eyes lingering over her.

Each thrust drew a new sound from Alex’s lips, her body arching to meet the movement, her chest hitched, quick and unsteady.

Carmen came up to meet her, her fingers pushing deep, their faces close as they shared air. Alex’s hands came up to Carmen’s shoulders, then down over her breasts.

Alex’s eyes were dark, pupils blown wide, her lips red and swollen. Carmen pressed a tender kiss to her cheek, withdrawing her fingers and bringing them to her lips, then into her mouth. Alex watched, her eyes followed every movement as Carmen sucked them clean, her gaze never leaving Alex’s.

Carmen withdrew them and leaned in close.

“That’s the best pussy I’ve ever tasted.”

Alex's eyes were fixed on her face, mouth parted.

A slow blink, like she was coming back from somewhere far away.

She leaned in and captured Carmen's mouth.

The kiss was wet, unrestrained, their tongues sliding together as if neither could get close enough. Carmen shifted, her thighs opening around Alex, and something slick slid down her skin. She pulled back, glancing down. A dark stain bloomed across the white fabric, spreading slowly like ink in water. The air in her lungs caught, held tight.

She scrambled to sit up.

“Alex, I’m getting blood everywhere.”

“I don’t care,” Alex’s voice was rough and thick as if she couldn’t hold it back. “I don’t fucking care.”

She shifted her weight—

then moved.

One smooth motion, rolling Carmen onto her stomach, settling over her back like she’d already decided that’s where she belonged.

Carmen’s breath caught, breaking into short, uneven pants against the sheets. The warmth of Alex’s body overwhelmed her.

Dizzying.

Completely perfect.

And… not scary.

Alex didn’t pull back, didn’t lighten it—her full weight settled over her, holding her there.

First the hot brush of lips, then teeth scraped against the side of her neck.

Carmen's whole body tensed and released.

Alex’s mouth continued down to Carmen's shoulder as a hand moved firmly down her side, gripping hard at her hip before kneading with such an intense grip on her ass that it made Carmen's hips lift.

No one had ever touched her like that—so rough and sure. She hadn't let them.

Alex’s face dipped closer, her mouth hot against Carmen’s skin, the sound of it mixing with Carmen’s own unsteady breathing.

“Forever, Carmen. I want to be with you forever.”

The words came low, close—followed by a kiss, then another, slower this time. Then the glide of Alex's tongue by her jaw. Carmen bit back a moan, but it still broke in the small space.

Alex's hand slid up over the sheets, finding Carmen’s wrist, fingers closing around it before threading through hers.

Carmen turned her head just enough to see her, her chest rising heavy.

“That’s a long time,” she said, a faint smile pulling at the corner of her mouth.

Alex pressed her lips to the back of Carmen’s neck, while pushing her other hand through her hair. A hum left her into the sheets. Her lungs held as Alex's hips pressed into her, one sharp movement that sent heat pooling in her belly. Carmen's eyelids fluttered, then closed, her body pushing back into Alex without thought.

Alex’s voice came again in her ear.

“Not long enough.”

It wasn’t said the same way.

Quieter.

Something in it giving way.

A tremor moved through Alex, subtle but there—and Carmen felt it then, the warmth of it, damp against her skin.

Tears.

***

The sky hadn’t turned yet.

Just that thin shift at the horizon—violet starting to lift out of black, the water holding what little light there was. The surface moved quietly, barely breaking, like it didn’t want to disturb anything this early.

Carmen stood near the edge of the deck, her riding jacket half on, fingers working slowly at the zipper without finishing it.

Behind her, the sliding door was open.

The night before, Alex had stripped the bed and remade it. Carmen offered to help, but Alex had just kissed her.

“Why don’t you go rinse off in the shower. Then we’ll go to bed.”

Carmen had, letting the water run longer than she needed to.

They’d slept close, and Carmen woke curled around Alex, her arm draped over her waist.
She’d never been the one holding on like that to someone.

Alex leaned against the frame, one hand adjusting her belt, phone in the other, the light from it catching briefly across her face, then gone again. Dark work pants, all pockets and wear, boots, a hoodie—her hair pulled into a loose, messy braid.

“Carmen.”

She turned.

“You don’t need to leave,” Alex said. “I’d like it if you stayed.”

Carmen hesitated.

Looked past her—into the house, then back out at the water.

“I know,” she said. “You have work.”

“I do,” Alex said. “But that doesn’t mean you have to go.”

Carmen nodded, like she understood. Didn’t move.

Alex’s attention dropped back to her phone.

Her thumb moved once. Then again.

Carmen watched, trying not to let it get to her.

“Are… you texting someone?” she asked.

Alex glanced up, just briefly.

“Yeah, unfortunately.”

“I never see you do that,” Carmen said. “Be on your phone.”

“I don’t like to,” Alex said. “Unless it’s with you.”

She looked back down.

Finished whatever it was.

Slid the phone into her pocket.

Carmen waited until she did.

“This early?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Alex didn’t look away this time.

“My ex,” she said. “Taylor. She’s trying to meet up. Wants to talk things out.”

A small pause.

“I told her I don’t want to see her anymore. That I’m seeing someone else. You.”

Carmen looked down.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.

“It’s…” Carmen exhaled lightly. “I just get scared.”

Alex stepped closer.

“Of what?”

Carmen shrugged, but it didn’t quite land.

“What are your exes like?” she asked. “Do they look like me? Or… are they different?”

Alex’s expression shifted.

Softer.

“There’s no one that looks like you, Carmen,” Alex said. “You’re one-of-a-kind.”

A small step closer.

“You look like an angel to me,” she leaned down trying to catch Carmen’s eye. “I’ve never thought that about anyone else.”

Carmen let out a quiet breath.

Didn’t fully meet her gaze.

Alex closed the distance, arms coming around her without hesitation, pulling her in.

“She doesn’t matter,” she said. “None of them do.”

A pause.

“It might sound fucked up, but they were just… something to pass the time.”

Her hand moved lightly along Carmen’s back.

“Until I found you.”

Carmen looked up then—really looked.

And this time, she believed her.

Almost.

It was as much as she could give. As much as she’d ever given anyone.

“I wouldn’t say that to anyone else,” Alex added. “But I know you know what I mean. I know you understand me.”

Carmen nodded.

Thinking of her own past—faces she didn’t hold onto, names that didn’t stay.

“I love you, Carmen,” Alex said. “Only you. Forever.”

Carmen swallowed.

“I love you, Alex.”

They kissed.

Slow.

Unhurried.

The kind that didn’t need to prove anything.

When they pulled back, the light had shifted again—just enough to catch along the water.

A phone buzzed.

Carmen glanced down.

Delivery requests were already coming through.

“I should go,” she said.

Alex exhaled softly.

“I hate that,” she said. “Call it selfish. I just… always want to be with you.”

A small pause.

“Sorry if that’s clingy.”

“No,” Carmen said. “It’s fine.”

Then, quieter—

“I don’t mind it. With you.”

A breeze moved through, lifting strands of Alex’s dark hair across her face. Her eyes stayed on Carmen—light blue, steady, searching in a way that didn’t feel uncertain.

Alex leaned down and kissed her again, her thumb brushing lightly along Carmen’s cheek before she pulled her in for a hug.

They held there a second longer.

Carmen’s face near her shoulder.

“Will I see you later?” Carmen asked.

“Well, I hope so,” Alex let out a small laugh. “I’ll be here. Or down there working.”

“What time will you be out?”

“Just after four.”

Carmen nodded once.

“I’ll be here at four then.”

A smile passed between them.

“Sharp,” Carmen added.


Chapter Six

The city had gone quiet.

Not shut down.

Just… pulled inward.

Windows lit. Doors closed. Streets open in a way they shouldn’t be this late in the day.

Orders stacked anyway.

More than usual. People were clearly staying home. Safter that way.

Carmen didn’t question it.

She rode.

Downtown first—the streets wide, almost empty, lights holding longer without traffic to break them. She cut straight through intersections she’d usually crawl through.

No horns.

No crowds.

Just the engine and the wind.

She pulled up outside the first place—already ready, the bag waiting on the counter like they’d been watching for her.

And after the drop-off.

“A fifty-dollar tip?” she muttered, checking the app.

She let out a laugh.

“Okay. Let’s go.”

Back on the bike.

The engine caught quick.

She pulled out fast—no one to stop her.

A drop.

The door opened just enough.

A hand.

“Thanks.”

The door shut immediately.

Another tip.

Higher.

“COOL.”

She checked the total again as she rolled to a stop.

Numbers climbing faster than she’d ever seen.

The next order hit before she even finished the last.

Then another.

Stacked.

Three pickups.

She took all of them.

The restaurants were the same—quiet, efficient, no waiting. She nodded to other drivers when she saw them. Bags lined up, names written in clean letters.

“Stay safe,” someone said.

“Yeah,” she answered. “I’ll try.”

Back out.

The roads stretched.

Empty.

She rode faster.

Not reckless.

Nothing in the way.

The bike responded clean under her, steady, controlled. She leaned into turns she didn’t usually get to take, cut across lanes without thinking twice.

She laughed under her helmet, letting it wash over her.

It felt… easy.

Another drop. Another door cracking open.

Another hand.

Tips added on top of the last.

“Okay,” she said to herself, grinning now. “Yeah, maybe things could just stay like this.”

She checked the time.

Still early.

Plenty left.

She pulled over near the curb in a quiet stretch of houses—mailboxes lined up, porches empty, curtains drawn just enough.

She called Alex.

Waited.

It rang.

Once.

Twice.

Then—

“Hello?”

Alex’s voice came through soft and close, like she was already there—low, still carrying sleep… or the bedroom. The edges of it warm in a way that settled into Carmen’s chest before she could reason with it.

Mine.

Carmen almost spoke into the phone.

Then, Alex’s voice came again.

“Oh—you didn’t catch me,” Alex’s voice again, lighter now. “Probably working myself to death. What else?”

A small pause.

“Leave a message if you want. Mmm-Bye.”

Beep.

Carmen huffed a quiet laugh.

Stood still with a wide grin for a second as her brain calibrated.

“Hey Alex, uh, just a few more things to do and I’ll head over to your place.”

The road ahead stayed clear.

Still no cars.

No one watching.

“You’re not gonna believe—”

She glanced down at the bag.

Stopped.

“Oh shit.”

A breath.

“Oh, shit I forgot her drink.”

She laughed—quick, bright.

“I gotta—yeah, I gotta take care of something. HA, I’m an idiot. Whoops. I’ll text you, okay?”

She ended it.

Turned around.

No one behind her.

No one to slow her down.

Back to the restaurant.

The drink was still there.

Untouched.

“Goddamnit,” she muttered.

Back out again.

Delivered it.

The door opened just enough for the cup to pass through.

“Thanks.”

Closed.

Another tip.

Bigger.

Even with the wait.

Her phone buzzed again.

More orders.

Closer now.

Stacked tight.

She paused at the curb.

Looked down the empty street.

She could go to Alex now.

Be early.

Sit out back.

Watch the water.

The thought stayed longer this time.

Then—

another order.

Good one.

Then another.

“Okay,” she said, reasoning with herself. “But these are the last ones.”

She nodded once, like that settled it.

Pulled away from the curb.

Carmen accepted another order without thinking about it.

Just this one.

Stacked on top of the rest.

Her phone buzzed, directions already loaded, the route pulling her farther out than she usually went this late in the day. She didn’t question it. Didn’t have time to.

One more.

Then Alex.

The thought settled steady in her chest—lighter than anything else had been all day.

She rode through it, feeling lifted, like she could almost fly.

The streets shrunk instead of opening—houses packed close together, narrow strips of yard between them, chain-link fences and low wooden ones breaking up the space. Porch lights flickered on along some of them, warm and ordinary—but a little early. It was still light out.

Not this one.

This house sat darker than the rest. No light in the windows. No TV glow. No movement behind the glass.

Carmen slowed, pulling up along the curb, the engine cutting out into a quiet that felt heavier than it should have in a neighborhood like this.

Her eyes moved once over the place.

Still.

Too still.

Please don’t meet me, she thought. Stay in your creepy fucking house.

Something was just off about it.

She grabbed the bag and stepped up onto the short walkway, the porch boards creaking under her weight.

She knocked.

Nothing.

She lingered a second longer than she needed to, holding herself there even as every part of her urged her to move.

Then, she checked the app.

It said Leave at door.

Good.

She exhaled softly, kneeling to set the bag down—

Her eyes caught the name.

Lydia.

Carmen stilled.

Just for a second.

This wasn’t where she lived before. Maybe it wasn’t her. Carmen turned.

Ice moved through her.

“Finally.”

The voice came from behind her.

Close.

Carmen pivoted.

Lydia stood a few feet away at the edge of the walkway, like she’d been there the whole time. Long dark hair falling straight past her shoulders, cat-eye glasses catching what little light there was with the clouds rolling in. Her posture was relaxed—too relaxed.

“You have no idea how long that took,” Lydia said, almost amused. “I only had to order twenty burgers to get you.”

Carmen’s hand tensed around her helmet.

“That’s… dedication.”

Her tone stayed even.

She didn’t step closer.

Didn’t step back either.

“I’m working,” she added. “So if this is—”

“I’m trying to give you something, Carmen,” Lydia said, cutting her off. Softer now. Certain.

Carmen straightened.

“Yeah,” she said. “And I don’t want it. I have to go.”

She turned—

And stopped.

A woman stood behind her. Hair cut short at the chin. Carmen hadn’t heard her come up.

Another shift.

Not just wrong now.

Closed.

Carmen’s eyes flicked past her—movement at the edge of the yard, shadows slipping between the narrow gaps of the neighboring houses.

More.

Too many.

She let out a short breath, almost a laugh.

“Aren’t you afraid your neighbors are gonna see you… kidnapping me?”

Lydia’s mouth curved slightly.

“They won’t see anything,” she said.

A beat.

“They’re dead. I killed them.”

Carmen’s gaze held hers.

Nothing in Lydia’s face moved.

No tell.

No break.

“Don’t,” Lydia added, not louder. Just enough.

Carmen glanced back toward the street.

“Don’t what?”

“You’re not leaving, Carmen. So don’t try.”

It was the way she had said it.

Not emotional.

Decided.

Carmen moved anyway.

A step.

Then another—

A hand caught her arm.

Not rough.

Firm.

Carmen twisted out of it immediately, pulling back, her body already reacting before the rest of her caught up.

“Don’t touch me,” she said. “Don’t you fucking touch me.”

Another shape moved in her peripheral.

Then another.

Too quiet.

Too controlled.

“Carmen.”

Lydia stepped closer now. Unhurried.

“You should’ve just called me. We could have talked about it.”

“What is this?”

“Well,” Lydia said lightly, “it’s not about the food.”

“I figured that.”

Carmen’s eyes moved again—counting, placing.

Three.

Four.

Maybe more beyond the fence line.

No one speaking.

No wasted movement.

Run.

She went for the only clear opening, pushing off hard and catching the top of the wooden fence, hauling herself up in one clean motion—

And would have made it.

But they were faster.

A hand caught her ankle, yanking her down. The impact knocked the air from her chest as she hit the ground on the wrong side, gravel biting into her palms—

Two of them were on her immediately, hauling her upright, arms locked tight in their grip.

“Stop fighting,” one of them said, calm. “Let’s go inside.”

Carmen stilled without meaning to.

Just for a second.

Long enough.

She pushed—

It didn’t work.

Lydia watched her.

Waiting.

Then, softer—

“It’s okay.”

It changed—not in the space, but in Carmen. A fracture in the tension.
Just long enough for their hands to guide her forward—steady, controlled—until it felt like she was almost walking on her own.

The porch steps creaked again under her weight.

The door opened.

Dark inside.

The threshold passed under her feet before she fully registered it.

The door shut behind her with a quiet, final click.

And the last clear thought cut through it all—

she was supposed to be somewhere else.

***

They pushed her inside, the door slamming shut behind them—wood rattling in the frame.

The air hit her first.

Stale. Sour. Like food had been sitting too long in too many rooms.

Carmen’s eyes adjusted as they moved her forward—past a narrow entry, into a living room that looked like it had been left behind. Old furniture sagging in on itself, cushions split at the seams. A coffee table littered with things that didn’t belong together—takeout containers, butane lighters, a circular saw, something dark and dried she didn’t look at too closely.

The curtains were half-hanging. One side torn clean off the rod.

“Wow,” Carmen muttered, glancing around despite the hands still on her arms. “You guys don’t clean, huh? Smells like shit in here.”

Lydia’s hand settled at the center of her back.

Not hard.

But there.

Guiding.

They stopped in the middle of the room.

“Sit.”

Carmen didn’t move.

“No, thank you.”

A small smile pulled at Lydia’s mouth—barely there.

“I said sit.”

Carmen shook her head once.

“I heard you.”

Then Lydia moved.

Fast enough that Carmen didn’t track it—just the shift, the space closing—

Hands on her—

Turning—

And then—

Pain.

Sharp. Immediate.

Teeth sank into her neck—piercing, dragging, the sensation split in a way her body didn’t know how to process.

Carmen gasped, the sound tearing out of her as her hands came up on instinct, shoving hard against Lydia’s shoulders.

“STOP—YOU FUCKING CUNT.”

It didn’t work.

Lydia held her there, unmoving, the grip unbreakable, the pressure deepening—pulling, taking—

Too much.

Too fast.

Carmen’s strength slipped almost immediately.

Like it wasn’t hers anymore.

Her hands lost their hold.

Her knees buckled.

The room tilted sideways.

By the time Lydia pulled back, Carmen was already dropping—catching herself, her palm skidding across the dirty floor as she tried to stay upright.

Her head spun.

Too light.

Too fast.

She blinked hard, trying to focus—failed.

Lydia crouched in front of her again, composed. Controlled. Like nothing had happened.

Like this was the next step in something already decided.

She pulled down her sleeve and bit down into her own arm.

Hard enough to break skin.

Carmen flinched at the sound of it more than the sight.

Then Lydia pressed her arm to Carmen’s mouth.

The taste hit instantly.

Metallic. Thick.

“Drink it, Carmen.”

Carmen turned her head, trying to pull back, pushing weakly at Lydia’s arm.

It didn’t matter.

It was already on her tongue—heavy, coating—

and her throat moved anyway.

A reflex.

One swallow—

before she could stop it.

“No—”

Her stomach lurched.

Hard.

She barely had time to brace before she was vomiting onto the floor, her body folding forward as it came up, harsh and uncontrollable.

The smell made it worse.

Everything mixing together.

When it passed, she stayed there for a second, breathing hard, one hand braced against the floor, the other dragging across her mouth.

“I am not… CLEANING… that up,” she said hoarsely, not looking at her. “You… did that… to yourself… Lydia.”

Lydia straightened slowly.

Looked down at her.

Unmoved.

“Put her in the bathroom.”

“Was it enough?” one of them asked.

A small pause.

Lydia didn’t rush the answer.

“Yes,” she said. “It only takes a drop.”

Two of them stepped in immediately, hauling Carmen upright under her arms.

Carmen tried to pull away—her body reacting before her strength could follow through—but it didn’t hold. Her hands slipped uselessly against them.

“A drop?” she managed, voice rough, unsteady. “You think that’s true, or?”

No one responded.

Her feet dragged slightly against the warped floorboards as they moved her down the narrow hallway.

The walls were worse here.

Close.

Peeling paint. Scuffed. A smear along one section that didn’t belong.

Carmen let her head tip back just enough to look at the ceiling.

“Seriously,” she muttered, voice thin. “What the actual fuck did I do?”

No one answered.

A door opened.

Bathroom.

Small. Tile cracked along the edges. Sink stained. Mirror fogged with age instead of steam.

They dropped her against the wall, cold tile hitting her spine—grounding for half a second before the dizziness surged back in.

Then the headache hit.

Sharp. Pulsing.

The worst she’d ever felt.

The door shut. She rolled her eyes, trying to clear her vision. But it wouldn’t stop shifting.

Carmen stayed where she was, her head falling back against the wall, her breathing uneven, the room still tilting just enough to keep her off balance.

Alone.


Chapter Seven

Carmen came to slowly, the tile cold against her back, the room still spinning just enough to keep everything slightly off.

For a while, she didn’t move.

Then, she pushed herself up—unsteady—and climbed onto the toilet, fingers already at the window.

It didn’t budge.

She pushed harder.

Nothing.

Her hand ran along the frame—caught on a sharp point.

Metal.

Nails. Driven in from the outside.

“Of course,” she muttered.

She grabbed the first thing she could reach—a plastic bottle. Then dropped it when she looked at the toilet.

“Better… better.”

She tore the top off the toilet tank and drove it into the glass like a battering ram.

A dull thud.

No crack.

Again.

This time—

a thin line split the surface.

Then a sound behind her.

The door.

Carmen turned.

Lydia stepped in like she hadn’t rushed—like she hadn’t been waiting for that exact moment—a ziplock bag hanging loosely from her fingers.

Dark.

Thick.

Carmen’s expression shifted immediately.

“Yeah,” she said, breath uneven. “That’s not happening.”

“You need to drink this, Carmen.”

“Hell no.”

“It’ll speed up the process.”

“What process?” Carmen said—like she didn’t know. Like she couldn’t already feel something starting under her skin. Like the first signs of a fever.

“Come down,” Lydia said. “Sit.”

Carmen sighed.

“You know I don’t like being told what to do,” Carmen said.

A pause.

Then Lydia, quieter—

“Please sit. Please?”

Carmen held her gaze a second longer, then stepped down—slower this time—and sat on the toilet, her legs still not entirely steady beneath her.

“Oh… so is this the reason for the cryptic texts? I will regret ignoring you? Really?”

“Well, yeah. I wanted to give you the choice to come to me.”

“My choice was no. Remember?”

Lydia adjusted her glasses.

“I’m trying to offer you immortality, Carmen.”

“Why?”

“Because the world is more interesting with you in it.”

Carmen shook her head, not buying it.

Lydia shifted.

“There will be many more killings now.”

Carmen let out a sharp exhale.

“I’m not interested in being with you, Lydia. You got that, right?”

Lydia’s jaw cinched.

“Maybe not right now,” she said. “But you will be. Someday. Again.”

Carmen winced, Oh, that’s just… that’s embarrassing.

Her eyes dropped to the bag.

“Whose blood is that?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes,” Carmen said flatly. “They could have something, couldn’t they?”

“It won’t matter after you’re made into a vampire.”

“I puked up what you gave me. Didn’t you see that?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Lydia said. “You swallowed it. It’s in you.”

She lifted the bag slightly.

“And if you don’t drink this, you’ll probably die soon.”

Carmen looked back up at her.

“Were you like this when we were together, Lydia?”

“No,” she said. “I wanted to find the killer. So I started going out. At night.”

She ran a hand through her hair and gestured outside.

“The killer found me. And gave me this very special gift.”

“You fuck him?”

Lydia’s hand twitched—subtle, but there.

Carmen waited, one brow lifting.

“So… who’s the killer?”

Lydia smiled.

“There’s more than one.”

Carmen filled her cheeks with air, then let it out slowly.

“Why are you so hellbent on me, Lydia? Why not just let it go?”

Lydia straightened.

“There’s something about you, Carmen.”

A pause.

“You know, you predicted a car accident?”

“What?” Carmen asked.

“Yes. Remember? You told me not to go to work. Said you had a bad feeling?”

Lydia stepped a little closer.

“I would have been in a massive pileup. Did you hear about that? The car that rear-ended the semi?”

“No,” Carmen said. “I don’t watch the news. It’s too depressing.”

“I would have been there,” Lydia said. “At that exact spot. At around the same time.”

She glanced at Carmen then away.

“So, I tested it.”

Carmen’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“I asked you what my mom’s name was.”

“Eh, what… is it?”

“Don’t you remember?”

Carmen’s mind flickered—

a morning, a bed, light through the curtains—before Alex.

Guess my mom’s name.

Why?

Just guess it.

Kelly.

The memory faded, she was back in the bathroom.

“I’m sorry, that’s kind of a common name, isn’t it?” Carmen said. “No offense. You’re going off two things? Really?”

“No,” Lydia said. “There were way more.”

Her voice sharpened.

“Questions. Tests. You didn’t even seem to notice.”

Carmen did remember.

It had annoyed her.

“You’re psychic, Carmen. Aren’t you? Just admit it.”

Carmen laughed.

“No, Lydia. I’m really not.”

Carmen shifted her weight, just wanting out of that room. The discomfort sat heavy, creeping up her neck.

Of course, Lydia would land there. Make it bigger. So, it could be meaningful.

Carmen didn’t see it that way.

Not anymore.

“You are. I even went to a tarot reader,” Lydia said. “She told me you were powerful. Don’t let her go, she said.”

Carmen’s mouth fell, let out a quick disbelieving breath.

“Okay, you’re fucking crazy,” Carmen said. “You actually believe in that shit?”

Lydia nodded.

“I’ll help you see it, Carmen. What you are.”

Their gazes held.

For a second, Lydia’s expression shifted—softening into something familiar. Something Carmen recognized immediately.

Private.

The way Lydia would look at her when it was just the two of them—quiet, focused, like nothing else existed.

It lingered.

And still, it wasn’t what she wanted.

Alex sat steadier in her chest than that ever had.

“No, thanks,” Carmen said. “I’m all set.”

Lydia’s face grew distant.

“Drink this,” Lydia said, holding the bag out again, “and you’ll turn into one of us faster.”

A beat.

“If I drink it… may I please leave?”

“No.”

“Bad deal,” Carmen simply said.

Lydia smiled—small, almost apologetic.

“I can’t let you. I need to watch you for the next few days.”

“Why?”

“Because most people don’t make it.”

Carmen’s expression shifted—just slightly.

“What do you mean?”

“They die before they turn.”

“How do you know?”

Lydia met her eyes.

“I’ve turned twenty-two people,” she said. “Only five have survived.”

Carmen chuckled.

“Well, I don’t like those odds. Do you?”

Lydia sighed, not answering.

“Do you even know CPR?” Carmen asked.

Lydia blinked in quick succession and shook her head.

“No.”

“Wouldn’t it have just been easier to leave me alone?” Carmen said. “So I don’t… die?”

“No,” Lydia said. “I’ve already made enemies.”

A pause.

“And they’ve noticed me watching you.”

Carmen’s teeth ground together.

“Watching me?”

“Yes.”

Another pause.

“I know where you live,” Lydia said. “Who you talk to.”

“Who do I talk to?”

“Malcolm… Tristan.”

Carmen went still.

Her pulse ticked up—fast, uneven—her mind skirting around the one name she wouldn’t let herself think. Just in case.

“You seem scared,” Lydia said. “Is there someone else?”

Carmen stood—too fast.

The room tilted a little.

She didn’t hesitate. Lying came easily when it counted.

“Don’t—don’t hurt Tristan. He’s done nothing wrong, okay?”

“You seriously care about a guy?” Lydia said. “I thought you only liked women?”

“I do,” Carmen snapped. “I still care about him, though. I’m not heartless.”

“I can’t control who’s next, Carmen.”

Lydia stepped back.

“I’ll leave this here.”

She set the bag down within reach—on the floor.

Carmen glanced at it, grimacing.

“That’s disgusting,” she said. “In more than one way.”

Lydia’s lips pressed into a line—just for a second—before she smoothed a hand down the front of her shirt, composure settling back into place.

“One last thing.”

Carmen’s eyes flicked to her.

“What is it?” she asked.

A beat. Controlled.

“How do you know him… Malcolm?”

Carmen didn’t hesitate.

“I’m sorry—who?”

Lydia watched her for a second longer.

Then turned, hand on the door.

“Where are you going?” Carmen asked.

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” Lydia said, gesturing to the bag. “Drink it.”

But Carmen wouldn’t be doing that.

Lydia stepped out.

The door closed.

She checked her pockets.

Keys.

Wallet.

No phone.

***

Sometime in the night, Carmen stopped tracking time.

She was on the floor, back against the cabinet, humming a song distorted by time under her breath—off-key, slow, the words slipping in and out as she tried to follow them.

“All covered in rye… doo-doo, doo-doo… doo… doo.”

Her voice faded, picked up again, uneven.

She felt nauseous, had the chills.

Her head tilted slightly.

The light looked… different.

She didn’t notice it right away. Just sat there, humming, eyes drifting, until the color settled in—faint at first, then clearer.

Green. Then blue. Then purple.

Then back to green.

“Hmm. That’s new.”

Her eyes closed.

Then, she was under. No drifting, just a straight plunge from awake to sleep.

Darkness.

The dreams were different. Somehow clearer. More aware than they should have been. Alex in the back of a classroom, as a teenager, doodling in a notebook, the room was empty, except for a teacher at her desk. A woman in her 30’s with auburn colored hair.

Carmen watched. It shifted. The teacher looked down at Alex, fingers tilting up her chin, forcing her to meet their eyes.

Way too suggestive.

“With a teacher? You were with a teacher?” Carmen whispers.

Alex’s eyes seemed checked out. Vacant.

“Your grades are slipping, Alexandra.”

Alex shrugged, her attention already drifting back to her sketchbook. “I don't care.”

The teacher bent, her mouth close to Alex's ear. “You should. Let me help.”

Images flickered then—rapid, disconnected. Desks, rugs, blankets, a bed, bodies moving, the sound of soft moans. Furniture creaking. Alex guiding them, leading them. Holding. Tying knots.

Then one of them stilled. Carmen was too close as Alex flipped someone onto their stomach—dark hair, beautiful, long, thin.

She’s like a model.

Alex gripped her wrists, pinning them behind her back, moving into her from behind.

“You like it rough, don't you? You little slut.”

The words came out of Alex's mouth—different somehow, harder.

“You like to take my big strap nice and deep, don't you? You fucking whore.”

“Aww yes, Alex, yes!” The woman cried, “Right there. Fuck my pussy raw. Mmmmm.”

Alex’s voice grew rougher. Mean.

She slapped the woman’s ass hard, pushing into her with a sudden jolt.

“I need. To. Hear it.”

Alex shifted, her full weight pressing down, the woman's face smushed against the mattress as she drove in from behind, her hand twisting in dark hair, teeth scraping against skin. A sharp edge surfaced in Carmen's chest, unfamiliar and tearing, working its way through her like glass.

“No,” Carmen said, shaking her head.

Then louder—

“No—no—no—”

She heard herself say it.

The sound didn’t carry. It didn’t seem to touch anything around her—the walls, the light, the room itself. It just… stopped.

“No,” she said again, quieter this time.

Awake. Chest rising quick, unsteady. Drenched in sweat.

The tile pressed cold against her back. That came first. Then the light.

Still green.

Not dim. Not flickering.

It changed the room without moving anything in it—just made everything look sharper.

The sink, the cabinet, the floor—everything stayed where it had been. Only the color shifted, and with it, the sense of distance between things.

For a second, she didn’t remember how she got there.

Then, she did.

Not all at once. But enough.

Lydia. The house. The taste still sitting at the back of her throat.

Alex.

Her chest ached.

She closed her eyes briefly.

Whether the dream had been memory—or something else—she didn’t know.

It didn’t feel like it mattered.

Because either way, it wouldn’t ever leave her.

She looked back up at the light, squinting slightly, like it might fix itself if she gave it a second.

It didn’t.

A laugh slipped out—thin, uneven, not quite real.

“Ohhhh,” she said. “I’m in trouble.”

The room held.

Then it shifted.

Behind her.

Carmen didn’t turn right away.

She didn’t need to.

Her gaze stayed forward, unfocused, like she already knew where it would be.

“I’m dying,” she said quietly. “This is where it ends. In a nasty bathroom covered in…”

A small pause.

“…pubes.”

No answer.

Her mind slipped—back to the dream. Back to Alex.

That version of her.

The way she moved. The way she spoke.

The way she looked at someone else.

Carmen swallowed hard.

“It’s fine,” she muttered, bringing her hands together. “Not weird. Totally normal. People have exes.”

She rubbed her palms together. Then parted them, as if she was bargaining.

“…right?”

Silence.

But the thought didn’t leave.

Did Alex think about them—

when she was with her?

Her jaw clenched.

She shook her head once, sharp, like she could knock it loose.

“No,” she whispered. “She loves me. Only me.”

She nodded.

Like that settled it.

The air shifted again.

Closer now.

Carmen let it sit there for a second longer—then, finally—

“Hi,” she said, softer this time. “You can come out. If I did, you can too. Right? HA. HA.”

A smile pulled at her mouth. Slightly off.

She swallowed, still waiting. Tried to be a little softer.

“Is it you?”

She still didn’t turn fully. Just enough for the edge of her vision to catch it.

Something where nothing should be.

A shape pulling itself together.

Shadow first—

then more.

Features forming slowly, like they’d always been there and she was just remembering how to see them.

He leaned into her space, head tilted, watching.

“I hide so you don’t make me go away, Carmen,” he said, his voice smoky at the edges—like it came from somewhere else.

His voice didn’t travel.

It just… existed around her.

Close. Inside the space.

“And sometimes it’s shaky,” he added. “I can’t predict it.”

A faint smile. Flash of teeth.

“But I’d be here all the time if I could.”

Carmen’s expression flattened without meaning to.

“I know that. I know,” she said.

“That poison they give you,” he went on, almost casually, “in those orange bottles?”

A small tilt of his head.

“Won’t do anything, anymore.”

Carmen sniffed.

“Well,” she said, shrugging a little, like it didn’t matter as much as it should, “I didn’t want to. They made me.”

“I know,” he said easily. “You had to. I’m not mad.”

He stepped closer.

Or maybe she just let him.

“Come on,” he said, gentler now. “Let’s get you up.”

Carmen huffed a breath, pushing herself up with his help, her balance off, her weight leaning more into him than it should have.

“Water,” she said. “Can you give me water?”

Now she could see him clearly, though didn’t want to. So, she didn’t look at his face. She looked at his jacket instead. Leather, worn in the way it only got from use, not time.

He looked at her like he’d been there the whole time.

“We tried that. On the streets… when you had none, remember?” he said. “It didn’t help.”

The memory flickered through her mind—

a glass in her hand. Or how her hands had been when she was a teenager.

Drinking.

Nothing.

Still dry.

But someone had been there.

That part stayed.

“I kind of… missed you. But didn’t, too. Sorry—not sorry.”

“I know, Carmen,” he said. “You always do. Eventually.”

A small pause.

“You’re my best friend,” he added. “You know that.”

The words settled easily.

Too easily.

“The water,” he went on. “You have to get it yourself. From the faucet. Otherwise, it won’t work.”

Carmen blinked.

The memory slipped—caught—then shifted again.

“I forgot,” she murmured. “How did I forget that?”

He smiled.

Softer this time.

“You forgot a lot of things.”

A slight tilt of his head.

“Had to.”

She watched him.

Or thought she did.

“I helped you forget,” he whispered.

There was no emphasis in it.

No reason to doubt it.

“Yeah,” Carmen said.

Like it made sense.

Like it had always made sense.

“We take care of each other,” he added, turning slightly, reaching past her.

“Remember?”

“Not really.”

“Oh,” he said, almost lightly. “You will. Now.”

The faucet turned on.

Water rushed, loud in the quiet room.

Carmen stepped forward and bent to the faucet, drinking straight from it, hands braced against the sink, the cold of it tethering her in a way nothing else had been, feeling slightly better as she swallowed.

She lifted her head slowly.

Looked into the mirror.

He was there.

Not at the edge of her vision this time, not something slipping in and out—standing behind her, reflected cleanly, like he belonged in the room.

Or just in the mirror.

And in the corners—

other shapes.

Not fully formed. Just movement where there shouldn’t be any. Watching.

Carmen didn’t look at them for long.

Her eyes went back to him.

She’d never seen him this clearly before.

His hair sat uneven, deliberate in the way it fell—shorter at the sides, longer through the front and back, a carelessness about it that still looked chosen. Soft, light curls, slightly damp-looking, like he’d just come in from outside. A small hoop in one ear caught the light when he shifted. His face was young—too young—and had a sharpness in it, not harsh, just defined. Like he’d grown into himself quickly and never got the chance to settle there.

And his eyes—

All black.

The whites gone dark, swallowed, leaving something that didn’t reflect light the way it should.

But he smiled like he did.

Like he was still… someone.

“Why have you stayed this whole time?” Carmen asked, her voice quieter now. Then, after a beat— “And—wait—you’re mean to me.”

He let out a soft breath, amused.

“Not mean, Carmen. Not mean.” A small tilt of his head. “I get lost. Confused.” A pause. “I don’t want to be here. Like this.”

Carmen turned then, slowly, facing him fully.

“I want you to leave me alone. For good this time.”

“Can’t.”

He smiled.

“Through you, I’m me again. Oliver.” His voice softened slightly on it, smile growing wider. “Not dead anymore.” A beat, then lighter— “Plus… we faggots simply must stick together.”

Carmen’s expression shifted—subtle, but there.

“Had you told me your name before?”

“Maybe?” Oliver muttered. “Or no. I only just remembered it.”

She was suspicious.

Still watching him.

“Can you help me get out of here?”

“Yes,” he said easily. “I can.” His gaze flicked past her, toward the corners. “We all can, Carmen.”

“I need my phone first.”

Shadows moved behind him.

One of the shapes pulled away from the wall, slipping toward the door—quiet, wrong, like it didn’t belong to the same space—and passed through it without resistance.

Oliver didn’t turn.

“Done. You got it,” he said, his brows raising.

Carmen stared at him.

“What else?” he asked.

“The window,” she said. “It’s nailed shut. I can’t get out.”

The air shifted.

The shapes in the corners moved again—closer now, less uncertain—and the wall near the window began to give, not loud, not breaking, just… loosening, like it had forgotten how to hold itself together.

Oliver stayed where he was, a pleasant smile on his face.

“Who are they?” Carmen asked.

The smile grew.

“Just people,” he said. A beat. “They were.”

Then he lifted the phone into the air, like it had always been there.

The screen lit.

A crack ran through it—corner to center.

“Not me,” he said. “She did that. Snooping. But it wouldn’t give.”

He handed it to her.

Carmen took it, fingers unsteady as she unlocked it, scrolling without thinking—missed calls stacking from Tristan, messages layered over each other—

and three from Alex.

Alex:

carmen, you still working?

baby, are you coming over?

are you alright??? call me please.

Then her phone buzzed. Tristan. Calling.

Her chest pulled in on itself.

“You sure you don’t want to go back to him?” Oliver asked.

“No, absolutely not.”

“But I’ll miss him. I adore Tristan.”

Carmen grimaced at him.

“You can have him.”

“I did. Have him.” The man smiled, brows twitching up again.

“Yup,” she said. “You can keep that to yourself.”

Carmen slipped the phone into her pocket.

“Lydia is coming,” Oliver whispered in her mind.

Carmen’s head snapped toward the door.

Then the wall.

It was giving—slowly, unevenly—the night pressing in through it, air slipping through the split.

Not fast enough.

The doorknob rattled.

Once.

Harder the second time.

Carmen turned back—

The room had shifted again.

The corners were empty.

No movement.

No shapes.

Oliver was gone.

Whether he had been there at all, who could tell.

“Yeah, cool.”

She dropped onto her back and drove her heel into the wall—once, twice—the hole in the plaster opening wider with each kick, giving just enough.

The light above her flickered—

then settled.

Yellow.

Normal.

The door cracked open.

“Nooo—Carmen!”

Carmen slipped through, dropping the short distance outside, landing rough, rolling with it. Already moving, already running for her bike.

Behind her, was Lydia.

Screaming now.

Not controlled. Not careful.

Others with her—shapes breaking loose from the dark, moving fast, too fast, closing the distance in uneven bursts.

For a second, Carmen thought—

hallucinations.

The ones from the corners.

But no.

These had weight.

Footsteps.

Solid.

One caught her arm—

she tore free, already swinging onto the bike, shoving the key into the ignition. The engine kicked hard as she twisted the throttle.

It lurched forward. Bike wobbling before it steadied.

She looked ahead and rode.

Fast.

Faster.

The first speed bump hit hard—then the next—the back wheel slipping slightly as she pushed it past what it should take, hands locked tight on the grips, heart pounding against her ribs—

and still—

not far enough.

She cut down side streets without thinking, the turns coming before she chose them, the road opening into the highway almost by accident.

She took it.

The wind hit harder there—sharp, tearing through her hair, her face, no helmet, nothing between her and it.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

Or maybe it was the engine.

Tristan’s place—

that’s where she was going.

Or had been.

“No,” she said aloud. “I’m not ever going there again. What the hell is wrong with me?”

She veered off the highway without signaling, the road narrowing into something darker, less traveled.

Malcolm.

She needed Malcolm.

The thought came late.

Too late to help her find him.

The number.

The paper.

Not thinking, she reached into her pocket, fingers clumsy, pulling it free—

just as the wind caught it.

It lifted once.

Then it was gone.

She braked hard, the bike jerking beneath her as she stopped in the middle of the road.

“Fuck me. Why’d I do that?”

For a second, she thought about turning around.

But didn’t.

The phone buzzed again.

Tristan.

She stared at it. Sniffled.

Answered.

“Hello?”

A pause.

“Carmen? Where are you?”

She looked out at the road.

Empty.

“Tristan… we’re done. Don’t call me.”

“I know you want to leave, but—”

“Tristan, we were never—anything. I’m—I’m a lesbian.”

Silence.

“Are you drunk?”

“Noooo—FUCK YOU FOR THAT ASSHOLE.”

A loud breath through the phone.

“Are you… Are you just figuring this out now, Carmen?”

“No. I’ve known. I’ve always known.”

“… What the hell. What the hell?”

Her jaw worked.

She glanced over her shoulder.

Nothing there.

“I can’t talk right now,” she said. “I’m kind of… running.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t have time for this. And it’s none of your business.”

Another pause.

“Why were you with me?” he said. “We’ve been together for years. Why?”

Carmen didn’t answer at first.

She kept looking at the road.

Like something might appear if she didn’t.

“I needed a place to live,” she said finally. “I used you.”

A beat.

“I’m a horrible person. Haven’t you noticed?”

“No,” he said. “You’re not. Let’s just—”

She let out a broken sound, it could have been a laugh.

“Later-gater. Buh-bye, Tristan.”

And ended the call.

Didn’t stop.

Back on the bike.

The engine turned over again, and she rode on, scanning the streets, watching for anything—an ambulance, flashing lights, anything that might lead her to Malcolm.

Nothing.

The sky began to lighten.

Slow at first.

Then more.

She kept riding.

The gas dipped lower.

She noticed it, but not enough to stop.

Then—

an engine behind her.

Close.

Her grip locked in.

“Why don’t you go to that girl’s house,” a voice said, somewhere just behind her thoughts. “By the ocean.”

She didn’t turn.

Didn’t need to.

Oliver rode up beside her.

Like he had always been there.

“You ride a motorcycle?” she said, voice raised over the engines.

“Yes,” he answered easily. “My death is coming for me.”

He smiled.

Then, she glanced over at him.

“That’s what I always say.”

“You say it because of me, Carmen,” he said. “I should have worn that brain bucket. HA!”

She let out a harsh breath.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Carmen asked.

“No,” he said. “I’m trying to prevent it.”

A beat.

“Wouldn’t want you to crash… like I did. I wasn’t wearing a helmet!”

She didn’t answer.

Just kept riding.

The road shifted again—familiar now without her choosing it—until the field opened up around her.

Juniper low to the ground. Power lines cutting overhead. Hawks circling, slow and distant.

She cut the engine.

The silence pressed in immediately.

Her body didn’t hold.

Damp heat clung to her skin. Her stomach turned sharply, then again. Her breath came uneven, catching halfway through.

“I feel—” she swallowed. “I feel so thirsty.”

“You don’t look good,” Oliver said.

“Yeah,” she muttered. “No shit.”

She started walking.

Didn’t know where she was going.

Just moving.

Then, she wasn’t.

Her legs gave, and she dropped into the grass, the ground harder than it looked.

“I have to sleep. Don’t wanna… have to. I hate sleep—hate it.”

“You shouldn’t sleep here,” he said, voice full of concern. “Not in the sun.”

A pause.

“Remember our rule, Carmen?”

It surfaced, unbidden.

A memory. Or a bunch of them stuck together. Days that blurred into years.

Shade.

Always shade.

The darker, the better.

Even the bugs liked it.

But it was so much wetter.

She dragged herself forward, slow, uneven, toward the thin line of trees at the edge of the field.

Made it just far enough.

Collapsed there.

When she looked up—

she was alone.

No Oliver.

No shapes.

Just sky.

It felt—

quiet.

But not bad. She looked up through the branches.

Then her eyes closed, a smile fading from her lips. Her breath stirred a few wisps of hair that clung to her cheek.

No dreams came this time.


Chapter Eight

When she woke, the sun had shifted.

Higher now.

Brighter.

She pushed herself upright slowly, brushing a bug from her arm. The movement lagged slightly behind the intention, like it belonged to someone else.

She felt worse. Cold, hot, wet all over.

Something was wrong.

That was clear.

The color was gone from her skin. Dark pressed beneath her eyes. Her brain felt like it was expanding against her skull.

She swallowed.

Dry.

Too dry.

She stayed there a moment longer—

trying to understand which part of it was real.

And which wasn’t.

She didn’t need to turn to know she wasn’t alone.

“I don’t want to go to her house,” she said. “I could lead them to her.”

He sat beside her, legs crossed. Leather, even in the heat.

“Fair point,” he said. “What about Malcolm?”

“I don’t have his number anymore.”

“I know numbers,” he said. “I give them to you. Remember?”

Carmen shook her head.

“Yeah, let’s do it,” he said. “Get your phone out.”

She did.

He recited the number. Slow. Certain.

She typed it in.

Paused.

Looked at him.

He nodded, as if to reassure her.

She lifted the phone to her ear.

“Hello?”

A woman’s voice.

“Hi,” Carmen said. “Is Malcolm there?”

“No… you’ve got the wrong number.”

The line went dead.

Carmen lowered the phone slowly.

Looked at him. A muscle in her cheek twitched.

“You’re fucking with me. Again. Like you always do.”

“No,” he said, his brows raised, apologetic—maybe a little scared. “I thought that was it.”

Her breath came in shallow pants.

He blinked away tears.

“Don’t be mad at me,” Oliver said. “Deep breath. Remember, deep breaths.”

She held his gaze, trying to steady herself.

“Try again,” he said. “I’ll get it this time. Promise.”

He gave her another number.

She dialed.

“The number you have dialed is disconnected.”

“NOOOO. I’m not listening to you anymore. I’m not. For years you—”

“No,” he said, sharper now. “I’m trying to help you, Carmen. Please. Remember the roses.”

His voice broke.

Then he was crying.

Not quietly.

She didn’t move.

Just sat there with him.

“I have to tell you something,” he muttered. “Not trying to start anything. Just want you to know it.”

“What is it?”

“She’s with someone.”

Carmen’s head lifted.

“What?”

“Alex,” he said. “Right now.”

Her chest and head lit up. A bright colorless flash.

And it fell straight through her.

Immediate.

“You’re—LYING!”

He didn’t answer.

He wasn’t there anymore.

Carmen didn’t remember getting on the bike.

Or most of the drive.

Only fragments—the road opening, closing, turning without her deciding it.

Then—

the gym.

The parking lot.

She was off the bike, standing on the incline without remembering the step that got her there.

Below—

Alex.

Work clothes. Dark blue pants. A T-shirt.

Standing near the garage.

With someone.

Carmen didn’t move.

The woman had dark hair.

Familiar.

Not from memory.

From the dream.

The one that Alex fucked with a strap.

Carmen watched.

Couldn’t tell how long.

The woman reached for Alex.

Pulled her in.

They fit.

Same height. Same line.

Easy.

Carmen spun away, breath coming quick, body starting to shake.

“I didn’t need her,” she said. “I don’t need her.”

No answer. Carmen grimaced. Then smiled. Slapped herself.

“You fucking dumbass,” she whispered. “You idiot. You fell for it. All of it.”

Carmen. Go talk to her.

She shook her head.

“No—No.”

The voice came through louder by her ear.

“I might be wrong.”

“No,” she said. “She’ll lie to me. You lie to me. Strangers. Everyone lies. You don’t know me. You don’t fucking know me.”

A pause.

I’m sorry.

The voice now only in her mind.

I’m here for you.

She shut her eyes.

You’ll always need me.

“Shut up,” she muttered. “Shut up.”

Tears pressed sharp behind her eyes.

She saw you. She’s coming. Running up the hill.

Carmen didn’t look.

What will you do?

Her hands trembled.

Will you wait?

She didn’t answer.

Didn’t want Alex to see her.

Didn’t want to be seen at all by anyone.

She turned.

Back to the bike.

The engine caught hard under her hand.

She pulled out fast—

too fast—

Everything was numb. Unreal.

She took the turns on instinct, almost laying the bike on its side, floating somewhere between waking and asleep. Face set in a dark, cold way.

She didn’t need directions.

She was leaving.

Just before the highway, something inside pulled her back. As if she shouldn’t go further.

Carmen slowed.

Waited.

For him.

Though she wouldn’t admit it.

The road stretched ahead, empty for a moment longer than it should have been.

She pulled out her phone.

Alex’s name sat there.

New unopened messages.

Her breath caught as she read the older messages again, her dark brown eyes narrowing as she scanned. She didn’t need to—but did. Then her thumb moved.

Delete.

Delete.

One after another.

Too many.

She blocked her.

The screen went blank.

She stared at it.

Not enough.

Shook her head, hard—once, twice—

like she could break the thought loose.

Then, she stepped off the bike.

Dropped the phone on the gravel.

Brought her heel down on it.

Again.

Plastic cracked. Screen split.

She didn’t stop until it stopped lighting up.

“Carmen.”

“WHAT?” Her voice came out piercing.

Oliver stood behind her.

Holding her helmet.

“You need to wear this.”

“Why?”

He looked at her.

Didn’t answer right away.

“You know why,” he finally said.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“You shouldn’t have smashed the phone,” he said, a hint of regret in his voice.

“It felt good.”

He didn’t smile this time.

“I never get it right,” he murmured. “I thought I was helping you.”

A short burst of air left her.

“All you do is mess with my head,” she snapped. “You don’t care about me.”

A beat.

“You’re like a demon.”

“Just wear this,” he said, voice breaking. “Please.”

She hesitated.

Then took the helmet. Put it on.

“Don’t get on the highway,” he pleaded. “I know you’re going to. But don’t.”

“I’m getting out of here,” she said, her voice flat. “City. State. Doesn’t matter.”

“I know,” he said. “You have to.”

A pause.

“But not that way. Take the route.”

Something in his voice shifted.

Quieter.

“I just… know it.”

She looked at him.

Really looked.

The eyes.

Wrong.

Too dark.

The smile didn’t help.

“I don’t believe you,” she said. “For all I know, you’re trying to kill me.”

“Carmen—”

“I’m not listening. To. You.”

“I care about you,” he said. “I love you. We’re family.”

The words landed strangely.

Too close.

“My best friend,” he added. “The only one that always stayed for me.”

He tried to get her to look at him.

“Don’t get on there,” he whispered.

She shook her head, just barely.

“That’s where I died,” he said. “You will too.”

She frowned.

“You’re not making any sense,” she said.

“I might not be able to follow you if you go that way,” he said. “I don’t think—”

She turned away before he finished.

Got back on the bike.

The engine kicked over.

The ramp came up fast.

Too many cars.

Too much movement.

She merged anyway. Weaving.

The traffic closed around her immediately—tight, fast, unforgiving.

She rode.

Faster than she should have.

The world didn’t hold steady.

Cars shifted—

too close—

then not.

For a second, she thought she saw one drift straight through another.

Metal folding into nothing.

Then it was gone.

Her grip tightened.

Another flicker—

a crash that didn’t happen.

A turn that corrected itself too late.

Her breath came uneven.

The thirst—or hunger—sat under it now.

Constant.

Pervasive.

An ambulance passed on the opposite side—lights flashing, sirens faintly cutting through. But after it was gone.

She tracked it for too long.

Then lost it.

And kept riding.

Take the next exit.

The thought came clean.

Clearer than the others.

“No,” she whispered.

“There’s something wrong with the bike,” Oliver said, somewhere just behind her. “I’ve seen it—”

“I’m not listening to you.”

“It catches on fire, please—it’s in a ditch. Your body is—”

“None of this is real.”

Her voice broke slightly.

“I’m just tired.”

She licked her cracked lips.

“Just. Always. So fucking tired.”

The sign came up too fast to read.

She caught enough.

State line.

Gone.

Her shoulders eased.

She laughed—small, breathless, loud in the helmet.

“HA, I MADE IT.”

The road opened.

Or—

it looked like it did.

A gap ahead.

Clean.

Simple.

She leaned into it.

For a second, it held.

Then—

brake lights.

Too close.

They hadn’t been there.

Or she hadn’t seen them.

The space collapsed.

Carmen jerked the handlebars, braking hard—too hard—the back tire slipping out from under her, the bike pulling sideways—

a flash—

headlights where there shouldn’t be—

metal folding—

not hers—

then—

it was.

Impact.

The world snapped sideways.

Sound tore out of it.

The road came up fast—

too fast—

Then there was nothing.

***

Carmen walked.

That was the first thing that didn’t make sense.

Not riding.

Walking. Down to Alex’s house.

It hurt to breathe. So she didn’t.

Concrete under her feet. The familiar slope of the garage, the smell of oil and cool air, everything exactly where it should be—too exact.

Nothing shifted.

Nothing blurred.

She moved through it anyway, up the short steps, into the house.

“Come on, Carmen,” Alex’s voice carried from the living room. Frustrated. Tight. “Why isn’t she answering?”

Carmen stepped into the doorway.

Alex stood with her phone in her hand, pacing once, then stopping like something had caught her.

Carmen tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

Not even air.

She stepped closer.

Alex turned.

Still.

“Carmen?”

The word landed differently.

Broken.

Alex’s eyes moved over her, fast at first—then slower.

Focused. Then, she shuddered, voice breaking.

“Why—why are you covered in blood, baby?”

Carmen looked down.

Her clothes were soaked. Dark. Heavy. It hadn’t registered until now.

Felt like she should surface.

Couldn’t inhale. But had to.

Then, she realized she wasn’t underwater.

And this was not normal.

Alex was already moving.

Fast.

Closing the distance, hands coming up, gripping her arms like she could hold her there.

And she could.

Carmen felt it.

Solid.

Real.

“I’ve got you,” Alex said, voice uneven now. “I’ve got you. We can fix this. I can fix this. Towels… I need towels.”

Carmen tried to answer.

Tried to say her name.

Something rose instead.

Thick.

Hot.

Blood spilled from her mouth, down her chin, sudden and wrong, choking the word before it formed.

Alex didn’t pull away. Her hands were covered in blood, trying to lift Carmen’s shirt to see where she was hurt.

“It’s okay,” she said, even as her voice broke. “It’s okay—just stay with me. I’ll fix it.”

Carmen swayed. Her hand came up to cup Alex’s cheek. And Alex’s hand covered it.

She finally got it.

Understanding it all.

Finally.

It all came rushing back.

Their eyes met.

The room shifted—not like a dream, not soft—but like everything was losing hold.

The edges of it pulling back.

Alex’s hands tightened.

“NO!”

Carmen felt it then.

The pull.

Stronger than before.

Not toward Alex.

Away.

Alex’s voice broke through it—

“Carmen—stay with me.”

And then—

Light.

Then pain.

She wasn’t standing anymore.

Wasn’t anywhere.

Weightless.

Then—

impact.

Her body jolted hard, pain slamming through her in flashes she couldn’t hold onto, over and over again, something forcing air into her, a pressure in her throat she couldn’t understand, couldn’t fight.

Voices.

Blurry.

Too fast.

“No—it’s not possible—”

“Wait—”

“Hold on—”

“I got a heartbeat.”

“She won’t make it. No way, we can’t—”

“We’re gonna try.”

The words cut through, sharp and disbelieving.

Hands on her.

Movement.

Lifted.

Carried.

Light flashing overhead—red then white, too bright—then gone again.

Dark.

Then light.

Then nothing again.


Chapter Nine

The light was different. Hushed.

That was the first thing Carmen noticed.

Too warm. Too still. Like it had been sitting there too long. Dust particles floating in it.

She stood in the middle of a clothing store—racks, mirrors, soft music playing somewhere—but nothing held quite right. Edges blurred if she looked at them too long. The air felt… fixed.

A dream. Of a place she knew well. One of her mom’s favorite shops in the city.

Carmen turned.

And saw herself.

Younger.

Fourteen, maybe. Dark brown hair long down her back, a softness in her face that hadn’t been worn down yet. A navy-blue sweater and her favorite dress pants. She stood near a rack, fingers brushing fabric without really seeing it.

Watching.

Carmen let out a quiet breath, almost a laugh. That was how she dressed back then. She thought it signaled to other girls… all they needed to know.

Carmen followed her gaze.

Alex. Just how she looked from the image. The one with the stars.

Younger. About Carmen’s age. A few feet away, turning slightly like she’d felt it and didn’t know why. Her eyes moved past—over—through.

Not seeing.

Carmen stepped closer.

“Wait, I remember this. School shopping. That was Alex?”

She looked smaller. More fragile. A hoodie with the high school logo, jeans, blonde hair pulled into a ponytail.

Carmen moved right into her space—close enough that she should’ve been noticed—and still, nothing.

She was still getting used to that.

Young Alex shifted slightly, unsettled.

“Was she just looking at me?”

And—

“There’s no way she was looking at me.”

The thoughts came through clear, like they’d been spoken out loud. But her mouth wasn’t moving.

Carmen gasped.

She turned.

Her younger self was looking at Alex—direct, open in a way Carmen didn’t recognize anymore.

There was a small smile there.

Unforced.

She nodded once, like something had passed between them.

Alex stilled.

“She’s so pretty. She looks rich. She wouldn’t want me. I’m too trashy.”

Carmen felt it—a piece long forgotten, coming back.

“How did I forget this?”

Her younger self let out a soft laugh as Alex turned slightly, checking if Carmen had been looking at someone behind her.

No.

Just her.

Young Carmen gave her a small, charming smile—then bit her lip.

Carmen froze.

“You did not just do that,” she said. “You are too young to do that.”

But she knew she had. Her hand came up to her forehead, pressing there. Mortified.

Carmen felt it then—the rush that followed. Not hers.

Alex’s.

A quick, startled warmth. Heat rising to her cheeks. Her pulse jumping. Alex stood there, frozen, like she didn’t know what to do with it.

Then—

“Carmen.”

Her mother’s voice.

Both Carmens turned to look at her.

Too polished for an errand. Dark hair perfectly curled, jewelry catching the light with every movement. Tailored clothes. Rings. Earrings. Everything to show she was better than.

It flashed through Carmen.

Sharp. Immediate.

Familiar.

She looked away.

Her younger self turned, already being pulled from it.

“She ruins everything,” Carmen said, as she watched them. “Not surprising.”

Her younger self glanced back once—just once—

and lifted her hand to Alex.

A small wave.

Alex lifted her hand too—

a second too late.

Then, she was gone.

Carmen stayed where she was.

The space had already started to thin at the edges.

But Alex—

Alex hadn’t moved.

She was still staring at where Carmen had been.

“Who was that? I need to talk to her. Carmen?”

The name settled.

Carmen watched her swallow, her fingers tightening slightly at her side.

“She looked at me.”

A pause.

“Did she?”

Alex turned, like she might follow.

Didn’t.

Instead, she moved toward the front of the store, toward the glass. To watch.

Carmen followed.

Across the street—

Her younger self. Her mother. Moving quickly now, sharper.

The voices sounded muffled through glass but she remembered the conversation now.

Word for word.

“We’re crossing. Now,” her mother snapped.

“I’m walking. You can’t talk to me like that, I’m not a kid anymore.”

“You are not walking fast enough, young lady.”

“I am, Mom!” Carmen said.

The words hit harder than they should have.

Carmen flinched—just slightly.

Alex saw it.

Not her.

The moment.

Alex watched them go into a café, panic moving in her eyes.

“Okay. Just do it.”

The thought settled.

Alex turned, pushed through the door, and crossed the street without looking for cars.

The scene shifted, faster now, inside the café—noise, movement, too many people, too close together. Carmen stood near the back wall. She saw herself at a table, shoulders tight, jaw set, not really present, her mother talking at her. As usual.

“God, I hated this place. The food sucked,” Carmen muttered.

Young Alex stood near the counter, trying not to look, looking anyway.

“Just say something normal. It’s not weird. It’s not weird that I came over here.”

Her fingers tapped once against the counter.

“Like… what school do you go to? Simple.”

A pause.

“No. That’s—see, that’s weird.”

She exhaled, ordering food she didn’t register. Carmen let out a quiet laugh watching it.

Her eyes flicked.

“I wonder if she has a girlfriend.” Alex thought, or said.

“She doesn’t… but she wants one,” Carmen explained, still expecting some kind of reply and getting nothing.

Younger Carmen stood, already moving toward the bathroom. Alex’s body shifted before she decided to move, and then, she was walking—not fast, but not casual either. She stopped just off to the side of the hallway. Too close. She knew it.

“Don’t be weird. Okay you’re like, intercepting her after the bathroom. That’s… creepy.”

Carmen huffed a laugh as she walked over.

“Not if you’re brave enough.”

Then it dawned on her.

“Wait… is she who I slammed into that day?”

The door opened. Her younger self stepped out, head down, moving fast. She looked up at the last second and walked straight into Alex.

The contact was light, shoulder to shoulder, but it landed heavier than it should have. Carmen felt it—not in her body, but through it. A pull. A recognition with nowhere to go.

“That hurt, I remember it now.”

“Sorry,” her younger self said, flat, already leaving.

“It’s… okay,” Alex said. The words didn’t land right, like she’d had something else ready and lost it. Too soft.

Carmen didn’t stop. Didn’t look at her. She was already past her. Already gone.

“CAR-MEN!”

Her mother’s voice cut across the room. Heads turned.

“God, that was so embarrassing.”

Alex stilled. She turned slightly, watching her go—watching the door swing shut behind her. Her chest dropped. Hard. The words came rushing in, overlapping.

“I’ll never see her again.”

“We could have fallen in love.”

“She was the one. I know it. She was the one.”

The thought hit before she could stop it.

“How do you know that, Alex?” Carmen asked.

Nothing.

“She’s gone.”

“Should I follow her?”

Her foot shifted, just barely.

“No. Too many people.”

“I can’t.”

Carmen stood there, watching her—watching the younger version of the woman she knew—and felt a sort of sober understanding within herself.

“You should have,” Carmen whispered.

It came out quiet, barely there, but it hit somewhere deep and heavy inside.

The room blurred. Edges softened. Sound pulled away.

Alex was still there when everything else faded, still watching the door.

Still—

Carmen inhaled sharply, back in her body. Back in real time. Where everything hurt. But she couldn’t open her eyes.

That was fine.

She didn’t want to.

The beeping didn’t stop.

It stayed steady. Predictable.

Carmen let it exist.

Didn’t open her eyes.

Didn’t move.

Someone spoke—close, then farther away. A hand adjusted on a pain near her arm. The faint pull of tape. Fabric shifting.

They were working on her.

She didn’t need to answer them.

For once—

she didn’t need to do anything at all.

No talking.

No reacting.

No managing how she came across.

No deciding what version of herself to be.

She sank under it.

Let them exist somewhere above her.

And slipped back into it.

The light was wrong again.

Warm. Still. Held in place like it had been waiting.

The store. Like that memory, long forgotten.

Same racks. Same mirrors. Same soft music that didn’t quite reach the edges of the room.

Carmen didn’t question it.

She already knew.

Meeting Alex.

Her eyes moved—

and found herself.

Younger. Fourteen. Standing too straight, like posture could protect her from being seen too clearly.

And—

Alex.

Younger too. Hoodie. Hands shoved halfway into the sleeves. Looking around like she didn’t belong anywhere she stood.

Carmen didn’t move toward them this time.

She just watched.

Something shifted.

Young Carmen looked up.

Direct.

Right at Alex.

Bit her lip.

“She can’t be looking at me.”

Alex’s voice—clear, immediate.

Carmen’s chest ached.

But this time—

young Carmen answered.

“Yes, I am,” she said, all teenage confidence and swag. “Silly.”

Alex froze.

Actually froze.

“Wait—what?” she said it aloud, not as a thought this time.

Carmen felt it—the confusion, the sudden spike of heat, the disbelief.

“You can hear me?”

Young Carmen tilted her head, like that question didn’t make sense.

“Of course I can hear you.”

Alex took a step closer.

Slow. Careful. Like the moment might break if she moved too fast.

“That’s not… how this works.”

“What do you mean?” Carmen said. “You’re talking. I’m answering.”

Alex stared at her.

“You’re real. Where’d your mom go?”

Carmen smiled.

“I don’t let her come here. She’s a real bitch.”

“Where is here?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know… but we’re in a dream. Who cares?”

Alex’s face shifted from a gentle softness to a look that was more awake and alert.

“No, we’re not,” she said, a small breath of a laugh slipping out.

“Yes.”

Young Carmen stopped browsing and stepped closer.

Alex’s thoughts slipped in, but she was saying them out loud, smoothing her hair behind her ear.

“Okay… don’t be weird.”

“You’re weird, yeah… in a hot way, though,” Carmen said easily, looking up at her.

“You think I’m hot?”

Young Carmen nodded.

“Yes, very.”

They stood there for a second.

Not moving.

Just… looking.

“What school do you go to?” Alex asked, immediately grimacing. “Wait—no. That’s so—”

Carmen laughed.

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Alex huffed a laugh, shaking her head.

“You’re kind of… tricky.”

“You like it.”

A pause.

“…yeah, I do,” Alex admitted.

And just like that—

they started walking.

Out of the store.

Side by side like it had already been decided.

Carmen followed them.

Or maybe she was them.

It didn’t feel separate anymore.

The air shifted—

and suddenly they were outside.

Then at the mall. Then at the movies.

Then in a car, with Alex driving.

They walked along the beach.

The sky stretched wide above them, the horizon soft, endless.

“You know this isn’t real, right?” Alex said, nudging her shoulder lightly.

Carmen’s brows came together.

“I’m real,” she said.

Alex shrugged.

“No, I’m just dreaming you.”

“I’ll make it real,” Carmen murmured. “Then you’ll believe me.”

Alex glanced at her.

“You will?”

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation in it.

“I’m going to tell my mom I’m gay. Soon.”

Alex slowed.

“You will?”

“Yes,” Carmen said, like it was simple. “And then we can be together for real. You can come over to the house.”

A small silence.

“But what if this isn’t real?” Alex asked, quieter now.

Carmen turned to her.

“I’ll prove it is.”

“How?” Alex asked.

“Tell me your full name. I’ll find you.”

Alex laughed, the sound soft in the open air.

“You won’t find me. I’m not online,” she said.

Carmen frowned.

“Not online?”

“No,” Alex whispered.

“Doesn’t matter,” Carmen said. “I’ll find you.”

Alex watched her for a second.

Then smiled.

“Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll wait for you to find me.”

Then she leaned in close, speaking by Carmen’s ear.

“It’s Alex Murphy,” she whispered.

The name settled.

Deep.

Carmen felt it now—felt how important it had been. How carefully she’d held it.

How she’d—

forgotten later.

They moved again.

Different dream. Same feeling.

The stars stretched above them now, sharp and endless.

Carmen lay back, hands behind her head. Alex lay by her hovering, running her knuckles over Carmen’s cheek. Carmen looked at her.

“What do you think about getting married?” Carmen murmured.

Alex’s brows knit.

“You want to get married?”

“I do,” Carmen said. “Someday. But no one knows.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m supposed to be tough,” she said, quieter. “And that’s… corny.”

Alex shook her head.

“It’s not corny.”

Carmen smiled, just a little.

“I want a big wedding.”

“You do?”

Carmen nodded.

“With white roses.”

Alex huffed a soft laugh.

“Why white?”

“They symbolize divine love,” Carmen said, voice dropping but certain. “Purity. Devotion. Forever. I think it’s beautiful.”

A small pause.

Alex didn’t answer right away.

Something in her expression shifted—subtle, but not small. Her eyes widened just slightly, then held, like she’d forgotten to look away. Her breath caught on Carmen’s face enough to change the space between them.

Carmen felt it before she understood it.

Whatever had been there before—

wasn’t the same now.

“Don’t tell anybody,” Carmen added, lips curving.

Alex shook her head, a little dazed by her.

“Why not?” she asked.

Carmen shrugged.

“Because I’m not supposed to be like that.”

Alex shifted even closer, and kissed her. Then, she pressed her lips to Carmen’s ear.

“I love that you are.”

Carmen looked at her.

Really looked at her.

“Will you be my dream girlfriend?” Alex asked.

Carmen smiled, then rolled her eyes.

“I’ll be your actual girlfriend when we meet.”

Alex’s chest caught—just slightly.

Carmen leaned in.

Kissed her.

“And you’ll love me. Only me. Forever.”

Young Alex’s face flushed red.

Carmen smiled. “Your dream face—is blushing. Maybe you already do.”

“This is my real face,” Alex said quickly. “And I’m not blushing.”

“No,” Carmen said softly. “We’re in a dream. You keep forgetting.”

Alex hesitated. “It feels real. Then I wake up without you.” Her voice dipped. “I wish it wasn’t.”

“It won’t always be,” Carmen said. “Just be patient.”

A small smile. “You’re so shy. It’s cute.”

“I don’t want to be shy. Girls don’t like shy.”

“I do. Don’t change, Alex.” Carmen tilted her head slightly. “And you don’t want girls. You just want me.”

Alex swallowed. “But I want to be strong… for you. Not shy.”

“You can be both with me.”

Alex looked at her, her expression soft and open.

“With you… you’re the only one I can be myself around,” Alex said, voice low. “I just wish you were real.”

“I am.” Carmen’s thumb smoothed gently over her brow.

Alex shook her head.

“No. You’re too perfect to be real. You’re a figment of my imagination.”

“I’m not,” Carmen said, straight-faced, serious.

Carmen kissed her again, her hand coming to Alex’s cheek—soft, certain, like she already knew how it would feel.

Alex’s hand came up, pulling her closer.

“Do you want to get married to me?” she asked, half laughing, half not.

“Yes,” Carmen said. “We should be engaged. With rings.”

“After we date a while?” Alex asked.

“No,” Carmen whispered, shaking her head. “We’ll skip all the dating bullshit and go right to the good part.”

Alex stared at her, then blinked—slow.

“But you’re wearing a dress,” Carmen added.

Alex snorted. “You think I can pull off a dress?”

Carmen nodded.

“I thought you would wear the dress,” Alex said, as if that were more logical.

“No,” Carmen said. “We both will. Please. I want that.”

Alex smiled into her shoulder, then kissed her neck.

“Okay,” she breathed.

They lay there under the stars, pressed together, like nothing outside of it mattered.

Carmen, where are you going?

Carmen shifted first.

Not pulling away—just… moving. Like something had caught her attention somewhere else.

“Did you hear that?” she said, looking around, “I should go.”

Alex turned her head, frowning slightly. “Carmen, where are you going?”

Carmen didn’t answer right away.

She was already looking past her.

The sky dimmed.

Not all at once.

I don’t want you to see me like this, Alex.

She can’t see me.

I won’t let her in.

A streetlight flickered overhead. Suddenly, on a street at night.

Cold now. The air sharper than it had been a second ago.

Carmen crouched beneath it, arms wrapped loosely around herself, her backpack resting against her legs. The ground was damp. Real in a way the stars hadn’t been.

She stared at nothing.

“That’s me, it had been a week out there. And they still hadn’t come to get me,” Carmen said, no longer a part of it. She looked down at her hands.

Younger Carmen shivered in front of her.

“They’ll come find me,” she said quietly. “They can’t just leave me out here.”

A pause.

“It’s almost actually winter.”

Snow drifted down—light, slow, barely there.

“Carmen?”

The voice came soft, distant.

Carried on the cold wind.

“Carmen, can you see me?”

Carmen’s head tilted slightly.

She thought she heard a noise.

Faint. Behind her. Or maybe beside her.

She turned.

Nothing.

Just the street. The light. The empty stretch of it.

Her jaw tightened.

She stood.

Pulled her backpack up over her shoulder.

Didn’t look again.

Didn’t want it to be her.

Alex Murphy.

Seeing Carmen Martinez this way.

So she started walking.

The snow followed her into the dark.

From Alex’s side—

it didn’t change the same way.

The edges blurred first.

Like something was pulling the world out from under her in pieces.

Carmen was still there.

A few steps ahead.

Close enough that she should have been able to reach her.

Alex stepped forward.

“Carmen—wait.”

Her hand lifted—

but didn’t make contact.

Like there was something between them.

Not solid.

Just… there.

“Carmen.”

She moved faster.

Or tried to.

The distance didn’t close.

Carmen kept walking.

Didn’t turn.

Didn’t slow.

The snow didn’t touch Alex.

Didn’t land on her clothes.

Didn’t exist for her the same way.

“Can you hear me?” Alex said, her voice breaking just slightly now. “Carmen, it’s me. It’s Alex.”

Nothing.

Carmen kept moving.

Further now.

The shape of her beginning to soften at the edges.

Like she was already becoming someone else forever.

“Hey—”

Alex reached again.

Nothing.

Her hand passed through empty air.

Carmen stopped once.

Just once.

Like she might turn.

Alex held her breath.

“Carmen?”

Carmen didn’t look back. Her jaw tightened.

She adjusted the strap of her backpack.

And kept walking.

The light above Alex flickered.

Then went out.

“Why did she leave me?” Alex’s voice only.

A sound—

soft.

Behind her.

Carmen turned.

Present-day Alex stood a few feet away.

Watching.

Older. Settled. Familiar in a way that hit too deep, too fast.

She smiled.

But it didn’t reach all the way.

“Alex?” Carmen said, stepping toward her. “Can you see me?”

Alex didn’t respond.

Didn’t move.

Her gaze stayed on the younger versions of them.

Something in her expression—

shifted.

Softened.

Then broke, just slightly. Tears filling her eyes.

Like she was watching events she couldn’t change.

The dream wavered.

It shifted.

Faster now.

Fragments.

Different dreams—overlapping.

Talking. Laughing. Meeting again and again in places that never really existed.

All in the past. In dreams. Never confirmed.

And then—

searching.

Carmen alone.

Walking through empty spaces from dreams that used to hold priceless pieces. The beach, a movie theater, a car with no one in it.

“Alex?”

Nothing.

Again.

“Alex?”

Something moved—

but it wasn’t her.

The air twisted.

Dark shapes forming at the edges.

Too close. Too wrong.

“Carmen,” a voice said.

Familiar.

“Carmen, it’s me.”

She turned—

and saw—

someone else.

Not Alex.

Someone with her shape. Her voice—wrong, stretched, distorted. Shadow.

“Get away from me!” Carmen shouted, stumbling back. “Stay away from me!”

The thing reached for her.

“I’m right here—”

“Stay away!”

Carmen inhaled sharply—

The beeping surged back.

Voices—loud now.

Close.

“—she’s waking up—”

Movement. Fast. Controlled but urgent.

Carmen’s eyes opened.

The ceiling snapped into place above her.

A doctor leaned over her, light catching the edge of a metal instrument in his hand as he checked the wound at her side.

“She’s awake!” someone said.

More movement. More voices.

Hands adjusting things. Checking monitors.

Relief.

Noise.

Life.

Carmen stared past them.

Not at them.

Through them.

It was all there now.

Not pieces.

Not guesses.

Not anything she had to fight to hold onto.

Clear.

She swallowed slowly, her throat dry.

Her voice didn’t come out.

Didn’t need to.

I remember it now.

All of it.

The thought settled, quiet and certain.

Too late.

But real.

For the first time in what seemed like forever—

it was all here.


Chapter Ten

The beeping steadied around her before anything else did. Carmen stayed under it, not opening her eyes, aware of the room with its small noises—the shift of fabric, the quiet movement of someone sitting nearby, the soft scrape of a chair leg against the floor. The presence had been there a while. Not moving much. Watching, maybe. Carmen didn’t look. She didn’t want to disturb it, didn’t want to confirm it.

Something changed—air pressure, the door opening.

“Carmen,” a man’s voice said.

Her eyes opened slowly.

The ceiling came into place first, then the edges of the room, and finally the doorway as it closed behind a man stepping inside.

“Ah—Kareena, what are you—”

“She was talking,” the nurse said, standing. “I thought she needed something. Must have just been sleeping.”

Carmen’s gaze dragged toward her.

Blonde. Mid-forties.

Standing closer now.

Real enough to hold the space.

The doctor moved a chair near the bed and sat, posture practiced, voice steady in a way that suggested he’d done this many times before.

“You’ve been through a very serious accident,” he said. “Multiple injuries. Significant trauma. It’s… remarkable you’re here with us.”

His words came in pieces—terms she didn’t fully follow, explanations that stretched too far ahead of her. Carmen tried to hold onto them, but her body lagged behind her mind, slow, heavy.

“We just took your breathing tube out, Carmen,” the nurse said gently. “It might be hard to talk.”

The doctor glanced around the room, smiling.

“It’s just… honestly a miracle. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Truly,” the nurse said.

The doctor looked back at her—Carmen knew that look.

Pity… or that’s what it was to her.

“Carmen, thank God you were wearing a helmet,” he said.

But that didn’t matter. None of it.

Because no matter how hard Carmen tried to wiggle her toes—

she couldn’t.

She swallowed. Her throat burned. The word caught before it formed.

“My—”

Nothing.

Her hand lifted instead, weak, uncoordinated. She pointed down.

Her legs.

The doctor’s expression shifted.

Subtle.

But there.

He started speaking again—more carefully now, but no less distant. Words like spinal, damage, uncertain, time, physical therapy, years.

The meaning landed anyway.

Walking might not happen.

Or might not happen the same.

Or—

Her breath broke before the thought finished.

The sound came out thin, uneven, like it didn’t belong to her.

The nurse moved immediately, kneeling beside the bed, closer than before. Caring. Present in a way the doctor wasn’t.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “I’ve got you.”

A sound came from the doctor’s pocket—sharp, insistent. He glanced down, already half rising.

“I’ll be back,” he said, distracted, and stepped out of the room.

The door shut.

Quiet again.

Carmen’s face tightened. The tears came without warning, hot and immediate. She turned her head slightly, like she could hide it from someone, anyone.

The nurse leaned in closer.

“You’re going to go with Malcolm,” she said. “Just rest now. It’ll all be better soon.”

Her voice didn’t rush. Didn’t try to fix it.

Just… settled there.

Carmen’s chest held. She tried to steady it, couldn’t.

The nurse stayed a moment longer, watching her—not clinically, not detached.

Then, she stood.

Smiled—small, certain.

And left.

Time stretched.

It didn’t move forward so much as thin out.

The room shifted around her in fragments—people coming in, leaving, voices layered over each other. A bag at her side, a pressure she didn’t want to think about. Tubes. Machines. The steady rhythm of equipment keeping track of her.

At one point, a group came in—quieter than the others, but not quieter in intention. Watching her.

“She’s the one from the crash,” someone said. “She was on a motorcycle.”

“On the highway.”

“It’s impossible she walked away… or, well—you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I saw that on the news.”

Carmen turned her head just enough to see them. White coats. Faces she didn’t know. Curious.

Men.

Studying her without consent.

She tried to speak.

“I—”

Her voice broke, rough, barely there.

“I’m right… here,” she said to one of them said quietly. “I can… hear you… dumb… ass.”

One of them snickered, turning away.

“I think she needs something.”

“Maybe get a nurse?”

They kept talking like she wasn’t there—medical terms, her chart, X-rays, her injuries.

They left not long after, the door clicking shut behind them, their voices continuing somewhere down the hall. No nurse showed up.

***

More time. Stretched and stacked. Pain meds delivered. Someone fed her water through a sponge. It didn’t help.

“Carmen?”

A different voice. Closer. Someone in scrubs at the door.

“Yeah,” she said, voice a little clearer but not fully there.

“You have a phone call.”

Carmen blinked, slow.

A phone call?

Her mind reached for all the people she didn’t want it to be first—her mother, maybe. Or Tristan. Someone expected. Someone she could prepare for.

“Who?” she rasped.

The word scraped on the way out.

The nurse glanced down at something in her hand.

“Alexandra Murphy.”

Carmen froze.

Everything in her body went still in a way the machines couldn’t measure.

No.

Not like this.

She couldn’t—

Not her voice like this. Not her body. Not—

Her hand tightened in the blanket.

The door opened again before she could say anything, the doctor stepping back in.

“Stacy, what is it?”

She tilted her head and looked at him.

“Patient has a phone call.”

“Tell them to call back.”

“I can’t just—”

He moved past her, already closing the door with a quiet finality.

“I need to change your dressing, Carmen.”

Carmen stared at him.

Hated him, suddenly. Completely.

The ease of it. The dismissal. Like nothing else in the room mattered.

He worked quickly, efficiently. Cold hands moving without hesitation.

“We’ll be moving you soon,” he said. “Out of the ICU. You’re stabilizing. It’s a good thing.”

Carmen’s throat worked.

“What does it matter,” she managed, the words rough, broken, “if I can’t… move my legs. Everything hurts.”

He didn’t stop.

Didn’t look at her right away.

“No,” he said finally. “No, that will take time. A lot of time, Carmen. You must be patient. I can see if you’re due for your pain meds. Sound like a plan?”

Patient.

The word sat wrong.

He finished, adjusted something at her side, and stepped back.

“I’ll check on you a little later. Hang tight.”

Then he left.

Will do.

The room closed in again.

Quiet.

The beeping steady.

Carmen stared at the ceiling, her chest rising shallow, uneven.

Alexandra Murphy.

Alexandra. Alexandra. Alexandra.

The name didn’t fade.

Didn’t soften.

It stayed—clearer than anything else.

The white roses.

The shape of them in Alex’s hands.

Then Alex—standing there on the porch, trying to hold herself together.

Not quite managing it.

Close to tears.

They had been together.

And still—

Alex had been alone with it.

Carmen’s throat tightened.

It had been there.

All of it.

The dreams.

The way they found each other.

Carmen had remembered her name.

Alexandra Murphy.

“Alex Murphy,” she whispered in that sterile white room that somehow still felt filthy.

It’s Alex Murphy.

Of course.

She was fourteen again.

That morning after the dream, she’d written it down in her journal before school.

Then, on the way out the door, typed the name into the search bar.

Nothing.

She held onto it anyway.

Tested it.

Said it under her breath until it felt real—solid—as her mother drove her to school.

Then, she started looking.

Small questions. Casual conversations with city kids at games.

Pretending it didn’t matter.

Nothing—

until a yearbook.

She flipped through it slowly.

Didn’t rush.

Didn’t react.

Then—

there.

Alex.

No smile.

Brows set—bold, defiant, even then.

Real.

Printed.

Unmistakable.

Carmen’s fingers stilled on the page.

Then moved—lightly—over the photo.

Something in her settled.

Certain.

She had the school now.

That was enough.

She’d transfer for sophomore year.

She’d make it happen.

Didn’t matter what it took.

She’d find her for real.

And show her.

Carmen smiled to herself—small, contained.

Before everything fell apart.

“I never should have told her,” Carmen said out loud, her hands trembling, eyes landing on the IV taped to her arm.

Her mother.

At the time, it had felt logical.

Telling her she liked girls.

Preparing her—for when Alex would start coming to the house.

But even after she left home—was thrown out—

for a few weeks, she’d still held onto it.

The idea of Alex.

Then it broke.

Pushed out.

And everything after it—

went quiet.

Disappeared.

Until now.

***

Sleep became different. More… introspective.

As Carmen regained her memories.

She was aware of the room even as she slipped under it—the steady beeping, the quiet movement of people who thought she wasn’t listening—but it all faded behind something else, something pulling her deeper.

Outside—among the tents, smoke drifting in morning sky—she sat with her hood up, hands tucked into her sleeves.

The cold pressed in from every side.

The ground beneath her was hard. Uneven. She shifted once, then stopped, letting it be what it was.

The smell came next.

Damp fabric.

Metal.

Dirt holding cigarette butts. Something burned too many times, the edge of it still lingering in the air.

A man’s voice behind her that she knew well. But this time it sounded frantic.

“Please—she’s fifteen. Have you seen her? My daughter. I just want to find my daughter.”

Carmen didn’t turn.

It was father. Her brother somewhere beside him, shifting, making small comments, scanning faces that didn’t look back.

Run, Carmen.

They don’t really want you.

They’re just feeling guilty.

This is for them—not you.

Run.

Her jaw tightened. Voices, in her mind. Clearer than they’d ever been. There was no time to question it.

She stood without looking back and walked away, shoulders hunched, head down.

“Please, have you seen her? My daughter. Carmen. She’s just a child, she shouldn’t be out here by herself!”

The words followed her, thinner now, further away.

She didn’t stop until she reached the shelter. She never stayed there—it was too dangerous. Diseases, needles, and grabbing hands. All the fun stuff from outside but closed into one little box.

But there was a clothing closet. Showers, too. Black mold in the corners. Not typically worth it.

A cramped space, racks overfilled, the smell of other people clinging to everything. Carmen moved through it quickly, pulling things down without looking too closely. Layers. Bigger than she needed.

Hidden. Dark.

She crouched in the corner of the bathroom, pulling a small knife from her bag.

Her hair fell in uneven pieces around her feet.

Short.

Easier.

Less to recognize.

Less to grab.

***

At first it was just the feeling.

Like someone standing too close behind her.

Then—

shapes.

Not clear. Not fully there. Something in the corners of her vision that stayed just out of reach when she tried to look directly at it.

Carmen, you see us.

You’re special. You knew that.

“No,” she said under her breath, eyes fixed forward. “You’re not real. I just… haven’t slept.”

“She can hear us,” the voice said aloud—genderless, smoky at the edges.

Young Carmen, almost sixteen then, had flinched. She looked around. Saw nothing.

You’re special, Carmen. Special.

You know you wanna be!

Special.

Special.

Special.

Her fingers curled tighter into her sleeves.

“I don’t hear you. You’re not real,” she said.

We’ll tell you where to go.

Where to sleep.

Just try.

What have you got to lose, honey?

Carmen hesitated.

The cold pressed harder that night. Her stomach tight, empty. Nowhere certain to go.

“…fine,” she muttered. “Just—just this once.”

It became easier after that.

Or it felt like it.

They told her which streets to avoid. Which places were safer. When to move. When to stay still.

And sometimes—

they were right.

Sometimes, not so much.

Carmen started listening.

Started answering.

Talking to them like they were there.

Like they were real.

When she passed windows, glass doors, anything that caught her reflection—she didn’t just see herself the same.

There were shapes around her.

Shadows layered over her outline.

Moving when she moved.

It started to calm her.

She was never alone.

Days would fold together.

The figures clearer and clearer. Not shadows anymore, but something closer to people—edges glowing faintly, bodies not quite solid.

They stayed even when she looked directly at them. Sometimes it seemed as if others could see them.

Carmen, you’re our savior.

She didn’t remember how long she’d been walking.

Her legs moved. That was enough.

They spoke constantly now.

Louder.

Closer.

When she ignored them, they didn’t fade.

They pressed.

You’re not Carmen.

Your name is Brittany.

Sarah.

Gina.

Sue.

“My name is Carmen,” she said at the beginning, her voice thin, cracked.

No.

Your name is Hannah.

Brittany.

Gina.

Ryan.

Don’t remember your name.

They’ll find you.

They hear what you think.

“No,” she said again, shaking her head, harder now. “It’s Carmen.”

The argument didn’t end.

It didn’t pause.

It followed her for days. Into sleep. Awake. Sleep. It didn’t matter.

Weeks.

Longer.

Then, she did… forget it.

All of it.

Her body thinned. Weakened. Hunger dulled into something distant and unimportant.

Her name slipped.

Came back.

Slipped again.

What’s your name?

“I don’t have one anymore.”

Good. Better not to.

Everything else with it.

Hands on her throat.

Tight.

Wake up. Someone’s coming.

As she slept in parks, on benches, in a ditch.

Carmen gasped, choking, clawing at nothing.

She woke—if it was waking—on the wet ground, coughing, air tearing back into her lungs.

“I need water,” she whispered.

Here. A shadow reached out. Features blurry.

A cup in her hand.

Cool against her fingers—scratched, bruised, bloody. Lips chapped and peeling.

She drank.

Or thought she did.

The taste never came.

Laughter.

Sharp. Echoing. Too close.

We give you everything you need.

We love you, we love you!

“I HATE YOU. I hate you,” she cried.

Carmen dropped the cup—it wasn’t there anyway.

Her hands were empty. The smile held, more like a grimace, though none of it was funny. She caught a reflection of herself. Didn’t know who that was. Paler and thin.

The bridge came without warning.

This will free you. Forever.

“My death is coming for me. You guys always say it. This way I choose it. Right?”

No… no. Not like this, baby, not like this.

She’s gonna do it!

I’ll catch her if she does.

“You can’t haunt me if I’m dead. Can you? Finally, I can sleep.”

One moment she was walking.

The next—

open air.

Wind cutting through her clothes.

The drop below her too far to understand.

“Hey! Miss! Over here.”

The voice was sharp. Real in a way nothing else had been. A police officer, with shadows around him.

Carmen stepped back.

Or forward.

She didn’t know.

He grabbed her before she could fall, pulling her hard against him.

She struggled, weak, unfocused.

“No, no! Get off me—PIG! Don’t touch me!”

“Easy, easy—hey, I’ve got you.”

She didn’t think he was real.

Not at first.

But he didn’t disappear.

Didn’t blur.

He stayed.

Lights.

Movement.

Hands.

Voices overlapping.

“No ID?” someone asked.

“Nothing,” the officer said. “She must be a minor.”

A needle in her arm. Cold spreading.

“She’s so dehydrated, poor thing.” someone said. “Just skin and bones.”

“Sweetheart, what’s your name?” said another.

Carmen stared at her.

Didn’t answer.

Didn’t know how.

“We’ll need to keep her,” someone said. “I’ll start the paperwork.”

At first, the voices and shadows weren’t there.

Then they were.

Watching.

Commenting.

Rattling equipment in her room. Moving a chair.

It was easier to ignore them.

With the first medication, they blurred.

She started talking instead.

There were real people now.

The nurses walked with her down the halls.

“I don’t think I like broccoli,” Carmen said once. “But I’m not sure. I’m willing to try it again.”

“That’s okay, hon,” the nurse said. “You don’t have to like everything.”

“Okay,” Carmen whispered.

She nodded.

Tests followed. Blood draws.

Machines lowering close to her face, humming, whirring—too near.

No fresh air.

Questions she couldn’t answer.

A room she couldn’t leave.

Faces that kept returning. That helped.

A psychiatrist leaned forward slightly, voice controlled, patient.

“Has the medication been helping, dear?”

Carmen blinked at her.

“They’re gone,” she said slowly. “But I feel…”

She searched for it.

“Empty. Sad. Alone.”

The woman nodded.

“That’s expected. Give it time.”

A small pause.

“You still don’t remember?”

Carmen hesitated.

Her arm jerked—sharp, sudden—then settled again. Another side-effect, they told her.

“There’s… something,” she said.

Not quite looking at her.

“What kind of something?”

“Numbers,” Carmen said, her voice flat, like all the life had been drained from it. “I had a dream last night. I’ve started to get them again.”

Her hand shook as she wrote them down.

Two sets.

Uneven. Messy.

The psychiatrist studied them.

“Those look like phone numbers.”

“I don’t know,” Carmen laughed, voice just a whisper. “Maybe.”

A nurse came back later.

Gentler.

“Sweetheart… is your name Carmen? Carmen Martinez.”

Carmen felt it, though it was far away. She recognized it—just a little—hearing it spoken aloud.

“I think… I think… that’s my name. Once it was.”

Her mother arrived not long after.

Stopped in the doorway.

Stared.

“That’s not my daughter. That’s not—”

“M’am—”

She moved forward then, faster, one hand clutching her chest.

“What happened to you? Carmen—were you on drugs?”

The room shifted.

Staff glanced at each other—quick, uneasy.

One of them turned and left, a hand coming up to her mouth.

Carmen blinked.

“I don’t do drugs, lady,” she said, confused, her voice still thin. “Who is this?”

“Carmen, stop it,” she snapped. “I’m your mother.”

Carmen shook her head, small.

Didn’t recognize her. Yet.

Not fully.

Wouldn’t have left with her if she did.

She stayed for a while.

At the house. Pushing down on the springs of the bed, clean pink blankets. Long showers. Electricity. Walls. Privacy.

A few weeks passed.

Long enough for an identity to come back in pieces.

Her name.

Dislikes. Preferences.

Sunday mass.

Her mother’s voice.

“You’re putting on weight. That’s good. Getting back your figure.”

Then, softer—like she was being kind—

“Do you need me to buy you a new bra, Carmen? They’re starting to… drop. A good push-up would help.”

TV shows. Lunch dates. House chores.

The same rhythm, over and over.

Carmen started to realize—this was how the house had stayed while she was gone.

Unchanged.

That thought came later.

For a little while, she played nice.

Or, she didn’t really have to yet—back when she didn’t know anything.

Her brother hugged her too tightly, tears shining in his eyes.

“We tried to find you, Carmen,” her mother said. “I was out there looking. Me and dad—every day.”

“It’s okay,” Carmen said quietly. “I know.”

She didn’t.

Not really. She couldn’t remember.

They told her it had been three years.

Three years gone.

She couldn’t understand that.

The drawing in her wallet stayed—along with the impulse to brush her fingers over it.

Folded. Worn.

A woman she no longer recognized. But it was someone she knew, just older.

Something about it—

held.

Like a word she couldn’t quite remember how to say.

“She’s your soulmate,” a woman had told her once. The artist.

That came back, too.

Carmen stared at it.

Turned it slightly in her hands.

“I’ll find you,” she murmured. “Someday. Maybe.”

Not knowing who she meant.

And somewhere under it—

buried too deep to reach—

Like storm clouds over the sun, a warmth had been there.

Stars burning in an endless night sky.

Blue eyes over her like the ocean.

And somewhere—hidden, kept a secret—

all of the soft white roses.


Chapter Eleven

The beeping settled again into something distant. Subliminal.

Time had stretched thin around her—visits from doctors, voices, hands adjusting things she didn’t look at. Carmen stayed where she was, eyes half-lidded, aware but not participating, letting everything pass over her like it didn’t belong to her.

Her mother came.

But didn’t sit.

Carmen didn’t let her.

She saw her pass in front of the doorway first—guided by someone in scrubs, one hand lightly at her elbow.

“No—no—no,” Carmen whimpered, pushing herself back on the bed.

The words came before she could stop them.

Louder this time.

The door slid open.

“Carmen, this is your mother,” the nurse said carefully.

“I know who she is,” Carmen snapped. “I want her out. NOW!”

Camille’s jaw tightened.

“She doesn’t know what she’s saying,” she explained.

“No—get her out,” Carmen said, her voice rising. “I don’t want to see her.”

The shift in the room was immediate.

The nurse stepped slightly forward—not closer to Carmen, but into the space between them.

“Okay,” she said, calm, even. “Let’s give her some space.”

Another staff member appeared at the doorway—drawn by the noise.

“Ma’am,” they said gently to Camille, “we’re going to ask you to step out for now.”

“I’m her mother,” Camille said.

“I understand,” the nurse replied. “But she’s agitated. We need to keep things calm for her.”

Carmen shook her head, her hands gripping at the bedrails.

“Out,” she said again. “Just—get her out.”

Camille hesitated.

Then, after a moment—

she stepped back.

The staff guided her out, the door sliding shut again with a soft click.

The room quieted.

But not completely.

Carmen’s breathing stayed uneven.

Too fast.

The nurse turned back to her, slower now.

“You’re okay,” she said. “You’re safe.”

A small pause.

“Do you want some water?”

Tears gathered in Carmen’s eyes.

She shook her head.

“Please don’t let her come back.”

“Okay, Carmen,” the nurse said. “I’ll make a note of it.”

Carmen caught her breath.

The nurse left the room, and didn’t close the door on her way out.

She listened.

Time passed.

Long enough to feel it.

Carmen rocked slightly on the bed, arms reaching down to bend her knees, holding them there.

Footsteps.

Different this time.

Not careful.

Not measured.

They passed her room.

Didn’t slow.

Then—

stopped.

Came back.

Carmen’s eyes shifted toward the doorway.

A Black man stood there, wearing a dark T-shirt and jeans.

Just inside the frame.

Like he’d already decided the plan before he stepped in.

A small bag hung at his side.

Malcolm.

He looked at her once.

Quick.

Taking her in.

He stepped fully into the room, sliding the glass door closed, then reached up to draw the curtain.

“Never enough privacy in this place, is there?” he said.

Her voice came out raspy, still catching on itself.

“What are you doing here?”

He ignored it, looking down.

“I didn’t know your size, Carmen,” he said, setting the bag down, already unzipping it.

A pause.

“But—”

He pulled out clothes.

Simple.

Practical.

“Here,” he said. “Get dressed.”

Carmen stared at him.

“You want me to just… get dressed?”

He didn’t answer that directly.

Instead, he moved to the side of the bed, hands already going to the lines, the monitors. Efficient. Familiar. Clicking through, as if he was looking for something.

“Well, yes,” he said calmly. “I’m taking you out of here.”

“I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Didn’t Kareena tell you? I asked her to.”

“That lady? The blonde one? I didn’t actually… believe her.”

Her mind snapped back. She’d been drifting—but now she knew the nurse had been in her room more than once.

“Well, yes. I’m here,” he said. “Wanted everything to calm first.”

“What if I don’t want to leave?”

That got a pause.

Not long.

Just enough.

“Why wouldn’t you,” he said, like the question didn’t quite make sense.

His gaze dropped.

He stilled.

“Oh,” he said softly. “Of course.”

Carmen followed his line of sight.

The catheter that had been collecting urine.

Heat rose to her face, sharp, immediate.

“What,” she muttered, voice thin. “Can’t you just… yank it out?”

His head snapped back up.

“No,” he said, firm now. “Don’t do that.”

A beat.

“I’ll be right back.”

He turned and left before she could respond.

The room settled again.

Even quieter.

Carmen let her head fall back into the pillow, her breath uneven, her body still not fully her own.

The door opened again—but softer this time.

She didn’t need to look.

She already knew.

The presence.

The same one from before.

The nurse. Kareena.

She stepped in like she belonged there in a way the others didn’t—no rush, no hesitation. Just knowing what needed to be done and when.

“You’re awake,” she said, her voice low, steady.

Carmen turned her head slightly.

“You’ve been in here. Few times.”

Kareena smiled faintly.

“I’m in a lot of places.”

She moved closer, already reaching for the equipment at Carmen’s side.

“I’m going to help you get ready,” she said. “That okay?”

Carmen didn’t answer.

Didn’t need to.

Kareena worked carefully, efficiently, like she’d done this many times before—but there was a care in the way she moved about. Not detached. Not clinical.

Human.

She removed the catheter with practiced ease, talking her through it just enough to keep Carmen grounded.

“Easy,” she murmured. “Almost done.”

Carmen exhaled slowly as it was finished, her body relaxing just slightly. She almost didn’t feel it.

“The doctor says I can’t walk,” Carmen said after a moment, the words quiet, uncertain.

Kareena didn’t look at her right away.

“Oh,” she said lightly. “Don’t listen to him.”

Carmen blinked.

Kareena met her gaze now, amusement in her eyes.

“Take your time,” she added. “Once you’re up, I can help you.”

She reached into her pocket, pulling out a small vial.

Dark liquid.

Carmen’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m not drinking that,” she said.

Kareena tilted her head.

“You don’t have to,” she said calmly. “But it will help.”

“With what.”

“Everything,” Kareena said. “You must be getting very hungry.”

A pause. Carmen wasn’t sure.

Then, softer—

“You’ll get your legs back faster.”

Carmen hesitated.

Her body still felt distant. Weak. Unreliable.

But her mind—

clear.

Too clear.

“…fine,” she said, though it came out more like breath than word.

Kareena didn’t push it into her hand.

She guided it.

Subtle. Controlled.

Carmen brought it to her lips.

The first taste hit wrong—but only because she thought it would.

Then it tasted… good.

Sharp. Metallic. Alive.

It moved through her instantly.

Not like water. Not like anything she remembered.

Her lungs expanded—deeper, fuller. Air rushing in like it had been waiting.

Her fingers curled.

Strength—small, but real—returned in pulses.

Carmen inhaled sharply.

“What—”

“Good,” Kareena said, steady, watching her. “That’s good. That’s what we were hoping. I’d only suspected it.”

“Suspected what?”

“That you’d been bitten,” she explained. “The puncture marks on your neck were obscured by a wound. From the crash.”

Carmen was covered in bandages. All over her arms, legs, her stomach. There were stitches on her face. Kareena peeled something off her eyebrow. She helped Carmen sit up slowly, one hand firm at her back, steadying.

“Now—careful.”

Carmen swung her legs over the side of the bed, only then realizing she could move them.

There was feeling.

Faint. Uneven. But there.

She stood.

Her knees buckled slightly, her body swaying, but Kareena was near, holding her upright without effort.

“Okay,” Kareena said softly. “That’s enough for now.”

Carmen’s heart pounded.

Her breathing came faster—but stronger.

Aware in a way she hadn’t been before.

Kareena helped her, then stepped back just slightly.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “And remember. He’s not as grumpy as he seems.”

Then, she turned.

And left.

A moment later, Malcolm stepped back into the room.

He looked at her—standing now—and something in his expression shifted. Not surprise.

Confirmation.

“Excellent,” he said simply.

Carmen steadied herself, still adjusting to the way her body felt—new, unfamiliar, but hers again in pieces.

“We just… walk out?” she asked. “Don’t I look all fucked up? I must smell like actual death.”

Malcolm picked up the bag, slinging it over his shoulder.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” he said, eyes narrowing, “Stay close. And trust me—I’ve got good timing.”

He headed for the door.

Carmen followed.

***

The loft didn’t feel like a place someone lived in.

It felt like something set up.

Too clean in some places. Too empty in others. The ceilings high, the windows wide, light stretching across the concrete in long, pale lines. Carmen stood just inside the door, taking it in without moving further.

Malcolm didn’t stop walking.

“Make sure to close it,” he said.

She did.

The sound echoed more than it should have.

He crossed to the far side of the space, pulling open a stainless steel door built into the wall.

A fridge. Not a normal one. Malcolm pulled on the handle, and a wash of cold air spilled out into the room.

Carmen stepped closer, drawn in before she could think better of it.

Inside, metal shelving stretched deeper than she expected, lined with rows of bags of red stacked with quiet precision. Not a few. Not something improvised. Hundreds, at least—maybe more, disappearing into the back where the light dimmed.

Blood.

She didn’t react right away. Just stood there, taking it in.

Malcolm moved past her and into the cold like it didn’t register, reaching up to grab three bags.

“If you need it, it’s here,” he said, already stepping back out. “You should probably drink some now.”

He held on out to her and set the others on the marble counter nearby.

The weight surprised her. Heavier than it should’ve been.

Carmen turned it over, fingers adjusting along the plastic seam.

“Um… do I just—”

“Twist that.”

She did.

The seal gave with a soft snap, and for a second she hesitated, the bag hovering just below her mouth—

Then, she lifted it.

The first swallow hit her all at once.

Warm. Immediate.

Carmen stilled, something catching in her chest.

Then, she drank again.

Faster this time.

She had thought it might be difficult, that she’d have to push through it, force herself past the idea of it.

She didn’t.

By the time she registered what she was doing, the first bag was empty.

Her hand was already reaching for the second.

Then the third.

Gone just as quickly.

Carmen lowered the last one, her chest uneven, an unfamiliar weight settling there.

Malcolm’s gaze drifted, as if he were turning something over, then returned to her. He studied Carmen from where he stood, hands in his pockets.

“So,” he said after a moment, “who… turned you?”

Carmen wiped her mouth.

“My ex,” she said. “She thinks I’m psychic.”

He nodded once.

Like that explained it.

A beat.

“You know,” Carmen added, glancing down at the empty bag, “she tried to hand me a sandwich baggie of blood.”

Malcolm’s mouth twitched.

“Oh yeah? Did you drink it?”

“No.”

“I wouldn’t either.” He nodded toward the fridge. “This here is all medical-grade.”

“Does it matter for us?”

“It could.”

Carmen looked at the bags again.

Didn’t press.

Malcolm stepped forward, grabbing disinfectant and a paper towel, wiping down the counter where she’d been standing.

Efficient.

Carmen watched him, one eyebrow raised.

Very type A. Noted.

He straightened a few hanging bags—as if they needed it—then turned and walked to the door.

“Come on.”

She did.

They left the fridge behind and stepped into the main living space, the air shifting from cold and sterile to something warmer, quieter.

The room opened wide—high ceilings, tall windows casting soft city light across dark, heated floors. A large sectional curved through the center, pale and perfectly kept, with a pair of worn leather chairs angled nearby. A glass table sat between them, bare but deliberate.

Along one wall, shelves stretched upward, lined with books and a few carefully chosen objects—nothing excessive, nothing out of place.

And then—the fish tanks.

Built into the wall, three large aquariums glowed in deep blue and gold, fish moving slowly through the light. The soft hum of the filtration filled the space, steady, almost calming.

Everything about the room felt controlled. Intentional.

A keypad door sat against the far wall.

He entered a code without explaining it.

Pushed it open.

Carmen followed a step behind.

The room inside was smaller.

Contained.

Metal shelving.

Gold.

Bars stacked in clean, precise rows.

Carmen blinked.

“How do you… accumulate this much… gold?”

Malcolm didn’t hesitate.

“It just starts to pile up eventually.”

A small pause, then, more deliberate, “I’m showing you so you don’t have to worry about money. Take whatever you need.”

“Yeah,” she said dryly, glancing back at the shelves, “I’ll just slip one of these in my pocket, head over to Starbucks, buy a latte with it.”

“Oh—no.”

He stepped in slightly, like the correction mattered.

“You can’t just use it like that. It has to be converted first. Into dollars. Otherwise people will be… very confused with you.”

Carmen stared at him for a beat—then a laugh slipped out, low and uncontained.

He really thought I meant that literally. Bless him.

“Don’t you ever do things just to mess with people, Malcolm?”

She shook her head, smiling. Gesturing widely with her hands.

“That would be incredible,” she explained. “They wouldn’t even know what to do. ‘AH—what is this?’ Like, ‘that’s not real!’ They’d say shit like that, you know?”

For a second, he looked genuinely concerned—like he was picturing it, trying to calculate the outcome. Then something shifted. A faint tilt at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile, but close.

Carmen let it go, but the idea stayed, tucked away, as she stepped closer. She reached out, dragging her finger lightly over one of the bars—cool, impossibly smooth.

“That’s nice,” she murmured. “Really nice. Therapeutic, honestly.”

“Hm. I suppose.”

She turned back toward him and he led them out.

Like it was nothing, he shut the door again, sealing the room away without a second glance.

“This way.”

Another room.

This one—

different.

A bed. Plain. Clean. Sheets untouched. A dresser with nothing in it. A small window.

Empty.

Waiting.

“You can decorate it however you want,” he said. “You got a bathroom back there, closet.”

Carmen leaned lightly against the doorway, arms folding without thinking.

“Why?”

Malcolm didn’t turn right away.

“Why what.”

“I don’t get any of this.”

That made him glance at her.

Really look at her, for the first time since they’d walked in.

“Well,” he said, like it was simple, “I can’t help everyone.”

A small pause.

“But I can give a kid a place to live that needs one.”

Carmen’s jaw tightened slightly.

“I’m not a kid. So…”

He nodded once.

“You are to me.”

No edge in it.

No challenge.

Just fact.

“You don’t seem surprised that I’m a vampire, Malcolm.”

“I figured you’d find a way,” he said.

“Were you at the crash?”

“No,” he said, crossing his arms. “You crashed past the state line. Out of my zone.”

“I heard it made the news,” she said.

“It made national news, yes.”

Carmen let out a small breath, something like a laugh caught in it.

“Wow. I’m such a star.”

“Pretty much.”

She glanced around the room, gaze drifting without landing, like she was circling something she hadn’t decided to touch yet. When she spoke again, it came out lighter than it should have—casual, almost careless.

“So if I wasn’t… a vampire… would I have died, do you think?”

Malcolm shifted, the movement subtle but real. Thinking. Measuring.

“Carmen,” he said, quieter now, “you did… die. Did the doctors not tell you?”

“Who the hell knows what he was talking about half the time,” she sighed. “So fucking full of himself.”

“He should have gone over everything with you. That happened.”

“Eh,” she said. “He did. Sort of. I wasn’t listening.”

Malcolm stepped closer, closing the distance just enough that it felt intentional.

“You died,” he said, voice firm. “Not for a few seconds. The ambulance crew was working on you for just about three minutes.”

Carmen considered that, then smirked, like she could shrug it off if she tried hard enough.

“That’s not a long time.”

“It’s not a long time if you’re alive,” Malcolm replied evenly. “It’s a very long time to be dead.”

Something in her expression shifted—small, but there. The edge of the joke slipping.

“Had you… already turned,” he continued, voice steady, “the crash would have hurt. But you likely would have gotten up and left. You coded. As in, they shocked your heart.”

She frowned.

“So, what are you saying exactly?”

“I’m saying your survival had nothing to do with the blood. Or being a vampire. It hadn’t taken hold yet. It takes days. It’s like a virus. My guess is you had just been bitten.”

Carmen turned away from him, gaze dropping, shoulders tightening just a fraction. She didn’t answer.

“You crashed like anyone would going eighty on a motorcycle,” Malcolm added. “People do not… survive that.”

“Yeah, I don’t buy it.” She shook her head, quick, dismissive. “I think it was definitely the vampire thing.”

“It wasn’t, Carmen.”

“Well then it was probably the ambulance people,” she said, gesturing like it was obvious.

“No.” A beat. “With injuries like that, there’s usually very little anyone can do. Even if you landed on a table with a surgeon at the ready.”

She turned back then, looking at him directly. A tremor went through her, but she fought to still it.

“Then what was it?”

Malcolm held her gaze for a moment, then shook his head once.

“No one knows how you survived. Hell, I can’t figure it out myself. Never seen anything like it.”

Silence settled between them—thick, pressing in at the edges. Carmen stood, actually letting it land this time instead of deflecting it.

“Well,” she said after a moment, quieter now, “I guess… sometimes God really does play favorites.”

“Favorites?” Malcolm’s tone shifted, something drier beneath it. “Wouldn’t you have gone somewhere better if that were the case?”

Alex’s face flashed through Carmen’s mind—quick, sharp, gone before she could hold onto it.

“I don’t know the logic religious people tell themselves,” she muttered. “About suffering and death and all that.” A scoff, softer this time. “I could ask my mother for you, though. HAHA.”

The silence that followed was heavier. It dissipated. Like neither of them was rushing to move past it.

Carmen exhaled, dragging a hand through her hair. Her fingers caught on the pale streak at the front. She pulled it forward and saw old blood caked in it.

“Wow,” she said, forcing a small, crooked smile. “That got… super serious.”

“Some things are,” Malcolm replied easily.

She stepped closer, drawn in without really deciding to be. He looked down at her, studying—quiet, unreadable for a beat too long—before reaching into his pocket.

He pulled out a key and tossed it lightly toward her.

Carmen caught it in one hand, her fingers closing around it.

“It’s yours,” he said. “I’ll set you up with a bank account another day. Maybe tomorrow if my relief shows up on time.”

“For real?”

“Yup.”

Carmen looked down at the key.

Turned it once between her fingers.

“There’s something I’d like to buy, actually,” she said.

Something for Alex. A ring. The thought came quick—bright, immediate.

“Sure,” Malcolm said. “Anything you want.”

She looked up at him.

“Can you help me get a new motorcycle, too?”

A pause.

“You want to ride another motorcycle after just totaling one? You know you destroyed it, right? It was found in the ditch on fire.”

Carmen tilted her head.

“Yeah, what does it matter?”

No hesitation.

“Why not a car?” he asked. “I’ve got some nice cars.”

“You’ve got more than one? What are we talkin’ like… sports cars or those ugly Hummer things?”

Malcolm opened a drawer, dropping a small pile of fobs onto the counter. They clicked softly against the surface.

“Take your pick,” he said. “They’re all down in the parking garage. Do you know how to drive one? It’s a little different than what you’re used to.”

Carmen let out a small, nervous breath.

“It’s been a minute,” she said. “But I can.”

“Do you need a lesson, Carmen?”

“No. I’m good. I should be fine.”

She smiled—wide, easy.

Not convincing.

Her fingers didn’t leave the key. Turning it again. Once. Twice.

Malcolm’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he let it go.

“Alright. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Carmen almost said something.

Didn’t.

Her gaze flicked past him—toward the rest of the apartment. Too quiet.

“So, I still don’t get it.”

He glanced back.

Something in her had shifted.

“Why,” she said, quieter now, “why me?”

He didn’t answer right away.

Just looked at her.

Like he was weighing something.

Then he shrugged.

“I already told you.”

“It still doesn’t make sense.”

A faint huff of amusement.

“Don’t think about it so much. It’s not that complicated.”

He turned, heading back into the main space.

“I’m hardly ever here,” he added. “Make yourself at home.”

Carmen followed, a step quicker this time.

“Where do you go,” she asked. “What do you do with all your time?”

He grabbed his wallet and watch as he passed the counter.

“Me?” he said. “I’m always at the fire station.”

She lingered near him. Close enough not to lose him if he kept moving.

Didn’t push it.

“Hey, Malcolm.”

He paused at the door, tapping his fingers lightly against the frame.

“Sorry,” she said. “Lots of questions.”

“It’s fine,” he said. “Go on.”

A beat.

She almost let him leave.

“Do we have to sleep?”

Malcolm stilled.

Hand resting against the frame.

He let out a quiet huff of a laugh.

That made him look back.

“No,” he said. “You don’t have to.”

Carmen shifted her weight.

“I’m starting to kind of enjoy it,” she said. “I can… remember things.”

Something in his expression changed.

Not much.

It was a little distant.

“Then you can. Sleep,” he said.

Malcolm held her gaze for a second.

Then, quieter—

“I don’t really sleep,” he said. “Haven’t for a long time.”

A beat.

Carmen nodded.

Still standing there.

Like she hadn’t quite decided what to do if he actually left.

His eyes searched the space, as if caught on something far away.

“It’s been a long, long time.”

Carmen nodded slowly, like she expected that.

Her fingers still turned the key.

“How much blood do you drink?” she asked.

He didn’t hesitate.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Ten bags, maybe.”

Carmen blinked.

“You won’t need as much,” he added. “Don’t ever leave here hungry. Bad idea.”

Like that was supposed to make it better.

Silence settled between them for a second.

Malcolm opened the door.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

Then he left.

The loft went quiet.

Carmen stood there alone, the key still in her hand.

She didn’t move right away.

Just stood in the middle of it, like she wasn’t sure yet if any of it was real.

Then she went into the bathroom. It was modern, clean—lots of grays, stone, glass, sharp edges.

As the shower ran, she looked in the mirror, peeling away the bandages. The cuts were small, nearly healed. Too healed for only a few days in the hospital.

Or had it been longer?

She found shampoo and soap under the sink—made for men. She chuckled. At least it was there.

The shower ran over her, and by the time she was done, she felt a little more like Carmen again.

There were some basic clothes in a drawer. A T-shirt and sweatpants—no underwear. She pulled on the sports bra he’d brought to the hospital. Too small but it would do for now.

“Guess I’m going commando, though. Oh well.”

She lay down, the mattress dipping under her—unfamiliar but steady. Her body followed it easily now, like it had been waiting for this.

She closed her eyes.

There was something she needed to see.

Alex.

Maybe she could talk to her this way.

First.

Carmen sank into it. Cut right to Alex’s house cleanly.

The garage came first, concrete under her feet, the faint smell of oil and dust pressed into the walls, a light overhead buzzing too bright for the space. A sound pushed through the door—muffled, distant, a voice. Her voice. But digital. Carmen moved without thinking, pushing through into the house.

Alex sat on the couch, folded into herself, shoulders drawn in, elbows tight to her sides. The room around her was dim, quiet, like everything else had been shut out. Her phone was open in her hand, the old flip phone, not moving. It played. She closed her eyes. Carmen’s gaze fell to the blood stain on the carpet, by the front door.

“Hey Alex, uh, just a few more things to do and I’ll head over to your place. You’re not gonna believe—oh shit, oh shit I forgot her drink. I gotta… yeah I gotta take care of something, HA, I’m an idiot. Whoops. I’ll text you, okay?”

It ended. Alex pressed the button and the message repeated. Her eyes were bloodshot, fixed somewhere past the phone, past the room, locked into something deeper than the sound itself.

The message played again and she hitched, quiet, uneven, a small, choked sound slipping out of her throat like she hadn’t meant to make it. Fresh tears slid down her face—she didn’t wipe them, didn’t react, just listened.

Again.

Carmen felt it then—not the words, but the space around them, the waiting built into them, the part where something should have happened and didn’t. She crossed the room, dropping in front of her, reaching out and catching her arm.

Solid.

Warm.

Real.

Carmen froze, her hand tensing without thinking.

“Alex—”

Alex’s head tilted slightly, slow, her gaze dropping to her arm, to where Carmen was holding her. Carmen’s breath caught.

“Baby. I’m here.”

Alex looked up, not quite at her, just off, like she was trying to focus on something that wouldn’t settle into place. For a second it held there, thin and sharp, her eyes narrowing slightly, searching.

“Carmen?”

The word came uncertain. Off by just enough to hurt.

“Are you here?” Alex asked.

A hollow, lonely feeling opened in Carmen’s chest.

“Yes—Alex, I’m right here.”

Alex’s expression shifted—something almost breaking through, almost landing—then it slipped, gone as quickly as it came. She dragged a hand over her face, exhaling as she looked at her phone, already starting to dial as she pushed herself to her feet.

Carmen stepped back.

Stayed close.

Alex lifted it to her ear, pacing now—back and forth, one hand pressed to her forehead.

“Uh, hi,” she said. “I’m calling about a patient—Carmen Martinez.”

A pause.

Carmen watched her, something broke low in her chest.

“Yes.”

Another pause.

Alex’s steps slowed.

“What do you mean?”

Her voice sharpened. Not loud—just focused.

“No, that’s not possible. She—I know she’s there. She just got into a motorcycle accident.”

Carmen stepped closer.

“I’m here,” she said again, quieter now. “Alex, I’m right here.”

Alex turned slightly, like she felt something shift in the air.

“Did she get discharged?” Alex pressed. “Transferred? Where did she go?”

A longer pause.

Alex’s jaw worked.

“Okay,” she said. Flat.

She ended the call.

For a second, she just looked at the phone in her hand.

Like it didn’t make sense.

She moved.

Two quick strides—grabbing her coat off the chair, already pulling it on.

Then, she opened the door.

“Alex—”

The room shifted.

Not like before. Not soft. Not fading.

This time it snapped.

Carmen jerked awake.

Dark. Still. Real.

Her breath came sharp, uneven, like she’d been running.

For a second, she didn’t move—just stared up at the ceiling, the echo of it still sitting in her chest.

Alex.

Already moving.

The room felt wrong for a half-second—unfamiliar—before it settled back into place.

Malcolm’s loft.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, reaching for the key and her wallet.

No thinking.

Just motion.

She had to go.

She stepped out into the main space, bare feet quiet against the floor.

The fobs still sat on the counter.

She grabbed one. Didn’t check which.

Didn’t care.

Then put her shoes on and left.


Chapter Twelve

Rain had softened to a thin, steady drizzle by the time she got there. Not heavy anymore—just enough to cling, streaking the windshield until she fumbled for the wipers and got them going. She parked where she always did, sneakers slipping as she made her way down the slick, grassy hill.

Alex stood just beyond the spill of light from the garage, half in shadow. A coat pulled tight around her, hood up, but it hadn’t done much—dark strands of hair clung damply to her cheek, catching the low amber glow every time she shifted. One hand stayed buried deep in her pocket. The other lifted a cigarette to her mouth.

The ember flared—too bright, too sudden—then dimmed again as she dragged from it hard, like she needed something from it that it couldn’t give.

Carmen had been standing there longer than she realized.

Just… watching.

Her body wouldn’t move.

Alex didn’t turn. Didn’t look. Just stood there, smoking like it was the only thing keeping her tethered in place.

It got to her.

Move.

Carmen stepped forward.

“HEY,” it came out like sharp whisper, loud but barely there. “Put that out.”

Alex turned.

Fast.

As if something in her had been pulled tight and finally snapped toward the source.

Her eyes found Carmen instantly.

Quick and intense.

The cigarette dropped from her fingers without thought. She crushed it under her shoe with more force than necessary, gaze barely leaving Carmen’s as her hand came up, pushing the hood back. Her breath came uneven, fogging in the damp air.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Rain slid down the line of Alex’s face, gathering at her jaw, dripping or tracing slowly down her throat.

Carmen’s gaze followed it before she could stop herself.

Then, she turned, stepping back into the garage, a small motion of her hand—come on.

Alex followed, not blinking.

Slowly.

Like she didn’t trust the ground.

“How are you… here?” Her voice broke around the words. “Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?”

Her hand found the edge of a worktable, fingers bracing hard enough to shake.

“I’m okay,” Carmen said, too quickly. “I left. I’m fine.”

Alex stared at her like the words didn’t land.

“They said—” she shook her head, chest rising and stopping, “on the news, they said you were in critical condition. That you had to be resuscitated. That just happened. Carmen, that was—” her voice faltered, “a week ago.”

Carmen opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

“I—”

Alex stepped forward.

Closed the distance in two unsteady steps and reached for her, hands coming up like she needed to prove something to herself. Her fingers slid into Carmen’s wet hair, pushing it back, her touch almost frantic.

“Are you really here?” she whispered. “Are you really—”

“Yes.” Carmen’s voice softened, putting her hands on Alex’s arms. “It’s me. I’m here.”

Alex’s lip trembled, frame shaking.

“You were here,” she said, words tumbling now, uneven. “You came inside—I could touch you. There was blood—there was so much—and then you were just—” her voice broke, “gone.”

“I remember,” Carmen said quietly. “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know why that happened.”

Alex shook her head hard, like she couldn’t accept that.

“No—no, I should’ve—” her breath came faster, sharper. “You saw me. With Taylor. You rode off—you were probably thinking I—and I know it caused you to…”

Carmen didn’t look away. “…No, Alex, don’t think like that.”

“I didn’t want her here,” Alex rushed out. “She just showed up, she wouldn’t leave. I told her we were done. Already had. I did. And then I heard your bike and I ran after you, I ran—” her voice fractured, “but you were gone. Carmen, you were—and I called… and called… and called you.”

She dropped.

The strength just left her all at once, knees hitting the concrete.

Carmen followed her down immediately, hands catching her, pulling her in.

Alex was shaking.

Crying hard now, her voice breaking between each word.

“I thought—” she tried again, “I thought you were—”

“I know,” Carmen murmured, pulling her closer. “I know.”

“… gone forever.”

Alex’s hands came up, gripping her, and then, she kissed her—messy, desperate, rain and tears and breath all tangled together.

And Carmen kissed her back just as hard.

Hand on her cheek.

Real.

Alex pulled back only enough to look at her again, like she still wasn’t done convincing herself.

“But you’re here,” she said, softer now, almost disbelieving. “You’re really here. Not to leave—me?”

“I am,” Carmen said, looking down into her eyes. “I’m not leaving you. I’ll explain everything. Everything.”

Alex nodded and kissed her again—deeper this time, steadier, tongue around hers—and Carmen felt it before she registered it.

A small break.

A sharp edge.

Alex pulled back. Hand going up to her lips.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, I think… you bit me,” Alex said quickly, though her voice had shifted.

Carmen frowned. “Let me see.”

A thin line of blood had already gathered at Alex’s lip.

Carmen’s breath came sharp, gaze narrowing.

Then she froze completely.

“Carmen…” Alex’s voice dropped, quieter now. “What happened to you?”

Carmen hesitated. Inhaled suddenly.

“It’s… complicated.”

“Tell me,” Alex whispered.

Carmen cleared her throat, and shifted to put a little more space between them.

“There was someone,” she said. “Before the accident. An ex. Lydia. Just another one.” Her jaw worked at the mention of her. “She took me. Locked me in a bathroom. Said if the blood didn’t kill me, it would—” she swallowed, “turn me.”

“Turn you into what?”

Carmen met her eyes.

“A vampire.”

The word settled between them.

Heavy.

Alex blinked once. Then again.

“You don’t believe me?” Carmen asked, her voice low.

“Carmen,” Alex said quietly, shifting closer, “I always believe you. How could I not?”

There wasn’t even a hint of doubt in it.

Carmen let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“And,” Alex added, a faint, almost stunned edge to her voice, “you did just cut me like that.”

A quiet huff, her gaze fixed—too fixed—on Carmen’s mouth as she licked her own lips.

“Let me see your teeth.”

Carmen hesitated, then parted her lips, her tongue brushing instinctively against her canines.

Alex leaned in, close enough to study.

“…Yeah,” she murmured. “Those are sharper.”

“A little,” Carmen said, almost defensive. “Not—like—fangs or anything… right?”

Alex laughed, shaking her head.

“No. Just… different. It’s not bad. It’s—uh. Actually, pretty hot.”

Her gaze lingered a second longer than it should have on Carmen’s mouth.

Then lifted.

“Have you… bitten anyone?” Alex asked. “I mean, on purpose.”

Carmen tipped her head back at first, watching Alex. Then her gaze lowered, her tongue dragging slowly over her lips—still thinking about that look.

“No,” she said, quieter now. “I’m staying with someone. Malcolm. He gets blood—bags of it. From somewhere.” A small pause. “It’s… clean. I’m not hurting anyone.”

Alex nodded.

Taking it in.

Processing.

Then her eyes dropped—briefly—back to Carmen’s mouth.

Just for a second.

Long enough to mean something.

When she looked back up, there was something new there.

Not fear.

Curiosity.

And then—Carmen heard it. When she really listened.

A pulse. Alex’s.

Loud. Sudden. Too clear.

She stilled without meaning to, as her focus sharpened, narrowing in a way that didn’t feel entirely like her own. She drew in a quiet breath through her nose—subtle, controlled—but the scent of Alex hit her anyway.

Stronger than it should have been.

Warm. Close. Fragrant.

It pulled low in her body, pulling taut—dark, instinctive—something she didn’t want to touch.

Yet.

So she moved instead.

She stood, putting space between the feeling and herself, and looked down at Alex.

Alex looked up at her.

“Do you want to bite me, Carmen?”

Carmen let out a slow exhale, steadying, her mind flashing—sharp and unwelcome—back to Lydia, to the feeling of being bitten. How quickly it had weakened her.

You shouldn’t. You’ll kill her.

She offered her hand.

“No,” Carmen said softly. “I don’t think we should do that. I could really hurt you.”

Alex looked at her hand, then took it.

A small nod.

“Okay.”

She didn’t say anything else.

Didn’t argue.

Carmen pulled her to her feet.

“Can you still—” Alex started, then paused, adjusting. “Eat food? Drink… water?”

“Yeah.” Carmen nodded. “I feel… mostly the same… but better. Clearer.”

Alex looked down at her, eyes dipping.

“You seem… stronger,” Alex said quietly. “You were strong before but like, now a lot stronger.”

Carmen didn’t deny it.

Something lingered between them—unspoken, tightening the longer it went on.

Alex’s gaze drifted toward the door.

“Come inside.”

Carmen followed the look, then nodded once.

“Yeah. Okay.”

They stepped in through the garage.

The first thing she noticed wasn’t the warmth, or the quiet, or even the familiarity of the space—

it was the stain.

Dark. Set deep into the tile just beyond the threshold.

It had been in the dream, too.

But here it wasn’t softened, or blurred at the edges. It had spread farther than she remembered—into the kitchen, not just the carpet. Real. Fixed in place.

Alex saw her notice.

“I tried cleaning it,” she said, voice low, almost detached. “Scrubbed for hours.”

A small, humorless breath.

“I think I’m just gonna to have to pull it up.”

Carmen’s expression broke.

Tears filled her eyes before she could stop them.

“Alex…” Her voice faltered. “You must have been so scared. I’m sorry.”

Alex shook her head immediately.

“Carmen, I don’t think you did that on purpose.” She stepped closer, her voice softening, steady despite the tears building. “I think you came here.”

Another step.

“To be with me.”

Her mouth faltered on the next words.

“As you were dying.”

The words hung between them—fragile, unbearable.

Alex closed the distance, her eyes spilling over now.

“You didn’t go somewhere else,” she whispered. “Not the field you like. Not the ocean.”

Her voice broke.

“You came here. Of all places.”

Carmen swallowed hard, her chest tightening.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I guess I did.”

She paused, then added.

“I just don’t understand how that’s possible.”

Alex shook her head, gentler this time.

“You don’t have to understand it.” Her gaze held Carmen’s, unwavering. “We’re just… connected.”

The word settled deep.

Carmen sniffed, wiping at her face, trying to steady herself.

“Alex…” Her voice softened, uncertain now. “Were you really there? On the rooftop?”

A pause.

“That night… I jumped.”

Alex didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

Then, quieter—

“But I was asleep.”

Carmen’s breath caught.

“Did you know you pulled me back?”

Alex frowned slightly, thinking—not confused, just searching for the right way to say it.

“No,” she admitted. “I just… did it.”

She exhaled slowly.

“I didn’t know if any of it was real. All those times I saw you—when you were out there…” Her voice strained. “I kept asking myself how I could be seeing it. It felt too real. Too detailed. But also blurred.”

A small shake of her head.

“So, I stopped questioning it. Until I saw you at the gym that day.”

Carmen looked at her.

And for once—

she didn’t pull away.

“I didn’t see you,” Carmen said softly. “Not like that.”

She paused.

“I just heard you. That night, when I jumped.”

Her eyes dropped, then lifted again.

“Sometimes there was a voice that didn’t sound like the others.”

Her throat eased.

“Now I know it was you.”

Alex let out a slow breath, something in her loosening at that, her head dipping in a small, quiet nod.

Silence stretched—full, heavy.

Carmen shifted, something more vulnerable creeping in now.

“I really hope you didn’t see everything,” she said, voice thinner. “After… all those years. Of me. Wandering… no place to go.”

She couldn’t look at Alex as she said it.

“I know I didn’t look…” A small, bitter huff. “I know I looked pretty insane.”

Her eyes stayed fixed on the floor.

“You didn’t see the worst of it, did you?”

Alex waited for Carmen to look back up at her.

Her eyes shone, but she didn’t look away. Didn’t try to soften it. Just stayed there with Carmen, open in a way that almost felt like an apology.

“Would it make you feel better if I lied, baby?” she asked gently.

Carmen’s gaze dropped, chest aching.

She shook her head.

“I don’t want that anymore,” she said, quieter now. “I’m tired of it.”

Alex reached out, her fingers brushing Carmen’s arm—then lingering, still.

“So… what are you saying?”

Carmen stepped closer, slow and measured. Her gaze dropped, tension pulling through her face—like she already knew it would hurt to say it out loud.

Then rose onto her toes, leaning in—close enough that her lips brushed Alex’s ear.

“When the seashells start whispering your name.”

The words landed soft.

Deliberate.

Familiar.

Carmen pulled back.

Alex had gone completely still.

Her breath uneven now, something flickering across her face—hope, disbelief, something too afraid to settle.

“That’s…” she let out half a laugh. “That’s a weird thing to say, Carmen.”

A faint, uncertain smile.

“Where’d you hear that?”

Carmen’s mouth curved—just slightly.

“You told me.”

A breath.

“At the beach.”

Alex’s expression shifted.

Something deeper now.

“I think I remember that,” Alex said with grin. “I just thought it was a dream.”

“It was a dream,” Carmen said. “But not just any dream.”

She held her gaze.

“We were both there. Really there.”

Alex didn’t respond right away.

Just watched her.

“Yeah,” she said finally, softer.

Carmen exhaled, something easing loose in her chest.

“I remembered everything after the accident,” she went on. “In the hospital.”

A small, almost disbelieving chuckle slipped out.

“Guess I finally got some fucking sleep.”

Her voice softened.

“That year… the one where we were together,” Carmen continued. “You were fifteen and I was fourteen.”

A pause.

“It was real. For us. Wasn’t it? We were both there. Even if it was only in dreams.”

Alex tried not to smile.

You could see her fighting it—holding it back, like letting it through would make it too real, too fragile.

She waited. Then couldn’t anymore.

“Name one thing,” Alex said, steady again. “Something specific.”

Their eyes met—

“That you remember.”

Carmen let out a long exhale.

Her hands were shaking now, just slightly, but she didn’t try to hide it.

“We met,” she said. “In real life. At that clothing store downtown.”

Alex’s brows pulled together—already remembering, already there.

“I looked at you,” Carmen continued, voice softer now, “and I bit my lip.”

A faint, broken smile.

“I was wearing a dark blue sweater. Dress pants. You had on a hoodie. Blonde hair.”

Recognition flickered across Alex’s face.

“And you were very shy.”

Alex huffed a quiet laugh, shaking her head. “No, I wasn’t.”

Carmen’s mouth curved.

Their eyes met again—and the humor softened into something else.

“And then… one of the first dreams we had,” Carmen went on, “it was the same place.”

She stepped closer.

“But different.”

Alex didn’t move.

“Better,” Carmen said. “Quieter. The way it should’ve really gone. If my mom hadn’t been there.”

Her voice wavered, but she kept going.

“We talked. Walked out of the store together.”

Her eyes drifted, following it.

“You asked what school I went to. You thought I’d think it was weird.” Carmen’s mouth curved faintly, even through the tears.

“And I said—” she glanced up at her, a hint of that younger version of herself slipping through—”wouldn’t you like to know.”

Alex broke.

Her smile collapsed into something fragile, her hand coming up to cover her mouth as tears spilled over.

“Yeah,” Alex whispered. “You said that.”

Carmen let out a small whimper, but she didn’t stop.

“And then we were at the beach. And other places. Mostly there though. Especially at night. When the stars were bright.”

Alex’s eyes flickered again—something deeper now, something older.

“One time, I told you white roses would be nice at a wedding,” Carmen said.

She shook her head slightly.

“But it wasn’t just that,” she went on.

Her voice steadied.

“It was the reason.”

A step closer.

“I told you they meant divine love.”

She paused, steadying.

“And devotion.”

Alex was crying openly now.

Carmen’s voice dropped softer—more intimate.

“And I said…” she continued, “that we should skip all the bullshit.”

A shaky smile.

“That we shouldn’t bother dating.”

Her eyes held Alex’s.

“That we should just get engaged. Get married.”

The words hung there.

Alex let out a broken sound, her shoulders folding slightly.

“You did,” she said through tears. “You did say that.”

Carmen stepped in closer now, close enough that there was no space left between them.

“So,” she said, voice quieter now—but steady.

“I was thinking…”

Her breath hitched once.

“If you still want that…”

Alex froze.

Carmen swallowed.

“I don’t have a ring,” she admitted, almost breathless now. “Not yet.”

A small, helpless laugh.

“But I can get one.”

Her eyes searched Alex’s face.

“And I told you I’d prove it.”

A beat.

“That I was real.”

Her voice softened.

“That I wanted you.”

Another step closer—if that was even possible.

“Only you.”

Silence.

Thick.

Fragile.

“Didn’t I?” she asked.

Alex nodded immediately, tears still falling.

“Yes,” she whispered. “You did.”

Carmen’s voice broke, just slightly, her hand lifting to brush the tears from her cheeks.

“And just like I bought the white roses… without even remembering it…”

Her hand came up, thumb brushing lightly against Alex’s arm.

“I found you.” She drew a breath. “I always find you. And you found me too. No—now I know you stayed. Really waited. Brought me back to myself.”

Alex made a small, wrecked sound and pulled her in.

The kiss wasn’t clean—it was messy, desperate, both of them crying into it, holding on like they’d lose each other again if they didn’t.

“I do want that,” Alex said against her, voice shaking. “Carmen—I do. Of course I do. I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

Carmen pulled back just enough to see her.

“You want to?”

Alex nodded, almost laughing through the tears.

“Yes.”

Then she shook her head, like she couldn’t believe she was saying it.

“I already— I already bought you a ring.”

Carmen blinked.

“You… what?”

Alex squeezed her hand.

“Come on.”

She didn’t let go—just pulled her gently, urgently toward the bedroom.

***

“I, uh…” Alex crossed to the dresser, pulling open a drawer. “Remember when I told you, you could borrow some shorts? That night you stayed over.”

Carmen blinked, still catching up. “Yeah…”

“I put it in there.” Alex’s voice softened. “Hoping you might look.”

Carmen’s brows drew together.

“I wouldn’t have opened it.”

Alex glanced at her, something vulnerable flickering through.

“I wanted you to find it,” she admitted, voice firm. “Thought maybe… if you saw it, you’d remember. Or at least—” her voice caught slightly, “understand how much you’re loved.”

Carmen didn’t say anything.

Couldn’t.

Alex reached into the drawer and pulled out a small box.

Set it in Carmen’s hands.

There was a receipt tucked beneath it.

“Don’t look at the price,” Alex said quickly.

Carmen already was.

Her eyes widened. “Alex… that much? On a ring?”

A small, almost shy shrug. “Of course. I had to.”

Carmen looked up at her, something in her expression breaking all over again.

Slowly, carefully, she opened the box.

The ring caught the light immediately—three stones set into a gold band, clean and bright and unmistakably chosen with intention.

Not random.

Not impulsive.

Thought through.

Saved for.

Carmen’s breath left her.

“Look at the inscription,” Alex said softly.

Carmen turned it slightly, squinting through the blur of tears.

I love you, Carmen. Always.

Her chest tightened.

“When… when did you get this?”

Alex leaned over, glancing at the receipt in her hands.

“Six years ago,” she said. “February.”

She looked out the window.

“I was eighteen. I saved for it. Worked a ton. Lived in a shitty apartment. Same way I bought this house. And for the same reason… you always loved the ocean.”

Carmen went still. Tears falling freely.

“You got this ring,” her voice thinned, “when I was seventeen.”

Alex nodded.

And the realization hit all at once.

Same city.

Same time.

Carmen’s throat closed.

She’d been out there—lost, barely holding onto herself, not even remembering her own name—and Alex had been here, saving, planning, engraving that name into something permanent.

Waiting.

For her.

Tears spilled over before she could stop them.

“Hey—” Alex stepped closer, her voice gentler now. “Do you like it?”

Carmen let out a shaky breath, laughing through it.

“I love it,” she said immediately. “I—there aren’t even words for how much I love it.”

She shook her head, overwhelmed, pressing her lips together like she was trying to hold it in.

“But I’m so basic, Alex,” she managed. “You could’ve bought me a plastic ring and I would’ve worn it just the same.”

Alex’s expression shifted—unwavering, certain.

“No.”

She stepped closer.

“Carmen, there is nothing about you that’s basic.”

Her hand came up, steady against her cheek, grounding.

“Absolutely nothing.”

Carmen inhaled deep.

She leaned in, and the kiss came softer this time—slower, but just as full.

Alex pulled back first, a small, breathless laugh slipping out.

“Want to put it on?”

Carmen let out a quiet huff of a laugh, still crying, and held the ring out.

“Yes, but you have to. It looks small,” she said. “I hope it fits.”

Alex smiled—something warm, certain.

“Carmen, you are small.”

She took her hand carefully, sliding the ring onto her finger.

It fit.

“See?” Alex murmured. “Perfect.”

Her thumb brushed lightly over Carmen’s knuckle.

“How does it feel?”

Carmen didn’t answer right away.

She just nodded, bringing her hand in close, pressing it lightly against her chest like she needed to feel it there.

Her lips pressed together again, trembling, more tears slipping free.

Alex stepped closer, wiping them away gently with her thumb.

“I went out,” Alex said quietly. “I tried to find you. Back then.”

A pause.

“But you were never there the next day,” she said, a shudder running through her. “I even went to the rooftop—just to feel close to you. I knew you wouldn’t be there.”

Her voice softened further.

“I always tried. I want you to know that.”

Carmen looked at her.

Really looked.

“I know, Alex,” she said.

And she meant it this time, she knew.

“Carmen, what made you want to come to the gym that day?”

Carmen’s hand smoothed over Alex’s chest, then settled on her shoulders.

“I don’t even know why, Alex.”

Alex swallowed, then leaned down, and Carmen met her—arms wrapping around each other without hesitation.

They didn’t move for a while after that.

Just stood there, holding on—like neither of them was willing to risk letting go.


Chapter Thirteen

They ended up on the bed without really deciding to.

Drifting there.

Still close. Still holding onto each other like neither of them quite trusted reality to last unless they kept contact.

For a while, they didn’t talk.

They didn’t need to.

Alex leaned back against the headboard, and Carmen settled into her, their legs tangled, her head resting just beneath Alex’s shoulder, Alex’s hand on her back. The room was quiet except for the faint tap of rain against the window.

Alex’s hands moved absently.

Slow.

Familiar… now in a way that made sense.

Her fingers traced along Carmen’s arm, down to her wrist, turning her hand over, brushing her thumb lightly across her palm. Not searching. Not testing.

Just… touching.

Carmen watched it for a moment.

Then brought Alex’s hand between hers, her own fingers working gently into the tension there, massaging slow circles into her palm, her knuckles.

Alex let out a small breath, her head tipping back slightly.

“Mm,” she murmured, almost a laugh. “Okay, don’t stop that.”

Carmen smiled faintly.

Kept going.

It should’ve been easy to stay there.

It almost was.

But something had already slipped in.

Quiet.

Uninvited.

A memory that wasn’t hers—

but felt like it was, now.

Carmen’s fingers slowed.

She didn’t stop.

Didn’t pull away.

But her mind caught on it anyway.

Alex—closer to someone else.

A different room. Different light.

Another woman.

The name came with it, unbidden.

Taylor.

Carmen swallowed.

Her hands kept moving, steady, like nothing had changed.

Like she hadn’t seen it.

Like it didn’t matter.

Alex shifted slightly beside her, her touch changing—her fingers sliding up, brushing along Carmen’s shoulder now. Light.

Affectionate in a way that made her pull inward instead of soften.

Why her?

The thought came sharp and sudden.

Why me?

She didn’t mean to think it.

Didn’t want to.

But it was there now, sitting heavy under everything else.

Carmen lowered her head slightly, focusing on Alex’s hand, on the rhythm of her own movements.

Maybe if she stayed quiet it would pass.

Alex stilled.

Her hand paused where it rested against Carmen’s shoulder, fingers curling slightly like she was feeling for something just beneath the surface.

“Hey.”

Soft.

Carmen didn’t look up.

“Mm?”

Alex shifted, just enough to catch her chin gently, turning her face up toward her.

“Carmen.”

Her voice had changed.

Serious.

“Talk to me.”

Carmen huffed a small laugh, shaking her head.

“It’s nothing.”

Alex didn’t let that go.

Didn’t argue it either.

Just watched her.

Close enough that Carmen could feel it.

“I know something’s bothering you.”

Carmen hesitated.

Her eyes flicked away for a second, then back.

“Yeah,” she admitted quietly. “I just—”

She stopped.

Shook her head.

“I don’t want to upset you,” Carmen said.

That got a reaction.

Not what Carmen expected.

Alex smiled.

Small. Soft. A little amused.

“You can upset me. Always. Go ahead.”

A quiet laugh slipped out of Carmen before she could stop it.

Alex’s hand shifted, brushing her thumb lightly along Carmen’s jaw.

“Carmen,” she said, lower now, but steady. “You can talk to me about anything.”

She meant it.

There was no fear in her eyes.

Just space.

Waiting.

Carmen's gaze dropped to the sheets, her fingers folding the fabric. The words came out haltingly, rough around the edges.

“I was in a dream. And I saw someone...” She stopped, swallowed hard. “With you. Then I saw her that day. Your ex. The tall one.”

Alex shifted sideways, just enough to see her face properly. No distance between them.

“What did you see?”

Carmen took a long breath, her jaw working, clenching, then relaxing. Her voice came out thin. She sat up.

“I'm not mad. We all have exes. It was just... a lot to see.”

“Okay.”

“You were... fucking her.” The word caught. “Really rough. With a strap. From behind.”

“Oh.”

Carmen's voice dropped, the words harsh as they pushed past her lips. “You called her a slut. A whore. Told her she took it good.” Her hands lifted, fingers trembling as she brushed hair from her face.

Alex didn't speak. Just listened, her expression unreadable.

“It's...” Carmen swallowed, throat working. “It's a few things. Seeing you with someone else was... hard. Seeing you like that was even harder.”

“Yeah.” Alex's voice was quiet, the word soft in the air between them. “I'm sure it was.”

“Do you... do you want to say those things to me?”

Alex's mouth opened, closed, then opened again. No sound came out.

“Because it's okay.” Carmen rushed on, hand waving in a circle to illustrate it. “I just... I don't know if I want to be talked to like that.”

“Carmen.”

“I could try it, but I think it would… might… actually make me cry.”

“Carmen.”

“I'm not saying I'm not open. I could... I think I could get on board with being fucked like that but the words—”

“Carmen.” Alex's voice cut through, steady and clear. “I don't want to say those things to you.”

Carmen's head turned to look at her, eyes wide. The words hung in the air between them, unexpected.

Alex's throat worked, her hands stilling where they rested on Carmen's.

“I… well… I want you to say those things to me.”

A breath hitched in Alex's chest, audible in the space between them.

Carmen shifted to face her fully.

“What?”

Carefully, Alex gathered herself, her gaze drifting to the ceiling before returning to Carmen's face.

“I've said those things. To her. To others.” Alex's fingers found the sheet, tracing it. “It's what they wanted. What they expected.” Her voice lowered. “Not what I wanted.”

Something shifted in Carmen's chest, a slow recognition blooming.

“Oh,” she breathed, the realization unfolding. “Oh.”

Alex's shoulders relaxed slightly. “Too much?”

“No.” Carmen shook her head, her hands finding Alex's knees, fingers pressing gently. “So... you want me to top you like that?”

“Sometimes.” A small smile touched Alex's lips. “But I want to top you too. Just... differently.”

“How?”

The words came slowly, carefully chosen. “Like I'm protecting you. Making space for you to just... be whoever you want to be.”

Carmen waited, her breathing barely there.

“Holding you while you come,” Alex continued, her voice dropping lower. “Listening to how your voice changes. Being inside you, feeling you around my fingers.” Her hips shifted against the mattress. “Kissing you. Hearing you in my ear. God, that does it for me. You... moaning. It sounds real. Like you're not pretending.”

A warmth spread through Carmen's chest and lower, strong and unexpected.

“I don't have to pretend with you, Alex,” she murmured. “About anything.”

“No.” The word came out soft, breathy. “Neither do I with you.” A pause, Alex’s thumb coming up to trace circles on Carmen's knee. “I think about... taking you somewhere new. Being the only one who can get you there. Making you feel loved, seeing you completely unguarded—but only with me. It's... not complicated. I'm just bad at saying it right.” Her fingers tightened slightly. “I want to make you feel good, Carmen. And I want you to let me.”

A smile pulled at Carmen's lips, small but genuine.

“I like that.”

The sheets shifted, whispering against Alex's skin as she moved. Carmen watched the way she ran her fingers through her hair, the small hesitation before she spoke.

“I think...” Alex started, then stopped. Her eyes darted away before finding Carmen's again. “I like the idea of being punished. By you. What you saw… was only part of it.” The words came out quieter than the rest, almost disappearing between them. “And knowing you'd enjoy it. That side of things? Dominating me like that.”

Carmen's lips curved before she could stop it. Alex bit at her lower lip, worrying it between her teeth—something fluttered in Carmen's chest at the sight, unexpected and easy. She looked away, letting the smile form fully, then turned back to find Alex still watching her.

Another shift of weight. Maybe seeing Carmen’s reaction gave her the confidence.

“I just think that if you're into something, chances are… I probably am too.” Her eyes met Carmen's. “That's why we work. I could be wrong but... I don't think I am.”

Silence stretched between them.

“You're... not wrong.” Carmen's voice was quiet. “No.”

Alex's fingers stilled. “Have you thought about it?”

“About you?” Carmen's head moved in a small nod. The word followed, soft but certain. “Yes. Of course I have. I only think of you.”

Alex shifted. “Good. In what way?”

Carmen's gaze dropped to where their hands rested, close now but not touching. Her voice came out quiet, almost fragile. “I think... this is first time I've ever thought about someone touching me.”

“Me?”

“Yes.” The word was barely there, barely formed. “I've thought your hands on me. Doing... everything you mentioned doing.”

Alex's fingers drifted closer, still not quite touching. “Any parts specifically?”

“All of it.” Carmen said. “All parts. Of course, I think about touching you, too.”

“Yeah.” Alex's smile was small, private. “You want to fuck me, that’s clear. It’s written all over you.”

Carmen leaned in, lips curving. Their mouths met, Alex's hands smoothing over her, gentle at first, then firmer, mapping the curve of her hip, over her ass. Carmen's brows furrowed, and she pulled away again.

Alex’s voice was barely above a whisper, her fingers ghosting down Carmen’s arm to her wrist.

“Something else?”

Carmen shook her head, then stopped, catching herself—she didn’t have to do that anymore.

“Just… your ex? She’s prettier than me.”

Her eyes closed briefly and she pulled her arm away.

“And I don’t want any kind of reassurance,” Carmen said. “Or whatever. I just have to say what’s… true.”

Alex came closer, her breath warm against Carmen's cheek.

“Well... too bad,” Alex's voice came low against her skin. “Because I'm going to reassure you that that's very much not true.”

She pointed to the wall, toward the mirror. Carmen's gaze followed before she could stop it.

“See her? Right there?” Alex murmured. “Most beautiful girl on the planet. In the universe. No one, and I mean no one comes close to how perfect she is. Not ever.”

Carmen glanced at her reflection for half a second, then away, shifting off the bed. A smile tugged at her lips despite her own argument.

“Where are you going?” Alex's voice followed, teasing.

“I just don't feel that way... about me.” Carmen's gaze drifted to the floor. “I don't get why you do.”

Alex rolled off the bed, closing the distance between them. Her fingers took Carmen's hand, guiding her to the front of the bed. In front of the mirror.

“Sit,” she said.

The mattress dipped beneath Carmen's weight. Alex settled behind her, knees pressing near her back.

“Do you know how unique you look?” Alex's voice was soft against her ear. “Everywhere we go, people stop and stare at you.”

Carmen's gaze slid away from their reflections.

“That's not true.”

“It is, Carmen.” Hands settled on her shoulders. “You literally pull people to you. I've never, ever seen anyone who looks like you. Anywhere.”

“Pfft, yeah… okay.”

“And god,” Alex said, voice dropping just a little. “You somehow always get hotter. Every time I see you.”

Carmen buried her face in her hands, elbows digging into her knees. The mattress shifted behind her, Alex's weight settling closer.

“No,” Carmen said.

“Yes.” The word was firm, no room for argument. “And your body—Carmen. Seeing you naked for the first time... I didn't even know someone could look like that. Didn't think it was possible.”

Carmen's head lifted slowly, her eyes finding their reflection. Alex moved the curtain of dark hair away from Carmen's neck, lips pressing there, soft but placed carefully.

“Your body is perfect, Alex,” Carmen whispered, her gaze fixed on their mirrored image. “Mine is... all wrong.”

“Wrong?” Alex asked.

“My boobs.” The word came out thick. “They're... saggy. I hate them.”

“No—no, no.” Alex’s hands slid around her waist from behind, pulling her back against her.

“They’re not saggy. Not even close.”

“Yours sit where they're supposed to,” Carmen continued, her voice smaller than she meant it to be. “Even when you're naked. All on their own.”

“Mine are okay,” Alex murmured. “They're nice. I'm not complaining.” Her hands moved back to herself, slow, squeezing her own breasts. “I like them.”

Carmen looked back, a small smile there—uncertain where this was going.

Alex came in closer, her knee brushing against Carmen's thigh, hand coming up to smooth over it.

Their eyes met in the mirror before Alex's gaze dropped, focusing on Carmen's chest. Fingertips ghosted over the fabric, tracing the curve beneath before her palm flattened, testing the weight. A slow squeeze, firm but not rough.

“But these...” The words came out softer now. “These are something else.”

Carmen tried to keep her voice steady. It still shook when she spoke.

“Something else?”

Alex's fingers found the hem of Carmen's shirt, twisting the fabric between thumb and forefinger. She looked away from the mirror and over at Carmen.

“Let me show you,” she whispered. “May I?”

“Show me what?” Carmen asked.

“Do you trust me?”

The question caught. She turned, meeting Alex's eyes instead of their reflections. A small nod. Words didn't come.

Their mouths met as Alex lifted Carmen's shirt. Then her bra—fabric pushing upward just above her chest until they spilled out, heavy against her ribs. She reached to cover them, but Alex pulled her arm down gently. Carmen watched in the mirror as Alex's gaze dropped to them, her expression shifting into something soft, almost awestruck.

Alex's palms covered her breasts, fitting their weight as if made for this. The muscles in her arms tensed, thick and solid, impossible to ignore as her hands worked—thumbs circling, pressing just enough to make Carmen's breath catch. Carmen watched how Alex’s tongue darted out, quick and absent, wetting her lips as her focus narrowed, intense and fixed so intensely on only her. The room shrank to this—Alex's hands, the way she looked at her, the hum that vibrated against Carmen's skin when Alex lowered her head again.

“Look at them,” Alex murmured against her neck. “Perfectly shaped, bouncy, nice and... big.” She squeezed gently, and Carmen's chest caught. “You have no idea... I just love them. Looking at them, touching them, I fucking love it when you put them on me.”

Alex's eyes met hers in the mirror again, searching.

“Do you really not?” she asked.

Carmen exhaled, breath shaky on the way out.

“I think they're okay when they're in a bra. Not like this.”

“No, they’re better like this,” Alex murmured, her hands dropping to Carmen’s waist. “Without anything hiding them.”

Alex’s hands smoothed over her stomach and then back over her breasts, before taking them again. She kneaded with a slow, reverent pressure that made Carmen's breath catch. She began to handle them roughly and Carmen couldn’t resist it—she leaned back into her.

Alex’s face came closer.

“Yeah, these? Fuck. Tss—” The words brushed against Carmen's ear, low and devious. Alex's palms pressed against her, kneading in slow circles. Carmen shifted back so she was flush against her now. Caught the smile on Alex’s lips that followed it. Heat coiled in Carmen's belly, rising through her. A sound tried to climb her throat, but she caught it between her teeth, lip pulled between them to stop its escape.

Alex’s heat hit her again—searing, immediate.

“These are Mommy milkers.”

Carmen looked away, her voice low and her face burning. A faint cry slipped out of her.

“Fuck, Alex.”

“Mmmmm—Carmen, I might come just looking at you.”

Alex's hands grew even rougher as she flicked Carmen’s earlobe with her tongue.

“These are the hottest, sexiest tits I've ever seen in my whole life. The only ones I'll ever want.”

Carmen's head tipped back, a moan escaping her lips as her head came to rest against Alex's shoulder, giving her whole self to Alex’s hands. The weight of Alex's grip, the way her fingers sank into her breasts without hesitation— It pulled deeper than she was ready for. Alex's mouth found the side of her neck, sucking, then soothing with her tongue. Carmen's hand drifted back, finding Alex's thigh, rubbing then squeezing.

“Look at you,” Alex murmured watching Carmen watching them in the mirror, her hands still working, slow and deliberate. “All of you. Perfect. When will you see what I see?”

Carmen’s eyes fluttered closed.

Thumbs circled the sensitive peaks of her nipples. A light pull on them sent a jolt through her, sharp and unexpected. Her eyes opened again, finding Alex's gaze in the mirror just as she felt the wet heat of a tongue tracing up the side of her neck. Carmen's mouth parted on a soundless gasp.

She turned her head, lips finding Alex's without thought. The kiss was immediate, consuming, a moan escaping from Carmen into Alex's mouth as their tongues tangled. Alex's hands continued their work on her breasts, claiming and circling, the rhythm matching the way her mouth moved against hers.

Carmen broke away, breathless, while Alex's mouth trailed over her cheek, until teeth scraped against her ear, followed by the wet heat of her tongue and lips. Something clenched deep inside Carmen, pulling tight then releasing in a slow, steady throb.

Alex's hand continued kneading her breast while the other traveled down her side, tracing her hip before settling on her lower stomach, pressing just enough for Carmen to feel it.

Lips pressed again at Carmen’s ear.

“I'm going to put a baby in here,” Alex whispered, hand pressing more firmly against Carmen's stomach before tapping it.

Carmen’s eyes opened slowly, her gaze finding Alex’s in the mirror. She didn’t turn, didn’t shift—just stayed where she was, watching her that way instead, like it was easier to hold it at a distance.

Behind her, Alex stilled, then turned her head slightly, attention settling fully on her. The weight of it was there—familiar, steady, impossible to ignore.

Alex’s smile stayed soft. Certain.

“I haven’t figured out how yet,” she said quietly, “but I’m going to.”

Carmen froze, lingering for a heartbeat before she moved.

She turned on her knees in one smooth motion, closing the space between them, their gazes locking this time without the mirror between them.

Her hands slid to Alex’s waist, gripping, pulling her in.

Their mouths crashed together, Carmen's lips parting to claim Alex's. Her hands yanked off her own shirt and bra, then reached for Alex's. Fabric peeled away until skin met skin.

They moved like they already knew how, the motion easy, inevitable, until the mattress dipped beneath them and Carmen found herself above Alex—exactly where she was meant to be.

Alex's mouth crushed hers, all teeth and tongue, claiming with a force that stole breath.

Their bodies met, soft curves pressing hard against muscle. Alex's hands swept across Carmen's back, nails scraping lightly before gripping her arms, hips, then flattening over her stomach. Carmen arched into it, her fingers sliding from Alex's throat down over the swell of her breasts, lingering there before tracing the line of her stomach.

Alex's palms covered Carmen's breasts, squeezing with such a possessive pressure that made Carmen moan into the kiss. Then Alex shifted, mouth closing around a nipple, wet heat giving way to strong suction. Carmen's back bent, a soft sound escaping her lips as Alex hummed against her skin.

Carmen's arm bracketed Alex's head, fingers tangling in her hair as her other hand trailed lower, slipping beneath the waistband of Alex's pants.

“Mmm,” Alex murmured against her skin, then released her nipple with a wet sound. Her lips glistened as she flicked the sensitive peak with the tip of her tongue—meeting her gaze while she did it—sending another deep throb through Carmen.

Carmen's lips curved at the corners. She pressed her palm flat against Alex’s slick heat, fingers pressing in but not fully. A quick jolt went through her as Carmen took her in hand, squeezing possessively, rubbing as Alex's body responded to every little thing she did.

Then, she really touched her. She parted folds and traced over wet skin, while Alex tipped her head back, lost in it.

The tone shifted—Carmen hadn’t planned it.

Her fingers pressed hard, trapping Alex's clit between two, holding and squeezing tight enough to make Alex's hips buck, as her eyes found Carmen’s.

Carmen came closer.

“Damn,” she growled. “Pussy already so wet for me, huh?”

Alex let out the start of a laugh—it caught in her throat. Her smile faded as Carmen pulled back to look at her. Her brow raised as her hand worked.

“You liked playing with Mommy’s big titties didn’t you?”

Alex’s breath came in quick, shallow bursts, a soft sound slipping out. A giddy smile broke across her lips, her eyelashes fluttering.

Carmen laughed, her gaze all-knowing. Her fingers slid down to Alex’s opening to circle it.

“HEY,” Carmen said, tilting her head to the side. “You gonna answer me—or do I have to fuck it out of you?”

Alex nodded quickly, as if completely on board. Then her lip came between her teeth, looking over Carmen’s breasts.

Carmen sat up and put her free hand on Alex’s jaw, holding it in place.

“I don’t think I said you could look at those, Alex.”

Alex’s eyes widened as her voice dropped—low, brazen.

“You didn’t. Mommy. Maybe you should punish me for doing it.”

Carmen came closer, a soft laugh spilling over Alex’s mouth.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Alex sat up quick, catching Carmen’s mouth with hers like she’d been waiting to, hand taking Carmen’s breast and handling it roughly—claiming it all over again. Carmen let her… for a moment. A soft sound escaping her. Then, she ripped Alex’s hand away by the wrist to hold it above.

She shifted her weight, her touch on Alex's clit quickening as she bore down, pinning Alex beneath her. Their faces close—so close their lips brushed between them—the air grew heavy there.

Carmen pressed her tongue to her teeth until she tasted blood, her gaze unblinking, just an inch from Alex’s.

Alex stared back—entranced, a muscle twitched in both cheeks near her nose. Then she gave a quick nod, as if inviting it. Carmen replied by pressing harder and faster on her clit. She felt Alex's back curve off the bed, heard her breath come sharp as her mouth dropped open—as Carmen's fingers worked relentlessly, her own pressure building tight and quick as she watched Alex come undone beneath her weight. She pushed a finger in and Alex shuddered.

“Are you okay, baby?” Carmen whispered.

“Yes,” Alex murmured. “Please. I want another one.”

So, Carmen pushed another in, and fucked her until Alex’s pussy clenched hard around her fingers, her own release still pulsing, too.

Alex held tight to her shoulders through it, fingers biting into her skin. Then her head tipped back against the pillow, a wide, unguarded smile breaking across her face.

A sound tore out of her—half laugh, half something sharper—raw, unrestrained, feral.

“YEAH. THAT’S HOW I LIKE IT!”

Carmen’s fingers slowed but didn’t leave, her own chest rising and falling quickly. Her tongue clicked against the roof of her mouth, almost unbothered. The sound landed clean in the quiet that followed. Her eyes, playful with an edge.

“Oh… did you like that, my love?” Carmen’s voice lowered, a quiet tease, her fingers tapping against Alex, making her jump. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“I knew it,” Alex whispered, heat in her voice. “I fucking knew it.”

Carmen leaned closer to Alex's ear, lips curling into a smile.

“Of course, I know how you like it, Alex,” she said, “I’ve known you for a while, haven’t I?”

Carmen's fingers tensed, pressing deeper again as Alex pushed harder into her hand. Alex's throat moved in a slow swallow before her head dipped in a single, deliberate nod.

“We're perfect.”

“Mhm,” Carmen hummed.

And she really did. Know it.

Carmen understood it now, quiet and certain. Maybe she always had.

Through all the hook ups, she’d been trying to piece together what was missing—

and never could.

Because there was only ever one Alex.

Their eyes met.

Carmen’s—dark, knowing, falling into place. Alex’s pale blue beneath her lashes, open in a way that felt like both challenge and surrender.

Alex leaned in, her mouth finding Carmen’s with unhurried intention, her knuckles traced Carmen’s cheek. Down her neck. Along her arm—until her hand closed over Carmen’s, right where the ring sat.

Her thumb brushed over it slowly. Once. Again.

Carmen sighed.

Alex caught her lip between her teeth. Not hard. Just enough to keep it.

Sucking, nibbling, taking her time.

Carmen let her, eyes drifting closed, a calm relief settling in.

Finally.

Alex didn’t pull away after.

She whispered against Carmen’s mouth.

“Mine.”
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Want More?

Thank you for reading Book Four of Bitten by Mommy!

If you have a moment, I’d truly appreciate a quick review on Amazon—it helps more than you know.

What’s Next?

This book continues a sapphic series exploring desire, control, and the fragile boundaries between safety and surrender—where intimacy can heal, consume, or become something else entirely.

This is the final book of volume one. Volume two of the series will be coming soon.

I’m currently writing across multiple sapphic projects, with new stories already taking shape in several genres.

More releases are on the way.

To stay connected, you can follow me on Amazon here:
https://www.amazon.com/author/taydenecollins
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