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Chapter 1

  
  







Dr. Marcus Axelrod couldn’t take his eyes off her naked body as she writhed against the restraints, sweat glistening on skin that seemed to glow under the harsh laboratory lights. After months of watching Selena transform from human to something far more dangerous and infinitely more beautiful, he’d developed what could only be called an obsession.

“You’re magnificent,” he whispered, his voice thick with desire that had nothing to do with scientific research. “Absolutely magnificent.”

Selena’s green eyes flashed with contempt, but she couldn’t speak—not in this form. The panther DNA they’d spliced into her genetic code had given her claws that could shred steel, fangs that could tear through Kevlar, and a body that moved with lethal grace. It had also made her the most stunning creature he’d ever seen.

The strobe lights hit her retinas like ice picks, forcing the shift whether she wanted it or not. Pain tore through her nervous system as her body tried to decide what it was supposed to be—human or the weapon they’d designed her to become.

Claws erupted from her fingertips, shredding the leather restraints they’d used to keep her immobilized. Fangs extended until her mouth couldn’t close properly, making speech impossible and breathing difficult. Her vision shifted to predator gold, night vision so acute that the sterile laboratory became a map of heat signatures and movement patterns.

“Beautiful,” Axelrod murmured, adjusting himself through his lab coat as he watched her transformation. “Subject Seven responding to light stimulus. Involuntary transformation achieved in eleven seconds.”

Eleven seconds of agony. Eleven seconds of her human consciousness being overridden by instincts that belonged to something that hunted and killed and fed on things that bled. Eleven seconds of losing herself to become the weapon they’d designed her to be while he stood there getting aroused by her pain.

She tried to speak, to tell him exactly what she thought of his sick fascination, but what came out was a sound that belonged in jungle darkness, not a government laboratory. The panther DNA had its own ideas about communication, and none of them involved human language.

“Magnificent. Now let’s see how fast you can shift back.” His finger hovered over the sonic frequency controls, but his eyes remained fixed on her transformed body with hunger that made her skin crawl. “You know, Selena, you’re even more stunning in this form. All that power, all that deadly grace… I dream about you like this.”

The admission hung in the air like poison. He dreamed about her. This sick bastard went home every night and fantasized about the woman he tortured for science.

The sonic frequencies hit like hammers against her enhanced hearing. High-pitched whines that drove the cat portions of her brain into panic mode, forcing her to shift back to human form so fast that muscles cramped and bones felt like they were breaking. The transformation ripped through her like electricity, leaving her gasping and naked and entirely human except for the enhanced senses that made every light too bright and every sound too loud.

“Transformation reversal in nine seconds. Even faster than last week.” Axelrod approached her restraint table, clipboard forgotten as his eyes devoured her human form. “You’re adapting beautifully, my dear. Soon you’ll be ready for field applications.”

“Go… to hell,” she whispered, the first words she’d managed in human form since they’d started the session.

“Now, now. Is that any way to talk to someone who’s given you such incredible gifts?” He reached out and traced a finger along her arm, and she wanted to bite it off but the restraints held her immobilized. “Enhanced strength, perfect reflexes, sensory capabilities beyond human limitations. You should be grateful.”

His touch lingered, possessive and revolting. She could smell his arousal, hear his elevated heart rate, feel the tremor in his fingers as they traced patterns on her skin.

“Grateful… for torture?”

“Grateful for evolution. For becoming something more than the pathetic human you were before.” His hand moved to her shoulder, thumb stroking her collarbone. “Though I have to admit, you were quite attractive even as a baseline human. But now… now you’re a goddess.”

The word hit her like a slap. Goddess. He thought he’d created some kind of divine being for his personal worship and scientific glory.

That’s when Selena realized exactly how she was going to kill him.

She forced herself to stop pulling against the restraints. Stop fighting. Stop showing him the rage and disgust that made his eyes light up with sick pleasure. Instead, she let her breathing slow, let her muscles relax despite every instinct screaming at her to tear his throat out.

“You really think I’m a goddess?” she asked, making her voice softer, breathier. The kind of voice that made men stupid.

Axelrod’s eyebrows rose slightly. This was new. For months she’d done nothing but snarl and fight and promise to kill him in increasingly creative ways. Suddenly playing seductive was unexpected enough to short-circuit his already compromised judgment.

“I think you’re the most perfect subject we’ve ever created,” he said, leaning closer until she could smell the coffee on his breath. “Beautiful, deadly, and soon to be completely under our control.”

“I don’t feel under control,” she purred, letting a slight smile play at the corners of her mouth. “I feel… powerful. Like you said, evolved. Divine.”

“Yes, exactly. You’re beginning to understand your true nature.”

“Maybe I’ve been looking at this wrong.” She met his eyes directly, no longer flinching away from his attention. “Maybe instead of fighting what I’ve become, I should be… grateful. To you.”

“That’s a very mature perspective, Selena.”

“Call me Seven,” she said, using her subject designation like it was an intimate endearment. “Selena was weak. Human. But Seven… Seven is your creation. Your goddess.”

Axelrod’s breathing became labored. After months of defiance and hatred, having his obsession suddenly reciprocated was more than his scientific mind could process rationally.

“I’d like to show you just how grateful I can be,” she continued, testing the restraints experimentally. “But these straps are making it difficult to… worship properly.”

“Worship?”

“You made me divine, didn’t you? Don’t gods deserve worship from their creations? And don’t creators deserve worship from their gods?”

She could practically see his scientific detachment dissolving into pure lust. Months of watching her transform, of having complete power over something beautiful and deadly, had been building to this moment.

“The protocols state that subjects must remain restrained during all—”

“The protocols don’t account for willing participation,” she interrupted, her voice husky with false desire. “And I’m very willing, Doctor. Don’t you want to feel what it’s like to be touched by your goddess? To know what these enhanced hands can do when they’re not trying to escape, but trying to please?”

That did it. Professional curiosity and sexual obsession combined into the kind of stupidity that got researchers killed by their test subjects. His hand moved to the restraint release, trembling with anticipation.

“You want to touch me?” she whispered.

“More than anything.”

“You want to touch me?” she whispered. 

“More than anything.” “Then prove you trust your creation. Prove you believe in what you’ve made.” She watched his internal struggle—desire warring with protocol, obsession fighting training. His hand hovered over the restraint release. 

“I’ve dreamed of this,” he admitted. “Then stop dreaming and make it real.” 

The doctor, in his lust-filled excitement, released her. As the straps fell away, she stretched like a cat waking from a nap, letting him see every curve and line of her enhanced physique. He stepped closer, pupils dilated with want, and she rose from the examination table with predatory grace.

“That’s better,” she purred, reaching out to cup his face with fingertips that could become claws in seconds. “So much better.”

He leaned into her touch, eyes closed, completely vulnerable. She smiled with every appearance of divine benevolence right up until the moment she shifted partially—just enough to extend her fangs—and tore his throat open with surgical precision.

Blood sprayed across the sterile laboratory as he collapsed, clutching his neck and making sounds that weren’t quite words. Not dead, but definitely not capable of raising an alarm or pursuing her through the facility corridors.

She rifled through his pockets until she found his security card, then paused at the laboratory door to look back at him bleeding on the floor.

“Thanks for making me a goddess, Doctor,” she said, wiping his blood from her lips with the back of her hand. “But goddesses bow to no one.”
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The Greyhound station in Seattle smelled like diesel fuel, stale coffee, and the accumulated dreams of people who traveled by bus because they had no better options. Selena shouldered her single duffel bag and stepped out into drizzle, trying to ignore the way her enhanced senses picked up every scent, every sound, every heartbeat within a three-block radius. After a month of running, of sleeping in different states and avoiding anyone who might ask questions, she was tired of being a ghost.

Seattle’s streets stretched before her like a maze of possibilities and dead ends.

The sun was setting behind the Space Needle, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple that reminded her of better times—times before Site 33, before Dr. Axelrod, before she’d learned that the government could turn volunteers into weapons and call it patriotic duty.

Her stomach growled, a reminder that enhanced metabolism required more fuel than normal human systems. She’d eaten on the bus, but that had been hours ago, and her body was already demanding more protein. Always more protein. The panther DNA had given her incredible abilities, but it came with costs that most people couldn’t understand.

She needed to find food, shelter, and work - in that order. The cash from Dr. Axelrod’s wallet wouldn’t last long in a city like Seattle, and she had no intention of using his stolen credentials unless absolutely necessary. Every transaction left a trail, and trails led to the kind of people she’d spent the last month avoiding.

Movement caught her eye—a sleek black cat picking its way up a fire escape with the kind of confident grace she recognized. The animal paused on each landing, testing the air, reading the environment for threats and opportunities. When it reached the roof, it sat for a moment, surveying its territory like a small emperor.

Something about the cat’s certainty called to her. Without fully deciding to do it, Selena found herself approaching the same fire escape.

The metal rungs were cold under her hands, but her enhanced balance made the climb effortless. Three stories up, then four, then five, until she reached the roof and could see the sprawl of Seattle spread out below her like a circuit board of lights and possibilities.

The cat had disappeared, but she could smell its passage—warm fur and urban wildness, the scent of something that belonged nowhere and everywhere at once. She understood that feeling.

From up here, the city looked manageable. Not the overwhelming maze it had seemed at street level, but a collection of neighborhoods and stories, of people trying to build something meaningful in the space between birth and death. Coffee shops and bookstores, restaurants and bars, apartments where people fell asleep next to someone they loved.

What do I do now?

The question had been following her for months, ever since she’d walked out of Site 33 with Dr. Axelrod’s blood under her fingernails. She had skills—enhanced abilities that made certain activities easier than they should be. She had cash from his wallet and a security clearance that would work until someone noticed he was missing. But she didn’t have a plan beyond survive another day, find another place to sleep, keep moving until they stopped looking.

But maybe she was tired of moving.

Below her, a man was closing up what looked like a small café. Even from five stories up, her enhanced vision could make out the details—worn jeans, tired posture, the methodical way he moved through his closing routine like someone who’d done it a thousand times before. He flipped the sign from “Open” to “Closed,” killed the lights, and stepped outside to lock the door.

Something about the scene called to her. Not the man specifically, though there was something solid about him, something that suggested he showed up every day and did the work whether he felt like it or not. It was more than that—it was the café itself, the way it sat in the neighborhood like it belonged there, like it served a purpose beyond just selling coffee.

Like it was the heart of something larger.

The man walked away, shoulders slightly hunched against the rain, and Selena found herself tracking his movement until he disappeared around a corner. Probably heading home to an apartment, maybe a house, maybe someone waiting for him. The kind of normal life she’d given up when she’d volunteered for enhancement research.

The black cat appeared again, this time on the roof of the building across the street. It picked its way across the gap between buildings with casual confidence, then disappeared through an open window.

Selena studied the window—third floor, residential building, old enough that the fire escape probably connected to multiple apartments. The kind of place where someone could slip inside without being noticed, find a quiet corner to spend the night, then slip out again before anyone realized they’d had a visitor.

Her enhanced balance made the gap between buildings manageable. She landed softly on the opposite roof, following the cat’s path to the open window. The apartment beyond was dark, filled with the scent of old cooking and recent sleep. Someone lived here, but they weren’t home.

She climbed through the window into what looked like a hallway connecting several apartments. The cat was nowhere to be seen, but she could smell its passage—it had gone deeper into the building, probably toward whoever fed it.

Selena tried the door at the end of the hall, hoping it led to a stairwell or another exit. Locked. The building was old enough that her enhanced hearing could pick up the mechanical details of the lock mechanism, but breaking in would leave evidence, and evidence meant questions she wasn’t ready to answer.

She settled into the corner where the hallway turned, pulling her jacket around her like a blanket. Not ideal, but she’d slept in worse places. The building was warm, dry, and quiet except for the ordinary sounds of people living their lives—television through thin walls, someone cooking dinner, the distant hum of traffic.

For the first time in months, she felt something approaching peace.

Tomorrow she’d figure out her next move. Maybe find a job, maybe keep moving, maybe see if that café was hiring. The man who’d locked up had looked tired, like he could use help. And she was good at helping, when she wasn’t busy running for her life.

She closed her eyes and let her enhanced senses map the building around her—heartbeats and breathing patterns, the electrical hum of appliances, the scent signatures of a dozen different lives being lived in small spaces. Normal people doing normal things, building small versions of happiness in whatever way they could manage.

Maybe she could learn to do that too.

The cat reappeared, padding silently down the hallway to investigate the stranger in its territory. It studied her for a moment with golden eyes that reminded her of her own when she shifted, then settled down a few feet away, as if deciding she belonged here.

here thoughts returned to her mission: She’d find whoever was responsible for Site 33… and end them.
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Morrison’s Café was a beautiful disaster—the kind of place that looked like it had given up on itself sometime during the Bush years. Mismatched chairs that had seen better decades, an espresso machine older than my last three relationships combined, and Mom’s hand-painted menu board from back when she still believed coffee could save the world instead of just keeping you awake long enough to watch it burn.

I moved through the opening routine on autopilot. Lights on, register counted, coffee brewing, pastries arranged in the display case like they were something special instead of day-old carbs from the discount bakery. The morning ritual that had become my life—the same motions, the same hope that today would be different, the same crushing reality that it probably wouldn’t be.

The espresso machine hissed and gurgled, making sounds that would have worried me if I’d had the money to do anything about them. But broken equipment was just another item on the growing list of problems I couldn’t afford to solve. Right after “rent due in two weeks” and “Mom’s latest medical bill” and “general existential crisis about life choices.”

I made myself a coffee—the good stuff that I served to customers when I could afford it, which wasn’t as often as I’d like. Mom had always insisted on quality beans, even when the profit margins were razor-thin. “People can taste the difference,” she’d say. “And they remember who cares enough to serve them something worth drinking.”

The morning zombies started shuffling in before I’d even finished that first cup. Lucy with her romance novels and her ritual coffee with lots of cream. She lived vicariously through whatever shirtless alpha male was dominating this week’s literary fantasy. She’d been coming here since Mom opened the place, back when the neighborhood was different and the future seemed brighter.

“Morning, Lucy,” I called, already reaching for her usual mug. “What’s today’s literary masterpiece?”

She held up a paperback with a cover that belonged in an adult bookstore. “‘Claimed by the Billionaire Beast,’” she announced proudly. “It’s about a woman who gets trapped in a mansion with a man who’s cursed to transform into a wolf every full moon, but only true love can—”

“That’s great, Lucy,” I interrupted, sliding her coffee across the counter. “Don’t you have any normal books? Maybe something about gardening? Cooking? Literally anything that doesn’t involve supernatural kidnapping fantasies?”

“Supernatural kidnapping fantasies are excellent for the imagination, Jack. You should try reading something besides financial statements and equipment manuals. Might do you some good.”

“Those books are rotting your brain.”

“These books are keeping my brain active. Do you know how many creative positions the human body can achieve when one partner has enhanced strength and stamina?”

“I’m begging you to stop talking.”

She settled into her corner booth with a satisfied smile, already cracking open the book to a page that probably described things I didn’t want to think about before my second cup of coffee.

Diaz from the construction crew rumbled through the door next, needing enough stimulants to wake the dead and then some. Six-foot-four of hard work and conspiracy theories, Diaz was the kind of customer who made this job interesting if not always comfortable. Always had a smile, always tipped decent, always treated the café like it mattered, but also always had some new theory about why the world was going to hell.

“How’s the empire today, Jack?” he asked, settling his bulk onto a stool that creaked ominously under his weight.

“Crumbling slowly but with dignity,” I said, pulling his usual—large coffee, extra shot, enough sugar to kill a horse.

“That’s what they want you to think. But you know what’s really going on, right?” He leaned closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “The coffee shortage.”

“What coffee shortage?”

“The one they’re not telling us about. Climate change is destroying the coffee farms, but Big Agriculture is buying up all the good beans and hoarding them. Pretty soon, places like this won’t be able to afford real coffee, and we’ll all be drinking synthetic substitutes made from sawdust and chemicals.”

“Diaz, I buy my coffee from the same distributor I’ve used for five years. If there was a shortage, I’d know about it.”

“That’s what they want you to think. But mark my words—in two years, real coffee will be a luxury item, and places like Starbucks will control the entire supply chain. Small shops like yours will be forced out of business or forced to serve fake coffee to people who don’t know the difference.”

I slid his cup across the counter, wondering not for the first time if Diaz’s theories were a side effect of consuming enough caffeine to power a small aircraft. “So what’s your solution? Stockpile coffee beans in your basement?”

“Already doing it. Got forty pounds of premium beans in vacuum-sealed bags, stored in a climate-controlled environment. When the coffee wars start, I’ll be ready.”

The truth was uglier than a hangover and twice as persistent. Mom’s medical bills were eating me alive, one invoice at a time, and this café was bleeding money faster than I could count it. The experimental treatment she was trying cost more per month than I made in two, and insurance covered about as much as thoughts and prayers.

I needed help, but help cost money I didn’t have. It was the perfect American catch-22 with a side of existential dread and no health insurance.

The morning rush hit the way it always did—slow, then all at once, like love or food poisoning. Steam rose from the espresso machine, the grinder made sounds like a dying robot having an orgasm, and suddenly there was a line out the door.

Eight people deep at seven-thirty AM, all of them needing their chemical dependency fix before facing another day of wage slavery. The espresso machine could only work so fast, and I could only be in one place at a time. While I steamed milk for Mrs. Patterson’s complicated order, Diaz waited with barely concealed impatience, checking his watch like I was personally responsible for making him late to the construction site.

“Sorry, dude,” I called over the machine noise. “Two minutes.”

Behind him, three office workers tapped their phones and radiated the particular brand of passive-aggressive anxiety that came from people who needed caffeine but were too polite to complain about how long it was taking. Behind them, more customers kept filing in, creating a backlog I had no hope of clearing quickly.

I moved like a man possessed, pulling shots, steaming milk, working the register, trying to keep eight different orders straight in my head while the machine protested every demand I made of it. Sweat dripped down my back despite the morning chill, and my hands shook slightly from too much caffeine and too little sleep.

By eight-fifteen, I’d cleared the line, but barely. Diaz had left without his usual friendly conversation, just grabbed his coffee and rushed out with an apologetic wave. The office workers had gotten their drinks but left smaller tips than usual—the price of making people wait when they were already running late.

I leaned against the counter, breathing hard, wondering how the hell I was going to survive the lunch rush if the morning had nearly killed me.

The lunch rush was worse. Twelve people waiting while I juggled sandwich orders, espresso drinks, and the register that had started sticking on the number seven. A businessman in a suit that cost more than my monthly rent tapped his American Express against the counter like a metronome, radiating impatience while I tried to remember whether he’d ordered the turkey or the ham.

“Turkey,” he said when I hesitated. “On sourdough. Like I said three minutes ago.”

“Right. Sorry.” I grabbed the sandwich I’d already made and rang him up, fingers fumbling with the temperamental register.

Behind him, an elderly woman waited with the infinite patience of someone who’d learned that rushing rarely improved anything, but even she was starting to check her watch. The line stretched to the door, and I could see potential customers glancing in, seeing the crowd, and walking away.

Lost business. Lost money. Lost opportunities to pay rent and medical bills and keep this place alive.

By two PM, I was dead on my feet and the café looked like a tornado had hit it. Dirty plates stacked on tables, napkin dispensers empty, the floor scattered with enough crumbs to feed a small army of pigeons. The espresso machine needed cleaning, the milk was running low, and I hadn’t had time to restock anything since the morning rush.

This was when I usually closed for an hour to clean up, restock, and pretend I was running a professional establishment instead of a barely controlled disaster. But first, I had to deal with the trash.

Three bags of garbage sat behind the counter, testament to a busy day and my complete inability to manage basic maintenance while serving customers. I hauled them through the back door into the alley, where the dumpster waited like a hungry metal mouth.

That’s when I saw her.

A woman crouched next to the dumpster, going through the garbage I’d thrown out that morning. Dark hair, worn jacket, the kind of desperate efficiency that came from experience with urban scavenging. She had a small pile next to her—half a sandwich I’d tossed when the bread went stale, some fruit that was too bruised to sell but still edible.

“Hey!” I called out, louder than I’d intended. “You can’t do that. This is private property.”

She looked up, startled, and I caught a glimpse of green eyes and sharp cheekbones before she bolted. Didn’t say a word, didn’t argue, just grabbed what she could carry and ran toward the street like I’d threatened to call the cops.

Which, honestly, I probably should have. Vagrant going through restaurant garbage was a health code violation waiting to happen, and I couldn’t afford to give the city any more reasons to shut me down.

But watching her disappear around the corner, clutching that pathetic collection of discarded food, left me feeling like shit. She’d been hungry. Really hungry, the kind that made you swallow your pride and dig through someone else’s trash. And I’d chased her away like she was some kind of criminal instead of just another casualty of whatever economic disaster had landed her on the streets.

I threw the fresh garbage into the dumpster and went back inside, trying to shake the image of those green eyes. Desperate but not defeated. Scared but still moving. The look of someone who’d hit bottom but hadn’t given up yet.

I knew that look. Had seen it in my own mirror often enough.

The rest of the afternoon dragged by with the usual cast of characters, but I couldn’t concentrate on any of them. Between serving customers, I found myself glancing toward the alley, wondering where the woman had gone, if she’d found food somewhere else, if she had a place to sleep tonight.

By seven-thirty, when I finally finished the cleaning that should have been done throughout the day, I was exhausted. Bone-deep, soul-crushing exhaustion that made every movement feel like swimming through concrete.

I stood in front of the café, looking at the windows that needed washing, the paint that was peeling around the door frame, the general air of shabby desperation that clung to the place like morning fog. Mom’s dream, slowly dying from neglect and my inability to keep up with everything that needed doing.

Lucy and Diaz were long gone. The day was over, my head was pounding. Before leaving, I grabbed a piece of cardboard and scrawled “HELP WANTED,” taped it to the door and turned off the lights.
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A week later a woman came into the cafe, dark hair pulled back, skin deep brown and eyes green as broken bottles with something sharp swimming underneath.

She studied my menu board.

“Coffee?” I asked when she reached the counter.

“Black.”

“Saw your sign. You hiring?”

The directness caught me off guard.

I poured coffee into my cleanest mug which wasn’t saying much and tried to look professional while cataloging every detail.

“You have Experience?”

“Restaurant work. Bar time. I’m reliable and I learn fast.” She paid with exact change, no drama. “Need steady hours.”

“This isn’t some hipster paradise,” I said, testing her resolve. “Early mornings, long shifts, customers who expect miracles for minimum wage.”

“I handle mornings.”

The espresso machine chose that exact moment to have a seizure, sending a cup sliding toward certain death. She caught it smooth as whiskey, like she’d been expecting it to jump.

“Nice reflexes,” I said.

“I pay attention to things that matter.”

“Name?”

“Selena.”

“References?”

“Can give you a number from my last job, but it’s out of state. Just moved here.”

Standard answer from someone running toward something or away from something else. Half the people in Seattle were refugees from their own lives—bad marriages, dead-end jobs, cities that had given up on them first. As long as she could make coffee and show up sober, her personal disasters were her own business.

“Were you going through my trash a week ago”

“I don’t know what your talking about”

I chuckled “Listen I like you, but you got to be honest with me”

Selena sighed, “I’ve been going through some rough times, money is short I really need a job to get make on my feet”

It was the truth, a little vague but still her truth.

“Ok, budget is tight but I need help what about a Trial shift,” I decided. “Tomorrow, six AM sharp. Minimum wage plus whatever pocket change the customers feel guilty enough to leave behind.”

“Fair enough.” She finished her coffee like she meant it. “I’ll be here.”

“Got a place to crash yet?”

“Working on it.”

Another dodge. I’d been there myself—crashing on couches and paying by the week at motels that charged extra for clean sheets. This neighborhood was still affordable if you weren’t picky about luxury or personal safety.

“See you tomorrow, Selena.”

She headed for the door with a nod, and I watched her go because I’m not dead and she was worth watching. Nothing dramatic about it—just a woman who needed work walking out of a dying café. But something about the way she moved suggested she was used to handling whatever life threw at her next.
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Selena showed up at five-fifty AM, ten minutes early 

“Ready to learn?” I asked.

“Lead the way.”

Training new hires usually meant a week of hand-holding, prayer, and slowly watching your will to live drain away. Selena had the basics down in two hours. The espresso machine that had mystified and defeated three previous employees made perfect sense to her after one demonstration. She memorized the register without writing anything down like some kind of savant, and had the opening routine down cold by day three.

“You sure you haven’t worked in a café before?” I asked one morning, watching her prep the coffee station with the precision of a surgeon or a serial killer.

“Told you—restaurant work.”

“This is different. Most people take weeks to get comfortable with espresso. Some never do.”

“I have good hands,” she said, creating a perfect rosetta pattern in steamed milk that I couldn’t have managed after two years of trying and a lot of cursing.

The morning regulars were warming up to her faster than global climate change. Lucy actually smiled when Selena brought her coffee without being asked—first time I’d seen that woman’s face crack since the Clinton administration. Diaz left an extra dollar in the tip jar and delivered his verdict like he was judging a boxing match.

“She’s got the touch,” he said, nodding toward Selena cleaning tables with the kind of efficient grace that made me feel like a clumsy ox. “Place feels different with her here.”

He was right. The café ran smoother, felt calmer, like having two people working instead of one frazzled owner had shifted some essential cosmic balance. For the first time in months, I wasn’t dead on my feet by closing time.

But it was the little things that stuck in my brain like splinters. How Selena seemed to know when the milk was running low before I checked the cooler. The way she could read customer impatience before they even knew they were impatient. She never seemed surprised by anything—not the broken coffee grinder, not the temperamental espresso machine that had moods worse than my ex-wife, not Mr. Peterson who came in every Tuesday and ordered the same complicated drink that wasn’t on any menu anywhere.

“How did you know Peterson wanted extra foam?” I asked after she’d prepared his usual order before the poor bastard had finished speaking.

“Body language,” she said like it was obvious. “He always hesitates when he gets to the foam part. Easier to give him what he wants than watch him suffer.”

Logical explanation. They were all logical explanations. But after two weeks of logical explanations for impossible intuition, I was starting to catalog patterns like some kind of paranoid detective.

Like how she always worked in the patches of natural light from the windows, avoiding the fluorescent hell like a vampire with good taste. The way she’d pause sometimes, head tilted like she was listening to radio frequencies I couldn’t hear. How she brought lunch every day—always fish, always eaten with the kind of focus most people reserved for porn or lottery tickets.

“You really like seafood,” I observed, watching her work through what looked like an entire salmon that had died for a good cause.

“Good protein,” she said. “Brain food.”

“Where do you even buy fish that fresh around here? Most of the stuff in the markets looks like it died of old age.”

“Pike Place. Early morning vendors before the tourists show up and ruin everything.”

So she was up before dawn buying fish at Pike Place Market, then showing up to work at six AM looking like she’d had eight hours of beauty sleep and a Swedish massage. Either she was running on fumes and caffeine like the rest of us mortals, or she needed less rest than normal people.

I was betting on option two.

I was wiping down tables, trying to look busy and professional, when she bent over to pick up a dropped napkin. My eyes wandered down to her large, plump ass because I’m a man, not a eunuch, and when I looked up, she was watching me with those green eyes and a smirk that said she’d caught me red-handed.

“You’re not a creep, are you?” she said like she was asking about the weather.

“Sorry, I—”

“It’s alright. Blame my mother.”

“Your mother?”

“She’s Colombian at least that’s what I know about her. Genetics weren’t exactly subtle.”

“Well, I do like latinas…”

“I don’t need to know your porn preferences,” she said, still smirking enjoying my discomfort.

“No… I meant Latin America, I always wanted to visit” I said, trying to recover what was left of my dignity.

“Do you speak Spanish?” I continued, 

“Claro que sí, deberías aprenderlo también y podemos viajar juntos.”

I caught half of that, but the way she said it all flowing and musical made my pulse kick up like I’d had too much caffeine. Which, to be fair, I probably had.
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Miguel Rodriguez had been my best friend since high school and the only person who could fix anything with an engine, a motor, or moving parts. He was also the kind of guy who showed up unannounced when he thought you needed checking on, which explained why he walked through the café door at two PM on a Tuesday with his German Shepherd Rex at his side.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” I said, grinning despite the grinding anxiety that had been eating at me since the equipment started failing.

“Heard you hired help. Figured I should meet the woman who’s got you looking human again.”

Rex had been with Miguel for eight years, calm around strangers, friendly with customers, the kind of dog that made kids laugh and old ladies smile. But the moment Selena approached with her usual welcoming smile, the dog’s hackles rose like he’d seen the devil wearing an apron.

He whined low in his throat and backed toward the door, seventy pounds of muscle and German engineering suddenly acting like a scared puppy who’d pissed himself in front of company. The sound he made wasn’t fear exactly—it was deeper than that, more primal. Like recognition of something that shouldn’t exist in the normal world of coffee shops and friendly employees.

“Rex, what’s wrong with you?” Miguel asked, but his eyes were on Selena, reading the situation like he read broken engines—looking for the source of the problem, the thing that didn’t belong.

“Diego, meet Selena. Selena, this is Diego. He keeps my car running and my ego in check.”

Selena wiped her hands on her apron and extended one toward Miguel with that smile that made people feel instantly welcome, the same smile that had won over every customer who’d walked through the door. But Rex whimpered and pressed against Diego’s legs, refusing to approach, acting like she was radioactive or covered in the scent of something that ate dogs for breakfast.

Miguel shook her hand with the careful politeness he used around delicate machinery that might explode if handled wrong. But I could see him cataloging details—the way Rex kept whining, the way Selena’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes when she looked at the dog, the way she positioned herself to keep distance between them like she knew exactly what was making the animal panic.

“Nice to meet you,” she said, her voice carrying the same warmth it always did. “Jack’s mentioned you.”

“Has he now?” Diego’s voice was neutral, professional, the tone he used when he was trying to figure out why your transmission was making that noise without alarming you about how much it was going to cost to fix.

Within five minutes, she had Lucy laughing about romance novel heroes and Diaz promising to bring her his famous coffee cake recipe. The usual Selena effect—everyone loved her instantly, drawn to her like moths to a flame that promised warmth instead of incineration.

Everyone except Rex, who spent the entire hour hiding behind Diego’s chair and refusing treats, acting like the woman serving coffee was actually some kind of predator that his human was too stupid to recognize.

Miguel stayed for an hour, charming customers and making conversation, but I could see him watching. Not Selena exactly, but the space around her, the way people reacted, the way his dog continued to act like he was trapped in a room with something that wanted to eat him alive.

When he finally got ready to leave, he pulled me aside by the register while Selena cleaned tables on the other side of the café, moving with that fluid grace that I’d gotten used to but now seemed more unsettling than attractive.

“Something’s off about her, man,” he said quietly, keeping his voice low enough that the words wouldn’t carry.

“What do you mean?”

“Dogs don’t lie, Jack. Rex has never acted like that around anyone. Ever. In eight years, I’ve seen him around hundreds of people, and he’s never been scared of a single one.”

“Maybe he’s having an off day. Dogs get weird sometimes.”

“Not Rex. Not like this.” Miguel glanced toward Selena, then back at me. “I’m telling you, something about her made him want to run. Animals sense things we don’t, man. They can smell fear, aggression, sickness. They know when something’s wrong.”

“You’re being paranoid.”

“Am I? Or are you so pussy-whipped you can’t see straight anymore?”

The words hit like a slap, partly because they stung and partly because there might have been some truth in them. Three months of working with Selena, and I’d gotten used to her impossible competencies, her strange habits, the way she seemed to know things she shouldn’t know. Maybe I’d stopped asking questions because I didn’t want to hear the answers.

“Look, maybe I’m wrong,” Miguel said, backing down from the confrontation but not backing off from his concern. “Maybe Rex was just having a bad day, maybe he smelled something on her from the fish market, maybe I’m seeing problems where none exist.”

He paused, looked toward Selena again, then back at me with the expression he wore when he was about to deliver bad news about your car’s transmission.

“But I’ve known you since high school, and I’ve never seen you defend someone this hard after three months. That’s either really good news or really bad news, and right now I can’t tell which.”

“She’s good for me. She’s good for the business.”

“I hope so. But if she’s not… if there’s something you’re not seeing because you’re too close to the situation… just be careful, alright? Promise me you’ll pay attention to the things that don’t add up.”

“Like what?”

“Like the way a dog who’s never been afraid of anything acts like he’s seen a ghost. Like the way she knew Rex was going to react before he did. Like the way she keeps her distance from him without being obvious about it.”

I wanted to argue, to tell him he was seeing patterns where none existed, but the truth was that Miguel had always been good at spotting problems before they became disasters. It’s what made him a good mechanic and a good friend—the ability to see what was wrong before everything fell apart.

“I’ll pay attention,” I said, not sure if I meant it.

“That’s all I’m asking.”

Miguel called Rex, who practically bolted for the door the moment he heard his name, like he’d been waiting for permission to escape. As they left, I saw Miguel look back through the window, watching Selena move through the café like she owned the place.

Watching her the way you’d watch something you didn’t trust, something you needed to keep an eye on in case it decided to show its true nature when you weren’t expecting it.

After they left, I tried to go back to the normal routine, but Diego’s words kept echoing in my head like a song you can’t shake. Dogs don’t lie. Animals sense things we don’t. Something’s off about her.

I watched Selena work for the rest of the afternoon, looking for signs of whatever had spooked Rex so badly. But all I saw was the same woman who’d been making my life easier for three months, the same competent employee who remembered everyone’s orders and made the café feel like community instead of just another place to buy coffee.

Except now I was noticing things I’d missed before. The way she always waited for me to give her direction before starting new tasks, even ones she’d done a hundred times. How she’d glance at me for approval after handling difficult customers. Small signs of deference that I’d attributed to professionalism but now seemed like something else entirely.

“Selena,” I called during a lull between customers.

“Yes, boss?” The way she said it made the title sound like more than just workplace hierarchy.

“Come here.”

She approached with that fluid grace, stopping just close enough that I could smell her perfume but far enough away to maintain plausible professional distance.

“Diego’s dog didn’t like you.”

“Some animals are suspicious of strangers.”

“Rex isn’t. He likes everyone.”

She was quiet for a moment, studying my face like she was trying to read what I wanted from her.

“Are you asking me to explain myself?” she said finally.

“I’m telling you that my best friend thinks there’s something off about you.”

“And what do you think?”

I looked at her—really looked—taking in the way she held herself, the careful attention she paid to my reactions, the way she seemed to be waiting for me to decide something important.

“I think Diego’s never seen me happy with someone before, and it makes him nervous.”

“And you? Does it make you nervous?”

“You make me a lot of things. Nervous isn’t one of them.”

She smiled at that, and there was something predatory in it that should have worried me but didn’t.

“Good,” she said. “I don’t respond well to nervous men. But a boss who knows what he wants…” She let the sentence trail off, the implication clear.

Still, I couldn’t shake the image of a seventy-pound German Shepherd acting like he’d seen something that wanted to tear his throat out. Couldn’t forget the way Miguelhad looked at her, like a mechanic who’d found something wrong with an engine that looked perfect on the surface.

Maybe he was overreacting. Maybe Rex was sick or stressed or picking up on some scent that had nothing to do with anything important. Maybe my best friend was seeing problems where none existed because he’d never seen me happy with someone before and didn’t know how to process it.

But as I watched Selena move through the café with that impossible grace, I had to admit that there were things about her that didn’t quite add up. Things I’d been ignoring because they were small and because she was good for business and because I’d started to care about her in ways that made objective analysis difficult.

Dogs don’t lie, Miguel had said. And Rex had been terrified of something he’d sensed in Selena, something that every human in the café had missed completely.

The question was whether I was brave enough to find out what that something was, or if I was too far gone to care about the answer.
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Closing time had become my favorite part of the day, not because work was over, but because of what came after. Selena and I had fallen into a routine over the past month—locking up together, climbing the stairs to her apartment, and cooking dinner like we’d been doing it for years instead of weeks.

Like we were a couple instead of boss and employee who happened to live in the same building and share the same space and pretend that the electricity between us was just static from the old heating system.

Close enough that I could see the way her sweater hugged her curves, the way her jeans fit like they’d been designed specifically for her body by someone who understood that the female form was one of God’s better ideas and shouldn’t be hidden under shapeless clothing.

“Thanks,” she said, either not noticing the contact or pretending not to, which was somehow worse than if she’d acknowledged the moment because it meant I was the only one feeling the magnetic pull that made every accidental touch feel like an invitation to something more complicated and infinitely more interesting.

We’d been dancing around each other like this for weeks now. Accidental touches that lasted a heartbeat too long. Comfortable silences that felt more intimate than conversation. Moments when I caught her looking at me with something that might have been the same want I’d been trying to ignore, the same hunger that made me think about crossing lines that probably shouldn’t be crossed between employers and employees who lived twenty feet apart.

“How was your friend?” she asked, dropping lemon slices into the pan with a sizzle that filled the quiet kitchen like applause.

“Diego? He liked you. Said I seemed happier.”

That was a lie, but some lies were kinder than the truth, and I wasn’t ready to deal with Diego’s warnings about dogs that didn’t lie and animals that sensed things humans missed.

“That’s not what he said, is it?” She turned from the stove to face me, and there was something knowing in her expression. “He warned you about me.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because you’ve been different since he left. More… watchful. More like a boss who’s trying to figure out if his employee is worth keeping.”

“Are you worth keeping?”

“That depends on what you’re looking for in an employee.”

“And if I’m looking for more than just an employee?”

She set down the spatula and moved closer, close enough that I could see the gold flecks in her green eyes.

“Then you should know that I don’t make things easy for men who can’t handle me.”

“Who says I can’t handle you?”

“Prove it.”

“Hand me that lemon?” she asked, reaching across me to get to the cutting board.

She reaches for the lemon, her fingers grazing my forearm, and I shift my weight, deliberately blocking her path to the cutting board. Her body has no choice but to press against mine as she squeezes past, her curves soft and warm against my chest. The contact is brief, but it’s enough to make my pulse throb low and heavy. Her scent—something sweet, like vanilla and skin—mixes with the sharp tang of citrus, and I’m already losing myself in her.

“Careful, sweetheart,” I murmur, my voice a low growl, thick with want. She glances up, her eyes catching mine. It’s a challenge, and I’m all too happy to meet it. I step closer, positioning myself just behind her as she sets the lemon on the board. My hands find hers, guiding her grip on the knife, my fingers curling over her knuckles. “Slow and steady,” I whisper, my lips brushing the shell of her ear, close enough to feel the shiver that runs through her. My chest presses against her back, the thin fabric of her shirt doing nothing to hide the heat of her skin. Her breath catches, a soft, ragged sound that sends a jolt straight to my core.

She slices the lemon, juice spilling over her fingers, and I can’t resist. I dip my fingertips into the sticky wetness, trailing them along her palm before lifting them to her lips. “Taste it,” I say, my voice rough, daring her to cross that line. Her lips part, and when her tongue flicks out, grazing my fingers, it’s slow, deliberate, her eyes never leaving mine. She sucks gently, the warmth of her mouth pulling a low groan from deep in my chest. My free hand finds her hip, my thumb slipping just under the hem of her shirt, brushing the soft skin above her jeans. Her body arches slightly, pressing back into me, and I can feel the exact moment her control starts to slip.

The request puts her close enough that I can smell her perfume—something subtle and expensive that reminds me of night air and hunting, of things that move in darkness and know exactly what they want. Close enough that when she reaches past me, her arm brushes mine and sends electricity through nerve endings I’d forgotten I had, the kind of jolt that makes you remember you’re an animal with animal needs, no matter how civilized you pretend to be. But I’m done being the one reacting, letting her accidental touches unravel me. Tonight, I take control.

I shift, swift and deliberate, planting my hands on the counter behind her, caging her in with my body. Her back presses against the edge, the cool wood a stark contrast to the heat radiating between us. She freezes, her eyes locking onto mine, and I see it—the way her pupils dilate, dark and wide, swallowing the light. Her breath comes shallow, a quick, uneven rhythm that betrays the pulse hammering at her throat. I lean in, close enough that my chest brushes hers, the thin fabric of her shirt doing nothing to hide the way her body responds. “Going somewhere?” I murmur, my voice low, a challenge laced with hunger.

Her lips part, but no words come—just a soft exhale that feels like surrender. I test her further, my thumb grazing the sharp line of her jaw, slow and deliberate, tracing the edge of her defiance. Her skin is warm, soft under my calloused touch, and I tilt her chin up, forcing her to meet my gaze. The air crackles with tension, thick with the unspoken question: submit or step away. Her eyes flicker, a storm of want and resistance, but she doesn’t move. Instead, her body leans into mine, just enough to tell me she’s choosing to stay, choosing this.

I press closer, my hips pinning hers against the counter, the hard line of my desire unmistakable against her. My thumb slides lower, brushing the curve of her lower lip, and her breath hitches, a sound that sends a surge of heat through me. “You feel that?” I whisper, my lips hovering over hers, close enough to taste her trembling exhale. “This is what you do to me.” My free hand finds her waist, fingers digging in just enough to claim her, to let her know I’m done playing subtle. The kitchen fades—the simmering stove, the scent of citrus—nothing exists but the heat of her body, the way she yields under my touch, and the power pulsing between us as I take what we’ve both been craving.

Her fingers work the button of my jeans, tugging them down just enough to free my dick, hard and straining for her. She wraps her hand around me, her touch firm but teasing, stroking slowly as her eyes stay locked on mine, that predatory glint making my heart race. Then she leans in, her breath hot against my skin, and her tongue flicks out, tracing the tip of my dick with a slow, deliberate swirl that pulls a groan from deep in my chest. Her lips close around me, warm and wet, and she takes me deeper, her mouth moving with a rhythm that’s both familiar and electrifying. I thread my fingers through her dark hair, careful not to grip too hard, but fuck, it’s hard to stay gentle when she’s working me like this.

As she moves, her lips sliding along my length, I catch a glimpse of her teeth—sharper than they should be.  They graze lightly against my skin, not painful but enough to send a jolt of adrenaline through me. It’s thrilling, dangerous, and it makes my dick throb harder in her mouth. “Selena,” I rasp, my voice rough, my hips twitching as she hums around me, the vibration pushing me closer to the edge. Her tongue swirls, her hand stroking what her mouth can’t take, and I’m spiraling, the heat building low in my gut.

But then, like a bucket of cold water, a thought slams into me—Mom. I promised to visit her today, to check in after her doctor’s appointment yesterday. The realization hits hard, cutting through the haze of pleasure. My hand tightens in Selena’s hair, and I gently pull her back, my breath ragged. “Fuck, Selena, wait,” I manage, my voice strained as I fight the urge to let her finish. She looks up, her lips glistening, those sharp teeth barely visible as she tilts her head, a mix of confusion and amusement in her green eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, her voice husky, her hand still resting on my thigh, dangerously close to my aching dick.

“I—shit, I forgot,” I stammer, running a hand through my hair. “I promised my mom I’d stop by today. Her appointment was yesterday, and I need to check on her.”

Selena’s lips curve into a playful pout, but she stands, her brown skin glowing as she presses herself against me, the open flannel shirt brushing my chest. “You’re leaving me like this?” she teases, her fingers trailing down my stomach, teasingly close to my still-hard dick.

I groan, catching her wrist, kissing her hard to taste myself on her lips. “You’re making this impossible,” I murmur against her mouth, my free hand sliding down to cup her pussy, feeling her wetness through her panties. “But I’ll be back. Promise.”

She laughs, a low, throaty sound, and steps back, adjusting my shirt on her shoulders. “Go be a good son, Jack. I’ll be here, keeping the coffee warm.” Her eyes flicker with that feline intensity, a promise of more to come, and I know this moment—her sharp teeth, her heat, our love—is just a pause, not an end.

I pull my jeans up, stealing one more kiss before grabbing my jacket, the rain outside calling me back to reality. But as I head for the door, her scent, her taste, and the memory of those sharp teeth linger, tying me to her in ways I’ll never escape—and never want to.
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Saturday evening at Saint Mary’s Hospital had become my weekly death watch. Same routine every time—flowers that would die before she did, lies about a business bleeding money, and an hour of pretending my mother wasn’t rotting from the inside out while my body screamed at me to find a woman and fuck life back into the world.

“How’s business?” Dorothy Morrison asked from her hospital bed, the question she always started with because she knew it mattered to me.

“Good,” I lied, arranging daisies in a plastic vase. “Steady.”

We were animals playing civilization, talking about coffee and weather while cancer ate her alive and my DNA demanded I stop wasting time with dying things and go make babies before my own expiration date.

“The new girl working out?”

She wasn’t asking about job performance. She was asking if I’d found a female worth mounting, if my genes had found a suitable vessel for continuation. Mothers always knew when their sons were sniffing around breeding opportunities.

“Selena. And yeah, she’s working out fine.”

Mom had been asking about Selena for two weeks, ever since I’d mentioned hiring help. Not pushing, just the casual interest that meant she was filing away information for later analysis. Dorothy Morrison had run a successful business for thirty years by reading people the way predators read prey.

“What’s she like?”

“Professional. Reliable. Good with customers.”

“That’s what she’s like at work. What’s she like as a person?”

What she meant was: Is this female healthy? Will she bear strong children? Can she care for you when I’m dead? The same questions human females had been asking about potential mates for fifty thousand years.

I settled into the visitor’s chair, the same uncomfortable seat that had become my weekly torture device. Through the window, I could see the parking lot where normal people visited normal relatives with normal problems instead of watching their mothers decompose while fighting the urge to go home and masturbate to thoughts of their Colombian employee.

“I don’t know her that well. She keeps to herself.”

“Mysterious, then.”

“Private. There’s a difference.”

Mom smiled, the expression that had been getting thinner every week but still held all the warmth that had made Morrison’s Café the heart of the neighborhood.

“You like her,” she said.

Of course I fucking liked her. She was healthy, intelligent, moved like a predator, cooked like she understood nourishment was survival. Every primitive instinct I had was screaming “BREED WITH THIS ONE” while I sat next to my dying mother pretending to be civilized.

“She’s a good employee.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

No, it wasn’t. And the hell of it was, Mom was right. The uncomfortable truth was that watching my mother die should have killed my sex drive. Instead, it was doing the opposite. Death made everything urgent. Every conversation with Selena, every accidental touch, every moment of shared silence felt charged with the primitive need to create something that would outlast mortality.

My DNA didn’t give a shit about appropriate timing or emotional complexity. It saw a female who could handle crisis, who showed up when she said she would, who moved through my territory like she belonged there. Breeding material. The fact that my mother was dying just made the urgency worse.

“She’s easy to work with,” I said.

“Good. You’ve been carrying too much alone.”

She was right. Males weren’t designed to handle pack survival solo. We needed partners, needed females who could share the load while we figured out how to keep everyone fed and safe from predators that looked like hospital bills and failed businesses.

The weight of that statement settled between us like it always did. Too much alone. The café, her medical bills, the constant juggling act of keeping everything functional while she fought cancer that was winning more battles than it lost.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, deflecting toward safer ground than my primitive urge to mount the help.

“Some days better than others. The new treatment is helping.”

Another lie, delivered with the same practiced ease I used when telling her business was good. We told each other the treatment was working because the alternative was admitting that biology won, that bodies failed, that all the civilization and medical science in the world couldn’t stop the basic fact of organic decay.

Dr. Patterson had been clear about the experimental therapy’s success rate, and the numbers weren’t encouraging. But hope was cheaper than honesty, and we were both invested in the fiction that more time was still possible.

“What does Dr. Patterson say?”

“That I’m responding well. That we should be optimistic.”

She said it like she believed it, which meant either she was a better liar than I gave her credit for, or the medical team was being more generous with the truth than they’d been with me.

“That’s good news.”

“It is.” She adjusted the hospital bed controls, trying to find a position that hurt less than the others. “Tell me about the café. The real version, not the sanitized report.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I built that place from nothing, Jack. I know what good days and bad days look like, and I know you well enough to tell when you’re editing.”

What she was asking was: Can you maintain territory? Can you provide for a mate and offspring? Are you strong enough to be worth breeding with?

I looked at her—the woman who’d talked three banks into loans they didn’t want to give, who’d turned a failed diner into a neighborhood institution, who’d raised a stubborn son with enough sense to keep the family business running even when it was killing him.

“It’s hard,” I said. “Money’s tight. Equipment’s breaking down. Some days I wonder if it’s worth keeping the doors open.”

Translation: I’m failing as a provider. I can’t maintain hunting grounds. I’m not alpha material. What female would choose a male who can’t even keep a coffee shop profitable?

“But you do keep them open.”

“Because it’s yours. Because it matters to you.”

“It matters to me because it matters to you. The café was never about the building or the business, Jack. It was about creating something that brought people together. A place where neighbors became family, where everyone had a seat at the table.”

She was right. Morrison’s had been more than a coffee shop—it was the place where Lucy had cried over her husband’s diagnosis, where Diaz had celebrated his daughter’s wedding, where half the block came to solve the world’s problems over caffeine and conversation. Territory worth defending. Territory worth passing down.

“I don’t want to lose it.”

“Then don’t. But don’t kill yourself trying to save something that’s meant to make life better, not harder.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you’ve been carrying this alone for too long. And maybe having someone to share the load is exactly what you both need.”

She wasn’t talking about business. She was talking about finding a female strong enough to share the burden of survival, intelligent enough to help solve problems, fertile enough to continue the genetic line.

Both. Meaning me and the café, or me and Selena. With Mom, it was hard to tell where business advice ended and maternal meddling began.

“She’s just an employee.”

“For now.”

“Mom—”

“I’m just saying. Good partnerships are rare, Jack. In business and in life. When you find someone who makes the work easier instead of harder, you hold onto them.”

A nurse knocked and entered, checking Mom’s IV and making notes on a chart that contained more bad news than good. Professional efficiency masking sympathy, the way medical staff learned to deliver terrible prognoses without falling apart.

“How’s our patient today?” the nurse asked with practiced cheerfulness.

“Ready to get back to real life,” Mom said.

“That’s the spirit. Dr. Patterson will be by this evening to check on you.”

After the nurse left, we sat in the comfortable silence that had become our default. No point in discussing test results or treatment options or the elephant in the room that was getting larger every week. Better to focus on the ordinary stuff—café gossip, neighborhood news, the small details that made life feel normal even when nothing about the situation was normal.

“You should bring her by sometime,” Mom said as visiting hours wound down.

“Who?”

“Selena. I’d like to meet the person who’s got you talking about work like it’s something you enjoy again.”

What she meant was: I want to smell this female, evaluate her fitness, give my maternal approval before I die and leave you to reproduce without guidance.

“She’s not… we’re not…”

“I know what you’re not. I’m interested in what you are.”

I kissed her forehead and promised to think about it, knowing I wouldn’t. Selena had enough mysteries without adding my complicated family situation to the mix. Besides, she’d been working for me six weeks. In biological terms, that was enough time to evaluate genetic compatibility, work performance, territorial behavior. Enough time to know if she was worth risking genetic investment.

But driving back to the café, I found myself wondering what she’d think of Dorothy Morrison. What my mother would think of her. Whether the woman who’d taught me to see past surface appearances and find the truth underneath would recognize something in Selena that I was still figuring out.

The café was dark when I pulled up, but I could see lights in the apartment above. My territory, my female, making herself comfortable in space that had once sheltered my mother. The genetic chain continuing, one generation making room for the next.

I climbed the stairs to my own apartment and tried not to think about green eyes and careful smiles, about the way she moved through the café like she belonged there, about my mother’s suggestion that good partnerships were rare and worth holding onto.

Some advice was easier to follow than others.

But as I made myself dinner and watched the light from her window paint golden squares on the alley wall, I had to admit the truth my civilized brain kept trying to deny.

My mother was dying and my body wanted to fuck. Death made everything urgent. Every day I didn’t act on the primitive need to breed was another day closer to my own expiration date, another missed opportunity to create something that would outlast the inevitable organic failure that took everything.

Some drives were older than civilization, stronger than grief, more honest than the lies we told dying mothers about experimental treatments and positive outlooks.
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“I need to find an apartment,” Selena said while counting the till. Third week of this routine and I still didn’t know where the hell she lived.

She showed up every morning looking like she’d stepped out of a magazine for competent people, but when I offered rides home during Seattle’s liquid sunshine, she always said no. Preferred to walk. In the rain. Like some kind of urban duck.

“What’s your budget?” I asked, attacking the espresso machine with a rag.

“Flexible. But I pay cash.”

Cash. In a world of credit checks and digital everything, cash was either old-school practical or sketchy as hell. Around here, landlords didn’t ask questions if you had green bills that didn’t bounce.

“I know people,” I said. “Want me to make some calls?”

“That would help.”

I spent the weekend working my network—the building owners who remembered when this neighborhood was cheap, the property managers who cared more about prompt payment than perfect credit. By Monday I had five leads, all walking distance from the café, all owned by people who understood that cash meant no drama.

The first place was a basement studio with windows like gun slits. Selena took one look and shook her head.

“Too dark.”

Not “I don’t like it” or “It’s not quite right.” Just “Too dark.” Like she had specific requirements about light that weren’t up for negotiation.

The second apartment was a converted warehouse loft—all concrete and exposed pipes and the kind of industrial chic that magazines called stylish. Clean, modern, soulless as a tax audit.

“It feels empty,” she said after we’d seen the whole space.

“It’s unfurnished,” I said. “That’s how rentals work.”

“Not empty of furniture. Empty of life.”

What the hell did that mean? But she was already heading for the door, and I’d learned not to argue with her instincts. They seemed better than most people’s careful reasoning.

The third place sat above a used bookstore on Pine Street. One bedroom, hardwood floors that groaned with character, windows facing east to catch morning sun. The landlord wanted first month, last month, and security deposit—standard Seattle extortion.

Selena pulled out an envelope thick as a sandwich and counted out bills like she was buying coffee.

“Jesus,” I said as we walked back to my car. “Where do you keep getting money like that?”

“I save well. Don’t spend much on entertainment.”

True enough. In a month of working together, I’d never seen her buy anything except necessities. No shopping bags, no restaurant receipts, no evidence of the usual financial bleeding that kept most people broke.

The fourth place was a shithole with broken windows and a landlord who couldn’t meet my eyes when he talked lease terms. The kind of place that attracted people who needed to disappear for reasons you didn’t want to know.

“We should go,” I said.

“Agreed.”

Getting late, running out of options, when I remembered the apartment above the café. Mom’s old place, empty for three years since she’d moved across town to a house with a garden and neighbors who didn’t blast music at midnight.

“I might have something,” I said, sitting in my car outside the bookstore. “Not fancy, but the price is right.”

“How right?”

“Whatever you’re paying now, it’s less.”

The entrance was next to the café’s front door—narrow stairs leading up to a landing and a wooden door that stuck when humidity got high. I put my shoulder into it and stepped aside.

One bedroom, kitchen the size of a closet, living room with windows facing south and east. Everything covered in dust sheets, but underneath was Mom’s collection—furniture that had hosted twenty years of conversations, coffee-stained tables that had seen more honest planning than most corporate boardrooms.

Selena walked through the space like she was mapping it. Checked window locks, tested sight lines to the street, ran her hands along walls like she was reading braille. Strange inspection for someone looking for a place to sleep and eat.

“Good bones,” she said, stopping in a patch of afternoon sun.

“Mom decorated it. She knows how to make places feel human.”

“How much?”

“Four hundred a month, utilities included. In exchange, you keep an eye on the café after hours. Make sure nobody breaks in, call if anything looks wrong.”

“That’s below market rate.”

“You’d be doing me a favor. Insurance is cheaper with someone on the property, and I worry about break-ins.”

She walked to the window and looked down at the street. From here you could see the whole neighborhood—Lucy’s corner market, Diaz’s laundromat, the bus stop where half our customers caught their morning escape from reality.

“I’ll take it.”

“Don’t you want to think about it? Check out the neighborhood at night?”

“I’ve been watching the neighborhood for a month. It feels right.”

Watching. Not visiting or walking through. Watching. Like she’d been conducting surveillance instead of looking for coffee and steady work.

Moving day told me everything about Selena’s relationship with possessions. Two duffel bags and a cardboard box light enough to carry with one hand. Everything she owned fit in my Honda’s backseat with room for groceries.

“This is really all of it?”

“I don’t collect things.”

The apartment came furnished, which was lucky since Selena owned three plates, one coffee mug, and silverware that looked like diner surplus. No books, no photos, no accumulated debris that said anything about who she was or where she’d been.

“You want to hit some thrift stores? Pick up basics?”

“What basics?”

“Towels. Sheets. Coffee maker. The stuff that makes places livable.”

We spent the afternoon hunting secondhand shops and garage sales. Selena had opinions about what she needed—soft fabrics, warm colors, nothing large or heavy—and zero interest in decoration.

“You planning to move again soon?” I asked, watching her reject a beautiful antique mirror.

“Old habits. I like things simple.”

By evening the apartment looked lived-in. Selena arranged everything with surgical precision—bed positioned to see both door and window, couch placed to catch afternoon sun, kitchen organized for efficiency over comfort. The setup of someone who’d learned to prioritize escape routes over convenience.

“Thank you,” she said as we finished with the last chair. “For all of this.”

“Just being a decent landlord.”

“You’re being a friend.”

Friend. The word hung between us like smoke from good tobacco. Somewhere in the past month of working together, watching her move through the café with that quiet confidence, sharing comfortable silences that came with real partnership, friendship had happened without either of us announcing it.

“I should let you get settled,” I said.

“Or you could stay for dinner. I picked up groceries.”

The groceries were salmon steaks, fresh herbs, and enough vegetables for a week. Real food, not the frozen dinners and takeout containers that had become my standard diet.

“You cook?”

“I eat well. It’s important to take care of yourself.”

She prepared the meal with the same precision she brought to everything else—efficient movements, no wasted motion, attention to details most people missed. The salmon came out perfect, seasoned with herbs I couldn’t identify but tasted like they’d grown in someone’s garden instead of a corporate greenhouse.

“This is incredible.”

“Good ingredients. Simple preparation.”

We ate sitting on the couch, plates balanced on our knees, watching sunset through the east window. Domestic scene that felt like we’d been doing this for years instead of hours.

“This is nice,” she said. “Peaceful.”

“You say that like peace is hard to find.”

“It is, for some people.”

Something in the way she said it made me want to ask questions I didn’t have the right to ask. About where she’d been before Seattle, what she was running from, why someone who moved like a dancer and cooked like a chef was working in a neighborhood café for wages that barely covered rent.

Instead I helped her wash dishes and tried not to notice how right it felt, standing next to her in the small kitchen, falling into rhythm that felt like muscle memory.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked as I gathered my jacket and keys.

“Six AM sharp.”

“I’ll be here.”

I was halfway down the stairs when she called my name.

“Jack?”

I turned back. She stood silhouetted in the doorway, backlit by warm light from her new apartment.

“Thank you,” she said. “For giving me a place to belong.”

“Thank you for belonging here.”

I walked the half-block to my own apartment but found myself looking up at her windows as I unlocked my door. Warm light spilled onto the street, and I could see her moving around inside, making the space her own.

For the first time in months, the café felt like more than just a business barely staying afloat. It felt like the center of something larger—a community, a home, a place where people took care of each other.

Whatever had brought Selena to Morrison’s Café, I was grateful she’d decided to stay.
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Three months of working with Selena, and I’d forgotten what running the café alone felt like. Bad forgotten. The kind of amnesia that made you wonder how you’d survived before without realizing you’d been slowly dying like a plant in a closet.

Six AM came like clockwork now instead of a death sentence. I flipped the lights on while Selena fired up the espresso machine, both of us moving through the opening routine like dancers who’d rehearsed the steps a thousand times. She had the coffee grinding while I prepped the pastry case. I handled the register while she steamed milk with the precision of a Swiss watchmaker or a very focused junkie.

“Morning, Jack. Morning, Selena,” Lucy called as she settled into her usual corner booth with a romance novel that probably had more passion in one chapter than I’d had in my entire pathetic life.

“The usual?” Selena asked, already reaching for the coffee pot like she could read minds or just knew that some people were creatures of habit and caffeine addiction.

“You know me too well, dear.”

Diaz rumbled through the door at six-fifteen sharp, construction vest dusty from yesterday’s labor and smile bright enough to power the neighborhood. “How’s my favorite coffee team this morning?”

Team. Not employees, not help. Team. Like we were partners in something more than just slinging coffee to people who needed chemical assistance to face another day of wage slavery.

“Better now that you’re here,” Selena said, sliding his large coffee across the counter. “Extra shot, light foam, just how you like it.”

Diaz left a five for a three-dollar coffee and told us to keep the change. Same as always. Same as the dozen other regulars who’d turned Morrison’s from a struggling café into something that felt like community instead of just another place to buy legal stimulants.

For the first time in months, I wasn’t dead on my feet by noon. Wasn’t talking to myself like some kind of caffeinated hermit or dropping things from exhaustion. Wasn’t wondering if I’d make it through another day without collapsing behind the espresso machine like a broken marionette.

Having a partner—a real partner—had saved my sanity and probably my life.

Around ten-thirty, Ahmed from the corner market stopped by for his daily espresso and newspaper. He’d started giving Selena the family discount on groceries without being asked, treating her like she’d lived in the neighborhood for years instead of months.

“Your girl’s good for business,” he told me while Selena helped another customer with the kind of attention that made people feel like they mattered instead of just another transaction.

The bell above the cafe door chimed, sharp and wrong. Not one of the regulars. I looked up from the espresso machine and felt my stomach drop.

Gordy Morello.

He walked in like he owned the block. Slick suit, smug smirk, and a pinky ring that looked like it belonged on a cartoon villain. I hadn’t seen him in weeks, and already I knew this wasn’t a social call.

“Gordy,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral. “Didn’t expect to see you here in person.”

“Thought I’d grab a cup. Catch up.” He gave me that oily smile. “Place looks the same. Little more… domestic these days.”

His eyes slid toward Selena. She was wiping the counter, but she’d gone still. Her expression didn’t change, but I could feel the tension in the air like a dropped wire.

I stepped in before she could say anything. “Coffee’s on the house.” I poured it myself, set it in front of him.

He took a sip and grimaced. “Still bitter as hell. Just like old times.”

I leaned on the counter. “If you came to talk payments, say it.”

Gordy chuckled. “Relax, Jackie-boy. Can’t a guy visit an old friend? I heard you hired help. Wanted to see if the rumors were true.”

“Name’s Selena,” she said coolly. No smile. Just ice.

“Pretty name,” he said, tapping that damn ring on the counter. Tap. Tap. Tap. “Hope Jack’s paying you better than he pays me.”

I didn’t take the bait. “I’m making payments. Like we agreed.”

“You are,” he said. “Just wouldn’t want any… unexpected delays. Debt’s like mold. Grows fast in dark corners.”

He left without finishing the coffee. I watched him go.

Selena spoke once the door closed. “He comes here often?”

“Only when he wants to remind me how short the leash is.”




“Could you turn that down a degree?” Diaz asked, loosening his work shirt. “Feels like a sauna in here.”

“Sorry,” I said, checking the thermostat. Seventy-eight degrees. When had it gotten that warm?

I turned it down to seventy-two and watched Selena unconsciously drift toward the patch of afternoon sunlight streaming through the south window. She did that constantly—followed the warm spots like a plant tracking the sun across the sky or a lizard looking for the perfect rock to bask on.

“You cold-blooded or something?” I asked.

“Just like being comfortable,” she said, but she moved away from the window when she realized I was watching her like a nature documentary narrator studying some exotic species.

“I’m the boss,” I said, not sure why I felt the need to state the obvious. “You don’t have to move just because I’m looking.”

She turned back toward me with that smile that made customers feel welcome, but there was something different in her eyes now. Something that acknowledged the shift in our dynamic.

“Is that an order?” she asked, the question carrying more weight than it should have.

“Do you want it to be?”

“Maybe I do.” She stepped back into the sunlight, but kept her eyes on mine. “I’ve never been good at following orders, but I might make an exception for the right boss.”

I watched as Selena bent over to reach for a stack of cups on the lowest shelf. Her jeans hugged her curves perfectly, and I couldn’t help but appreciate the view as she bent over, giving me an unobstructed sight of her ass. I felt a familiar stir of desire, a feeling that had become increasingly difficult to ignore.

“Selena,” I called out, my voice steady despite the turmoil inside me. “Could you grab those extra-large mugs from the back shelf? We’re running low up here.”

She turned to me, a knowing smile playing on her lips as if she sensed my intentions. “Sure thing, boss,” she replied, her tone laced with a hint of mischief.

As she moved to the back, I couldn’t help but follow her with my eyes. She knew exactly what she was doing, bending slightly at the waist, ensuring I had a clear view. I felt a rush of power and desire, a heady mix that made my heart race. I was the boss, and she was my employee, but there was an unspoken understanding between us, a dance of wills that had been building for weeks.

Selena returned with the mugs, placing them on the counter with a soft clink. “Anything else you need, boss?” she asked, her voice low and inviting.

I hesitated, considering my next move. I wanted to push the boundaries, to see how far she would let me go. “Actually, could you restock the syrup bottles? They’re running low, and I need them up front.”

She nodded, a flicker of anticipation in her eyes. “Of course. I’ll get right on it.”

As she moved to the back, I watched her every move, savoring the way her body moved with a natural grace. I knew she was aware of my gaze, and the knowledge only heightened my arousal. I was playing with fire, but I couldn’t resist the allure.

Selena returned with the syrup bottles, her movements deliberate and slow. She bent over to place them on the lowest shelf, her ass inches from my face. I could feel the heat radiating from her body, and I leaned in slightly…

“Is this okay, boss?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

I nodded, my throat dry. “Perfect. Just the way I like it.”

Selena straightened up, turning to face me with a knowing smile. “I aim to please, boss. Always.”

“Hey, you were saying something before, what makes a boss the right one?”

“Someone strong enough to handle my wild side,” she said,

“Your wild side?” I asked.

“Let’s just say I haven’t always been the obedient employee type. But there’s something about working for a man who actually knows what he wants…”

She let the sentence hang there like an invitation wrapped in professional small talk.

The lunch rush brought its usual chaos, but chaos with two people felt manageable instead of overwhelming. Selena moved through the cramped space behind the counter like she’d designed the layout herself, never bumped into anything, never dropped so much as a napkin. It was like watching someone who’d been born knowing exactly how much space they took up in the world.
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The coffee grinder started making noise around four PM a grinding sound that had nothing to do with coffee beans and everything to do with mechanical parts that had seen better decades. The kind of sound that made your teeth ache and your wallet cry, because when equipment that old started talking to you, it wasn’t saying anything you wanted to hear.

I coaxed it through the afternoon rush with gentle persuasion and strategic threats, but the writing was on the wall in letters big enough to read from space. This machine was dying, and it was going to take my bank account with it.

“How long has it been making that sound?” Selena asked during a lull between customers, listening to the grinder with the kind of attention most people reserved for their favorite songs or the sound of money being counted.

“About two hours longer than I can afford to ignore it.”

She listened like she was analyzing the rhythm of its distress, head tilted like a mechanic trying to diagnose what was wrong with your transmission before telling you it would cost more than your car was worth.

“Sounds like the burr mechanism is wearing out,” she said.

“You know coffee grinders?”

“I know machines. They all have their own language when something’s wrong.”

Of course she did. Add mechanical diagnosis to the growing list of things Selena knew that she shouldn’t know, right next to predicting customer orders and moving through tight spaces like she was made of liquid instead of flesh and bone.

The espresso machine chose that moment to join the mechanical rebellion, producing steam with less pressure than usual and taking twice as long to heat milk properly. Not broken exactly, but heading in that direction with the inevitability of gravity and unpaid bills.

I ran the numbers in my head while pretending to clean the counter. New grinder: eight hundred dollars minimum for something that wouldn’t embarrass me in front of customers who expected their coffee to taste like coffee instead of ground sadness. Espresso machine repair: probably another five hundred, assuming the problem was fixable instead of terminal. Money I didn’t have for equipment I couldn’t run the café without.

“We’ll make it work,” I said, more to myself than to Selena.

“Of course we will. Equipment breaks, you fix it or replace it. That’s how businesses work.”

Easy words for someone who didn’t have to figure out where the money would come from. But she said it with such confidence that I almost believed her, like she knew something about making things work that I hadn’t figured out yet.

“You sound pretty sure about that.”

“I’m sure about you,” she said, cleaning the counter with more attention than it needed. “You’re not the type to give up when things get difficult.”

“How do you know what type I am?”

She looked up from her cleaning, meeting my eyes with that direct gaze that made everything feel more complicated than it should have been.

“Because you’re my boss. And I don’t work for weak men.”

The way she said it made it clear we weren’t just talking about coffee equipment anymore.

“Is that what you’re looking for? A strong boss?”

“I’m looking for someone who knows how to take charge when it matters.” She moved closer, ostensibly to clean the area near where I was standing. “Someone who can handle a woman who doesn’t always make things easy.”

“You don’t seem that difficult to handle.”

“That’s because you haven’t tried to tame me yet.”

Like maybe she’d seen businesses survive worse disasters than a dying coffee grinder and a temperamental espresso machine.

The grinder limped through the rest of the afternoon, producing inconsistent grounds that made the coffee taste like it had a grudge against the world. Some customers noticed—you could see it in their faces, that slight wince when they took the first sip and realized this wasn’t the quality they’d come to expect. Most were too polite to complain, but politeness didn’t pay the bills, and I could see the disappointment in their eyes.

All of them left smaller tips than usual. Death by a thousand tiny cuts, the kind of slow bleeding that killed businesses more efficiently than dramatic disasters.

I made a mental note to call repair shops in the morning and tried not to think about what I’d do if the estimates came back higher than the café’s monthly profit. Some problems solved themselves. Others just waited until you had enough money to deal with them properly, like patient vultures circling something that wasn’t quite dead yet.

This felt like the second kind.

Around six, after the dinner crowd had cleared and I was alone with my anxiety and a register that never lied about how little money we’d made, I started doing the math that kept me awake at night. The brutal arithmetic of small business survival, where every expense was a potential death sentence and every unexpected cost was a step closer to the grave.

Rent: fifteen hundred a month, due in two weeks. Utilities: three hundred, if I was lucky and nobody decided they needed to actually heat or cool the place. Insurance: four hundred, because apparently keeping a business was almost as expensive as running one. Mom’s medical bills: whatever the experimental treatment cost this month, which was usually more than I wanted to think about and less than I could afford to pay.

And now equipment repairs that would cost more than I’d made in the past three months, even with Selena’s help bringing in new customers and making the regulars happy enough to leave decent tips.

The smart move would be to take out a loan, but the café was already mortgaged to the ceiling and then some. Banks didn’t like lending money to people who were one broken espresso machine away from bankruptcy, and I couldn’t blame them. I wouldn’t lend money to me either.

Could ask family for help, but the only family I had was fighting cancer and didn’t need the stress of knowing her legacy was drowning in debt and mechanical failures. Could sell equipment to pay for repairs, but that was like eating your seed corn—eventually you ran out of things to sell and then you were just fucked in a slightly different way.

The smart move would be to sell the whole thing to someone with deeper pockets and fewer emotional attachments. Take whatever I could get, pay Mom’s medical bills, and find a job working for someone else’s dream instead of trying to keep my own alive with duct tape and stubbornness.

But smart moves weren’t always the right moves. Sometimes you held on because holding on was the only choice that let you sleep at night, even if the sleep was restless and full of dreams about bankruptcy and failure.

I cleaned the espresso machine one more time, ran the numbers again hoping they’d magically improved, and accepted the fact that tomorrow I’d be making phone calls I didn’t want to make about repairs I couldn’t afford for equipment that was essential to everything I’d built.

The café felt different when it was empty and quiet, less like a business and more like a shrine to my mother’s optimism and my own inability to admit defeat. She’d started this place with nothing but determination and a belief that good coffee could bring people together, could create something larger than the sum of its parts.

I was about to find out if that was true or just another beautiful lie we told ourselves to make sense of the chaos.

Through the ceiling, I could hear Selena moving around in her apartment—water running, footsteps on hardwood, the quiet sounds of someone settling in for the night. Having her there made the building feel less empty, made the stress feel less overwhelming. Like whatever problems tomorrow brought, at least I wouldn’t be facing them alone.

Small comfort, but some nights small comfort was enough to keep you from doing something stupid like giving up on everything you’d worked for just because the numbers didn’t add up the way you needed them to.

I locked the register, turned off the lights, and climbed the stairs to my apartment. Tomorrow I’d start making calls, getting estimates, figuring out how to fix what was broken without breaking everything else in the process.

Tonight I’d try to sleep and pretend that morning wouldn’t bring more problems than I knew how to solve.

The grinder’s death rattle followed me up the stairs like a mechanical ghost, reminding me that in the world of small business, everything was always one breakdown away from disaster. The only question was whether you had enough money and stubborn stupidity to survive until the next crisis hit.

I was about to find out which one I had more of.

* * *

The alley behind the cafe was a black abyss, thick with the stench of garbage and despair. I thought I was alone. I was dead wrong.

A fist crashed into my ribs, a thunderclap of pain that ripped the air from my lungs. Another slammed into my jaw, snapping my head back. I crumpled, asphalt shredding my palms as I hit the ground. Boots rained down—vicious, relentless. One caught my kidney, another my spine, each impact a white-hot explosion.

“Morello’s done playing,” a voice growled, sharp and cold as a razor. “You’re out of lives.”

Blood filled my mouth, bitter and warm. I couldn’t see how many—three, four? Fists pounded my skull; a knee drove into my chest, cracking bone. I clawed at the pavement, nails breaking, but they dragged me back, their laughter a sick chorus. A final blow to my temple sent the world spinning into darkness.

I woke to freezing rain lashing my face, each drop a needle in my swollen flesh. My body was a wreckage of pain—ribs screaming, face a pulpy mess, one eye swollen shut. My jacket, soaked with blood and water, weighed me down like a shroud. I couldn’t move, could barely breathe.

Footsteps splashed through puddles, slow and deliberate. I braced for more.

“Jack?”

Selena’s voice sliced through the haze, sharp with shock. She dropped to her knees beside me, her silhouette blurred in the downpour. Her hands hovered over me, trembling, as her eyes—wide with horror—took in the carnage of my face.

“Jesus, Jack, you’re—oh my God.” Her voice cracked, fury bleeding through. “Who did this?”

I tried to speak, but my lips were shredded. “Fine,” I croaked, the lie choking me.

“Fine? You’re a fucking wreck!” She reached for her phone, fingers shaking. “I’m calling an ambulance.”

“No,” I rasped, coughing blood. “No insurance. Can’t.”

Her face twisted, but she pocketed the phone. With a strength that shouldn’t have fit her small frame, she hauled me up, her arm locked around my waist as my legs buckled. She half-dragged me through the rain, into the cafe’s dim warmth, the door slamming shut behind us.

In the cramped office, a single bulb cast stark shadows, painting her face in harsh angles. She eased me into a battered chair, my body screaming with every movement. She grabbed a first aid kit, ripping it open with a ferocity that matched the storm outside. Alcohol burned my torn skin; gauze soaked up the blood pooling from my cheek. She pressed an ice pack to my blackened eye, her hands steady but her breath ragged with barely contained rage.

“You’re lucky you’re still breathing,” she muttered, voice low and venomous. “Fucking cowards.”

I tried to shrug, but pain lanced through me, stealing the attempt.

She knelt in front of me, cleaning a gash on my forehead, her movements precise but her eyes distant, haunted. “I was ten,” she said suddenly, her voice like gravel. “This girl, Mara, in my foster home—she was a monster. Older, stronger, with a smile that cut deeper than her fists. She’d wait for me after school, shove me into alleys, slam my face into brick. Once, she held a blade to my throat, laughing as I begged.”

I stared, her words heavier than the blows I’d taken. “What… did you do?”

Her eyes flicked to mine, cold and unyielding, like a predator’s. “I was twelve when I stopped begging. I followed her one night, waited until she was alone. I didn’t shift—not fully. Just enough to make her feel what I felt. When I was done, she didn’t just stop coming for me. She stopped coming for anyone.” Her voice was flat, but a dark fire flickered in her gaze. “She learned fear that night.”

She leaned closer, her hands pausing on the bandages. “You don’t survive by taking it, Jack. You don’t wait for mercy—it doesn’t exist. You stand up. You hit back, harder, until they’re too broken to try again.”

Her words were a blade, cutting through the fog of pain and defeat. She wrapped my ribs, her touch firm but her voice trembling with conviction. “You let them do this again, you’re not just losing—you’re letting them win.”

I couldn’t answer. My body shook, from pain, from cold, from the truth she’d laid bare. She didn’t flinch, her gaze holding mine, fierce and unyielding.

“You’re not their punching bag,” she said, her voice softer but sharp as steel. “Don’t you dare act like it.”

She finished patching me up, her hands lingering on my shoulders, grounding me in the storm of my own fear. For the first time, I felt something shift inside me—a spark, faint but alive.
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The call from Saint Mary’s came at two in the afternoon, while I was pretending the new coffee grinder would arrive soon and Selena was pretending everything was normal between us after last night’s mysterious cash delivery. Dr. Patterson’s voice had the careful neutrality that medical professionals used when delivering news that wasn’t quite bad enough for emergency sirens but wasn’t good enough for optimism.

“Your mother’s asking for you,” he said. “Nothing urgent, but if you have time today…”

I had time. When your mother was dying and the doctors started using phrases like “if you have time,” you made time even if it meant leaving a café that was limping along on prayers and outdated equipment.

“I have to go to the hospital,” I told Selena.

“Everything okay?”

“Nothing’s okay. But this isn’t an emergency, just… Tuesday.”

She nodded like that made perfect sense, like she understood the difference between crisis and routine deterioration. The slow grind of watching someone you love disappear one day at a time.

“Want me to close up?”

“Can you handle the afternoon rush alone?”

“I think I can manage.”

The drive to Saint Mary’s gave me twenty minutes to think about everything except what I was driving toward. The conversation with Selena, the mysterious money, the growing certainty that I was in love with someone whose methods for solving problems might involve activities that could land us both in jail.

Mom was awake when I got to her room, propped up in the hospital bed with the television on but the sound turned down. She looked smaller every time I saw her, like cancer was erasing her bit by bit, leaving behind a sketch of the woman who’d raised me to believe that hard work and determination could overcome anything life threw at you.

Turns out life threw harder than we’d anticipated.

“How are you feeling?” I asked, the question that had become our ritual greeting.

“Like I’m ready to go home and get back to real life.”

“What does Dr. Patterson say about that?”

“That home might not be the house anymore. That real life might need to be redefined.”

Hospice care. She was talking about hospice care without saying the words, the same way we’d been dancing around the truth for months. Like if we didn’t name it, it couldn’t be real.

“The experimental treatment—”

“Isn’t working, Jack. We both know that.”

“There are other options. Other trials, other medications—”

“Other ways to spend money we don’t have on hope we can’t afford.”

She’d always been direct, but cancer had stripped away whatever diplomacy she’d once possessed. Left her with the brutal honesty of someone who didn’t have time for comfortable lies or false optimism.

“The café can afford it,” I said, thinking about the envelope of cash sitting in my apartment. “Maybe there are other ways—”

“The café is barely staying afloat with both of you working sixteen-hour days. Don’t sacrifice everything for a few more months of this.”

She gestured toward the hospital room, the machines that monitored her vital signs, the IV that delivered medications that weren’t working well enough to justify their cost. The antiseptic smell of a place where people came to fight battles they usually lost.

“It’s not just a few months, Mom. It’s your life.”

“My life is what I built, Jack. The café, the community, you. Not this.” Another gesture toward the medical equipment. “This is just dying slowly instead of quickly.”

The words hung in the air between us like smoke from a funeral pyre. She was right, and we both knew it. The treatments weren’t curing anything, just delaying the inevitable while draining resources that could be used for something more constructive than postponing death.

“I don’t know how to do this without you,” I said.

“You’ve been doing it without me for months. And doing it well.”

“That’s different. That’s temporary. This is…”

“Permanent. I know.” She reached over and took my hand with fingers that felt like paper and bone. “But you’re not alone anymore. You have Selena.”

“She’s an employee.”

“She’s a woman who cares about you and the café enough to stick around when things get difficult. That’s not an employee, Jack. That’s a partner.”

“It’s complicated.”

“The best things usually are.”

A nurse knocked and entered, checking Mom’s IV and making notes on a chart that probably contained more bad news than good. Professional efficiency masking sympathy, the way medical staff learned to deliver terrible prognoses without falling apart themselves.

“How’s our patient today?” the nurse asked with practiced cheerfulness.

“Ready to make some decisions about the future,” Mom said.

“That’s good. Dr. Patterson will want to discuss options with you.”

After the nurse left, we sat in the comfortable silence that had become our default. No point in discussing test results or treatment options or the elephant in the room that was getting larger every week. Better to focus on the ordinary stuff—café gossip, neighborhood news, the small details that made life feel normal even when nothing about the situation was normal.

“Tell me about the café,” she said. “How’s business?”

“Better. Selena’s got ideas for improvements, ways to increase revenue.”

“What kind of improvements?”

“Equipment upgrades. Menu expansion. Things that would make us more than just another coffee shop.”

“That takes money.”

“We’re working on it.”

“Jack.” Her voice had the tone she’d used when I was sixteen and trying to bullshit my way out of trouble. “What aren’t you telling me?”

So I told her. About the equipment failures, the repair estimates, Selena’s mysterious solution involving cash that appeared overnight like some kind of caffeinated miracle.

“She got you two thousand dollars in one day?”

“She said she’d handle it, and she did.”

“How?”

“That’s the question I’m afraid to ask.”

Mom was quiet for a long time, processing what I’d told her with the analytical mind that had built a successful business from nothing.

“Do you trust her?” she asked finally.

“I want to.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I don’t know. Maybe. She’s never lied to me about anything important.”

“But she’s not telling you everything.”

“No. She’s not.”

“People keep secrets for two reasons, Jack. Either they’re protecting themselves, or they’re protecting you.”

“Which do you think this is?”

“I think she’s a woman who’s capable of things you might not approve of, but who cares about you enough to use those capabilities for your benefit.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to make you realize that sometimes good people do questionable things for the right reasons.”

I thought about that while she dozed, about the difference between legal and moral, between acceptable methods and acceptable outcomes. About loving someone whose definition of problem-solving might involve activities that would make me an accessory after the fact.

When visiting hours ended, I kissed her forehead and promised to think about what she’d said. About trust and protection and the possibility that Selena’s secrets were meant to keep me safe rather than keep me in the dark.

“Bring her by sometime,” Mom said as I gathered my jacket. “I’d like to meet the woman who’s got you talking about the future like it’s something worth planning for.”

“She’s not… we’re not…”

“I know what you’re not. I’m interested in what you are.”

The drive back to the café gave me time to process everything she’d said. About partnerships and trust, about good people doing questionable things, about the difference between temporary help and permanent commitment.

By the time I pulled up to Morrison’s, I’d made a decision. Not about the money or the methods or the questions I was afraid to ask. But about the woman who’d somehow made everything in my life work better just by being part of it.

Whatever she’d done to get that money, she’d done it for us. For the café, for the community, for whatever this thing was we’d been building together.

The details could wait. The trust would have to be enough.








When I got back to the café, the afternoon rush was in full swing and Selena was handling it alone with the kind of competence that made me wonder why I’d ever worried about leaving her by herself. Lucy was holding court at her usual table, Diaz was charming a tourist into buying a second pastry, and the broken espresso machine was somehow producing drinks that looked almost normal.

“How?” I asked during the first lull.

“Patience and improvisation,” Selena said. “And Lucy let me borrow her French press.”

“You’ve been making cappuccinos with a French press?”

“I’ve been making things that look like cappuccinos. Close enough for most people.”

The register showed we’d actually had a decent afternoon, despite the equipment problems and my absence. Better than decent—one of our better Tuesdays in recent memory. Like the universe was trying to remind me what we stood to lose if everything fell apart.

“People were asking about you,” Selena said as we closed up. “Wanting to know if everything was okay.”

“What did you tell them?”

“That you were visiting family. Which seemed close enough to the truth.”

Diaz had lingered after his usual departure time, clearly waiting for me to return. When the last customer left, he approached the counter with the careful deliberation of someone who’d been thinking about what he wanted to say.

“Everything all right, Jack?” he asked. “You’ve seemed stressed lately.”

“Just the usual small business drama. Equipment breaking down, bills piling up, nothing I can’t handle.”

“Your girl here says you might need some help with repairs. I know my way around machinery.”

My girl. Everyone in the neighborhood had started calling her that, and I’d stopped correcting them because the description felt more accurate every day.

“Appreciate the offer, Diaz, but this is specialized equipment. Espresso machines aren’t like construction tools.”

“Maybe not, but money’s money. And this place…” He gestured around the café, taking in the mismatched furniture and hand-painted menu boards. “This place matters to people. You need help, you ask. That’s how community works.”

After he left, Lucy made the same offer in her own way—bringing homemade pastries to help reduce costs, mentioning that her book club might be interested in hosting meetings at the café if we needed the business.

“They care about you,” Selena said as we finished cleaning up.

“They care about the café. It’s different.”

“Is it? You are the café, Jack. You’re what makes it more than just a building that serves coffee.”

“My mother made it what it is. I’m just trying not to destroy her legacy.”

“Your mother built the foundation. You’re building the community.”
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The last of the café’s lights dim as Selena flips the switch, leaving only the soft glow of the streetlamps filtering through the rain-streaked windows. The air hums with the scent of roasted coffee beans and the faint sweetness of Lucy’s pastries, stacked neatly behind the counter. The afternoon rush was chaos, but Selena handled it with a competence that makes me wonder why I ever doubted her. The register’s totals—a damn good Tuesday despite the busted espresso machine—linger in my mind, a testament to what we’ve built together and what we’d lose if it crumbled. Her words from earlier, about me being the heart of this place, settle deep, warming me against the damp Seattle evening.

I’m wiping down the counter, the steady patter of rain outside a soothing rhythm, when I feel Selena’s presence behind me, her warmth cutting through the cool air. “You were a fucking rockstar today,” I say, turning to face her. Her brown skin glows under the dim light, her dark hair loose and slightly tousled from the day’s work. She’s in a fitted black top and jeans that hug her curves, moving with a fluid, almost predatory grace that makes my pulse quicken. “Cappuccinos with a French press? You’re unreal.”

She smirks, her green eyes glinting with a wild, untamed energy that feels like it’s barely contained. “Patience and a little magic,” she says, her voice low, dripping with a tease that sends a spark down my spine. She steps closer, closing the distance between us, and before I can say another word, her fingers are on the buttons of my flannel shirt, undoing them one by one with slow, deliberate precision. My breath hitches as she pushes the fabric open, exposing my chest, and then her lips are on me, her tongue tracing a hot, wet line across my skin, licking from my collarbone to the center of my chest, lingering over my heartbeat.

“Selena,” I murmur, my voice rough as heat surges through me. Her tongue flicks over my nipple, a slow, deliberate tease that makes my dick harden instantly, straining against my jeans. “Fuck, you’re like an animal,” I say, half-laughing, half-awestruck, because there’s something primal in the way she moves, the way her eyes lock onto mine like she’s hunting me.

She pulls back just enough to meet my gaze, her lips curving into a secretive smile. “You have no idea,” she whispers, her voice a sultry promise that sends a shiver through me, like she’s hiding something wilder than I can fathom. Her hands slide down my sides, nails scraping lightly, and she presses herself closer, her body warm and soft against mine. My dick throbs, and she knows it—her fingers graze the front of my jeans, palming me through the denim, her touch bold and unapologetic. I groan, my hands finding her hips, pulling her against me, but she’s not done taking the lead.

With a mischievous glint in her eyes, she takes my hand, guiding it to the waistband of her jeans. “Touch me, Jack,” she says, her voice a low command as she pushes my fingers past the denim, into her panties, until I feel the wet heat of her cunt. She’s slick, her folds soft and warm under my touch, and I can’t help but stroke her, my fingers slipping inside, feeling her tighten around me. “Fuck,” I breathe, my thumb circling her clit, watching her brown skin flush with desire as she grinds against my hand, her breath coming in soft, needy gasps.

Her lips find my chest again, licking a slow path across my skin, her teeth grazing just enough to make my pulse race. She’s relentless, her hand stroking my dick through my jeans, making me harder with every touch, every flick of her tongue. The café feels like it’s shrinking, the world reduced to the heat of her mouth, the scent of her—coffee, vanilla, and something raw that’s all her. My fingers move faster inside her cunt, her moans vibrating against my skin, and I’m lost in her, in the way she takes what she wants, giving just as much in return.

But then she pulls back, her eyes gleaming with a hunger that’s not just for me. “I’m starving,” she says, her voice low, almost a purr, as she adjusts her jeans, her fingers brushing mine one last time. “I’m heading upstairs to start dinner. Come up when you’re done here—I’ll see you soon.” She flashes me that wicked smile, her body a tantalizing silhouette as she slips out the back door toward her apartment above the café, leaving the air charged with her absence.

I stand there, my dick still aching, my shirt half-open, the taste of her still lingering in the air. I bring my hand to my face, inhaling the scent of her cunt on my fingers—sweet, musky, and unmistakably her. The rain taps against the windows, the café quiet now, but her words—“you have no idea”—echo in my mind, making me wonder what else she’s hiding, and how much more of her I’m dying to discover.




* * *







Dinner in Selena’s apartment, comfortable conversation, the domestic intimacy that had become as essential as breathing. But the morning’s conversation about money and last night’s mysterious cash delivery hung between us like smoke, impossible to ignore even when we weren’t directly addressing it.

The envelope sat on her kitchen counter where I’d left it after showing her the money, two thousand dollars in bills that felt real enough but came with questions I wasn’t sure I wanted answered.

“Tell me about the money,” I said while she prepared fish with herbs that made her kitchen smell like the ocean had decided to cook dinner.

“What do you want to know?”

“Where it came from. How you got it. Whether I’m going to wake up tomorrow to find federal agents at my door.”

She was quiet for a long moment, focused on seasoning the salmon with mathematical precision. “It came from people who won’t miss it.”

“What kind of people?”

“The kind who have more than they need and get it through methods that make mine look saintly.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I can give you without making you an accessory to things you don’t want to be associated with.”

“Too late for that. I already took the money.”

“Taking money isn’t a crime, Jack. Stealing it is.”

The words hung in the air between us like a confession wrapped in legalese. She’d stolen it. My mysterious partner with the impossible reflexes and the cash-only lifestyle had solved our equipment crisis through theft.

“Who did you steal from?”

“Drug dealers. People who make their living selling poison to kids and desperation to addicts. People who won’t report missing cash because they can’t explain to police where it came from.”

“You robbed drug dealers?”

“I redistributed their assets to a more socially beneficial cause.”

“Jesus Christ, Selena. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

“Less dangerous than you think. More dangerous than I’d prefer. But effective.”

I looked at her across the small kitchen, trying to process what she’d just told me. The woman I was falling for had spent the previous night breaking into drug dealers’ stash houses and stealing enough money to save my business.

“How?” I asked.

“How what?”

“How do you rob drug dealers and live to tell about it?”

“Very carefully. And with advantages they don’t expect.”

“What kind of advantages?”

“The kind that come from spending years learning how to move without being seen, how to get into places that are supposed to be secure, how to take what you need without leaving evidence behind.”

“You learned this in medical research?”

“I learned this everywhere I’ve been since I left medical research. Skills you develop when you’re running from people who don’t like loose ends.”

She plated the fish with the same precision she brought to everything else, movements efficient and controlled like someone who’d learned to waste neither motion nor time.

“Are you insane?” I asked.

“Probably. But I’m also effective. And the café needs new equipment more than those dealers need easy money.”

“And if they figure out who took it?”

“They won’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I’m very good at what I do, and they’re very bad at paying attention to anything that doesn’t involve immediate profit or violent retribution.”

We ate in silence, both of us processing the conversation and its implications. She’d risked her life to save my business, using skills that suggested her past was more complicated and dangerous than I’d imagined.

“Why?” I asked finally.

“Why what?”

“Why take that risk? Why put yourself in danger for a café and a man you’ve known for five months?”

She looked at me across the table, those green eyes reflecting candlelight and something deeper that might have been love or determination or both.

“Because this is the first place I’ve belonged in years. Because you’re the first person who’s made me want to stop running. Because saving something worth saving felt better than pretending I don’t care about anything.”

“And if your past catches up with you? If someone comes looking?”

“Then we’ll deal with it. Together.”

“Together?”

“If you want. If you can handle being with someone whose problem-solving methods aren’t always legal or entirely safe.”

I thought about that while we finished dinner. About love and risk, about legal versus moral, about the difference between wanting something and being willing to fight for it.

“I want to be partners,” I said finally.

“Business partners?”

“All kinds of partners. Business, personal, whatever we’re calling this thing we’ve been building together.”

She smiled at that, the kind of smile that said she’d been hoping I’d say something like that but hadn’t dared ask directly.

“Even knowing what you know about my methods?”

“Especially knowing. Normal was getting me nowhere. Maybe it’s time to try something more interesting.”

“Interesting is one word for it.”

“What would you call it?”

“Dangerous. Complicated. Probably illegal in several states.”

“Sounds perfect.”

She laughed at that, the kind of laugh that said she’d found someone crazy enough to match her own particular brand of insanity.

“Okay,” she said. “Partners it is.”

“All kinds?”

“All kinds.”

We shook hands across the table like business associates sealing a deal, but the handshake lasted longer than necessary and turned into something more like a promise than a contract.

Partners in crime, partners in love, partners in whatever came next.

The equipment would be repaired, the café would survive, and whatever consequences came from Selena’s methods would be handled the same way we’d handle everything else.

Together.
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The equipment installation took three days and transformed Morrison’s Café from a struggling business held together with hope and mechanical sympathy into something that looked and functioned like it belonged in the twenty-first century instead of limping along like a refugee from better times.

Commercial espresso machine with digital temperature controls that actually controlled temperature. Professional coffee grinder with burr mechanisms that produced consistent grounds instead of the random chunks and powder we’d been serving. Steam wands that steamed milk instead of producing lukewarm foam that looked like sad meringue.

Equipment that worked the way it was supposed to work, every time, without coaxing or prayer or the kind of mechanical foreplay that had become my morning routine.

“It’s beautiful,” Lucy said, watching Selena demonstrate the new machine’s capabilities with the confidence of someone who understood that good tools made good work possible.

“It’s functional,” I corrected, but I was smiling when I said it.

Beautiful and functional. The espresso was perfect, the cappuccinos had foam that looked like art instead of industrial accidents, and the morning rush moved with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine because that’s exactly what we had.

Customers noticed immediately. Diaz brought three coworkers to try “the best coffee in the neighborhood.” Ahmed from the corner market started coming by twice a day instead of once. Word spread the way good news always did in tight communities—quickly and with the enthusiasm of people who wanted to support something they believed in.

“Best week we’ve had in months,” I told Selena as we counted Thursday’s receipts.

“Best week we’ve had ever,” she corrected, showing me the register total.

She was right. The new equipment had transformed not just the coffee quality but the entire customer experience. Faster service, better drinks, and the confidence that came with knowing everything worked the way it was supposed to work instead of breaking down at the worst possible moment.

“Worth the investment?” she asked.

“Worth every penny. And then some.”

“Good. Because I have ideas for expansion.”

“Such as?”

“Lunch items. Real food to go with the coffee. Local suppliers, fresh ingredients, things people can’t get at the chain places.”

“That would require—”

“More investment. I know. But good businesses grow, Jack. They don’t just survive, they expand.”

I looked around the café—at the customers enjoying their coffee, at the equipment that hummed with professional efficiency, at the woman who’d made it all possible through methods I was trying not to think about too carefully.

For the first time in years, Morrison’s felt like more than just a business barely staying afloat. It felt like something with a future, something worth building instead of just maintaining.

“What kind of ideas?” I asked.

“Sandwiches made with bread from the bakery two blocks over. Salads with vegetables from the farmer’s market. Soup in the winter, cold drinks in the summer. Things that make people want to stay instead of just grabbing coffee and leaving.”

“That’s a restaurant, not a café.”

“That’s a destination, not just a convenience.”

She was right about that too. Destinations survived economic downturns and competition from chains. Conveniences got replaced by bigger, cheaper, more convenient options.

“How much more investment are we talking about?”

“For the full buildout? Maybe another ten thousand. But we can start small, test the market, see what works.”

Ten thousand dollars. A month ago, that number would have given me nightmares and sent me reaching for antacids. Now, with business booming and a partner who seemed to understand both the risks and the possibilities, it felt manageable.

Even if her methods for raising capital involved activities that could land us both in federal prison.

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay?”

“Let’s try it. Start small, see what happens.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that. We’re partners, right? Partners trust each other to make good decisions.”

She smiled at that, the kind of smile that said she’d been hoping I’d say something like that but hadn’t dared assume I was ready to fully commit to whatever this was we’d been building together.

That evening, to celebrate our first week of real partnership and the best business Morrison’s had seen in years, Selena cooked dinner for both of us—salmon prepared with herbs I still couldn’t identify, vegetables that tasted like they’d grown in someone’s garden instead of industrial farmland, and wine that probably cost more than I used to make in a day.

“Where did you learn to cook like this?” I asked.

“Trial and error. And good ingredients make everything easier.”

“Good ingredients are expensive.”

“Some things are worth the cost.”

We ate by candlelight, not because the occasion demanded romance but because Selena had bought candles and seemed to enjoy the way they made her small apartment feel warmer and more intimate. Everything she did made spaces feel more alive, more welcoming, more like places you wanted to stay instead of just pass through.

Like home, if home was something you built with another person instead of something you inherited or stumbled into.

“Thank you,” I said as we finished the meal.

“For dinner?”

“For everything. The investment, the partnership, taking a chance on a struggling café and a stubborn owner who didn’t know when to ask for help.”

“Thank you for letting me.”

“Letting you what?”

“Stay. Belong somewhere. Have something worth investing in.”

There was something in the way she said it that made me think belonging wasn’t something she’d experienced often. Like she’d spent most of her life as a guest in other people’s spaces, never quite comfortable enough to call anywhere home.

“You more than belong here,” I said. “You’re essential. To the café, to the neighborhood, to me.”

“Am I? Essential to you?”

“More than I probably should admit.”

“Why shouldn’t you admit it?”

“Because admitting it makes it real. And real things can be lost.”

“Real things can also be kept. Protected. Built into something stronger than what you had before.”

I looked at her across the table, studying her face in the candlelight. Green eyes that caught light from nowhere, skin that looked Mediterranean and warm, lips that I’d been thinking about kissing since the moment we’d shaken hands on this partnership.

“What are we doing, Selena?”

“I think we’re falling in love.”

The words hung in the air between us, honest and vulnerable and terrifying in their simplicity. Falling in love. Not just attraction or partnership or convenient companionship, but something deeper and more dangerous and infinitely more valuable.

“Is that what this is?” I asked.

“I think so. Unless you have a better explanation for why I’m willing to rob drug dealers to save a café run by someone I’ve known for five months.”

“Could be poor judgment.”

“Could be. Or it could be love.”

I reached across the table and took her hand, studying her face in the flickering light. She was right. This was love, messy and complicated and involving federal crimes, but love nonetheless.

“I love you,” I said, testing the words to see how they felt.

“I love you too.”

And just like that, everything was different. Not complicated different, but fundamentally different. The difference between wanting something and having it, between hoping for someone and knowing they felt the same way.

The difference between being alone and being together.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now we stop pretending this is just business.”

“And start pretending it’s what?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, we do it together.”

She stood up from the table, walked around to my side, and settled onto my lap with the kind of fluid grace that made everything she did look like dancing.

Her brown skin glows under the dim light of the bedside lamp, a warm, rich canvas that begs to be touched, worshipped. We’re tangled on the bed, the air thick with the scent of her—vanilla, sweat, and something primal that makes my pulse race. My hands roam her body, peeling away the last of her clothes, and when her panties slide down her thighs, I pause, my breath catching at the sight of her. Her pussy is dark, glistening with arousal, framed by the smooth expanse of her brown skin, and the sight alone makes my dick throb, already hard and heavy against her thigh. She’s watching me, her eyes half-lidded, a mix of vulnerability and challenge that pulls me deeper into her orbit.

I shift, positioning myself between her legs, my hands gripping her hips as I guide my large dick to her entrance. She’s wet, so fucking wet, and as I push into her, slow and deliberate, her pussy stretches to take me, tight and warm, pulling a low groan from my chest. Her brown skin flushes darker, a sheen of sweat catching the light as her body arches beneath me, her thighs parting wider, her flexibility letting her open up completely. “Fuck, you feel so good,” I rasp, my voice rough with need, my eyes locked on hers as I sink deeper, every inch drawing a soft moan from her lips.

She moves with me, her hips rolling to meet each thrust, her stamina endless, like she’s made for this dance. But then she shifts, her lips finding my chest, her tongue tracing a slow, wet path across my skin. The sensation sends a shiver through me, and when her teeth graze my neck, a sharp, teasing bite, I growl, my thrusts faltering for a moment as heat surges through me. “You’re gonna kill me,” I murmur, half-laughing, half-desperate, as her tongue flicks out again, licking the spot she just bit, soothing and teasing all at once. Her hands grip my shoulders, nails digging in, and she bites again, harder this time, marking me as hers. The sting mixes with the pleasure of her pussy clenching around my dick, and I’m lost, driving into her with a rhythm that’s both reverent and relentless.

I hook one of her legs over my shoulder, her flexibility letting me push deeper, the angle making her gasp, her brown skin glistening as she writhes beneath me. Her lips are parted, her breaths coming fast, and when she licks her way up my neck again, her teeth nipping at my jaw, it’s like she’s claiming me, matching my intensity with her own. My dick pulses inside her, the tight heat of her pussy driving me closer to the edge, but I hold on, wanting to feel every second of this. “I love you,” I whisper against her ear, my voice raw, and her response—a soft, broken moan—sends me spiraling. Her body tightens, her orgasm crashing through her, her pussy gripping me so hard it pulls my own release, intense and shattering, as I spill into her with a groan that feels like it’s torn from my soul.

We collapse, her body pressed against mine, her brown skin warm and slick against my chest. My fingers trace lazy patterns along her back, lingering on the curve of her spine as our breathing slows. “You’re mine,” I murmur, my lips brushing her temple, and she smiles, her fingers intertwining with mine. “And you’re mine,” she whispers back, her voice soft but certain. We lie there, talking about a future where this—her bites, her touch, our love—is the foundation of everything. The room feels like it holds our forever, and I know I’ll never let her go.

Making love to Selena was like discovering that everything I’d thought I knew about physical intimacy was just the opening chapter of a much longer and more interesting book. She moved with the same impossible grace she brought to everything else, but now it was focused entirely on me, on us, on the connection we’d been building through coffee and conversation and the kind of trust that made federal crimes seem like reasonable business expenses.

Afterward, we lay tangled in sheets that smelled like her perfume and our combined sweat, sharing the comfortable exhaustion that came with honest physical expression of feelings that had been building for months.

“That was…” I started.

“Different,” she finished.

“Good different.”

“Very good different.”

I traced patterns on her bare shoulder, mapping the geography of someone I was just beginning to understand but already couldn’t imagine living without.

“I love you,” I said again, because the words felt too good not to repeat.

“I love you too. Even though you’re probably going to regret this in the morning.”

“Why would I regret this?”

“Because you just fell in love with someone whose idea of problem-solving involves breaking and entering.”

“And you just fell in love with someone whose biggest life achievement is keeping a coffee shop from going bankrupt.”

“I like coffee shops. And I like men who build things instead of just destroying them.”

“Even if those men are terrible at math and equipment maintenance?”

“Especially then. Competence is sexy, but vulnerability is irresistible.”

We made love again, slower this time, with the patience that came from knowing we had all night and nowhere else we’d rather be. This time I paid attention to the little things—the way her breath caught when I touched certain spots, the sounds she made when I found the rhythm that drove her crazy, the way she moved like she was made of liquid instead of flesh and bone.

Enhanced, she’d called herself. Modified in ways that couldn’t be unchanged. Whatever that meant, it made her better at everything, including this.

“Are you always this…” I searched for the right word.

“Flexible?”

“I was going to say amazing.”

“That’s recent. The amazing part comes from being with someone who makes me want to be amazing.”

“And the flexibility?”

“That’s older. Part of the enhancement package.”

“Enhancement?”

“Later,” she said, kissing me before I could ask more questions. “Right now I just want to be your girlfriend who happens to be very good at sex.”

“My girlfriend who robbed drug dealers to save my business.”

“Your girlfriend who solved a problem using available resources and questionable methods.”

“My girlfriend who I love despite her criminal tendencies.”

“Because of them, not despite them.”

She was right about that too. The danger was part of the attraction, the sense that she was capable of things that went beyond normal human limitations. That she’d chosen to use those capabilities for me, for us, for the life we were building together.

“What happens when the money runs out?” I asked.

“We make more money. Legally, preferably.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then we find other solutions. Together.”

“Other solutions involving breaking and entering?”

“Other solutions involving whatever it takes to protect what matters to us.”

I thought about that while she dozed against my chest, about the difference between legal and moral, about loving someone whose definition of protection might involve activities that would make me an accessory to crimes I was trying not to think about too carefully.

But lying there in the dark, listening to her breathe, feeling the warmth of her body against mine, I realized I didn’t care about the legal complications or the moral ambiguity or the possibility that we were building something beautiful on a foundation of federal felonies.

I cared about her. About us. About the fact that for the first time in years, the future felt like something worth planning for instead of just something to survive.

Whatever came next, we’d handle it together. Partners in business, partners in love, partners in whatever schemes were necessary to protect what we’d built.

The details could wait until morning. The love was enough for now.
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I wake to the smell of coffee and the soft patter of rain against Selena’s bedroom windows. Gray Seattle morning light slips through the curtains, bathing the room in a muted glow, and for the first time in years, the familiar weight of dread doesn’t press against my chest. Instead, there’s warmth, a quiet joy that comes from waking in her bed, her scent—vanilla, musk, and the lingering heat of last night—clinging to the sheets. My body aches in the best way, a reminder of how we poured ourselves into each other after confessing our love, her brown skin glowing under my hands, her pussy tight and perfect around my dick. Even now, the memory stirs me, my morning erection straining beneath the covers.

I stretch, expecting to find her curled beside me, but the bed’s empty, the sheets still warm where she’d been. The clink of a mug and soft footsteps drift from the kitchen, and I smile, picturing her moving with that fluid grace that’s become my favorite thing about living above her café. I slip out of bed, not bothering with clothes, and pad toward the kitchen, the cool hardwood grounding me against the heat building in my veins. There she is, wearing my oversized flannel shirt, unbuttoned, the hem skimming her thighs. Her brown skin catches the dim light, her curves a tease as she measures coffee grounds with mathematical precision, her dark hair falling across her face. She’s naked underneath, completely at ease, and the sight of her—bare, confident, mine—makes my dick throb, hard and insistent.

I step up behind her, the rain’s steady rhythm outside matching the pulse in my chest. My hands find her hips, sliding under the flannel to trace the warm, smooth expanse of her skin. “Morning, gorgeous,” I murmur, pressing myself against her back, letting her feel my erection against her ass. She glances over her shoulder, her green eyes sparkling with a mix of amusement and heat, lingering on my nakedness. “Morning, handsome,” she says, her voice low, teasing, as she leans back into me, her ass grinding subtly against my dick in a way that pulls a groan from my throat.

My hands roam higher, cupping her breasts, thumbs brushing her nipples until they harden under my touch. She hums, her head tipping back, and I kiss the curve of her neck, tasting the salt of her skin where she bit me last night. My fingers slide down, finding her pussy, dark and already wet, the curls soft against my palm. “You’re gonna make it hard to focus on coffee,” I growl, slipping a finger inside her, feeling her clench around me. She laughs, a soft, throaty sound, and turns in my arms, her hands trailing down my chest until she wraps her fingers around my dick. Her touch is casual but deliberate, stroking me slowly, and I pull her closer, my lips crashing into hers. The kiss is deep, familiar, the kind that comes from knowing each other’s desires inside out.

She hops onto the counter, her legs spreading to wrap around my waist with that dancer’s flexibility that drives me wild. My dick presses against her pussy, teasing her entrance, and she gasps, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Don’t tease,” she murmurs, her voice thick with want, and I don’t make her wait. I guide myself inside, slow and deep, her warmth gripping me so perfectly it’s almost too much. We move together, unhurried, her hips rocking against mine, the counter creaking under her weight. It’s not the frantic passion of last night but something deeper, the easy sexuality of a couple who’ve chosen each other completely. Her breath hitches, her pussy tightening as she comes, a quiet shudder that pulls me over the edge with her, my dick pulsing as I spill into her with a low groan.

We catch our breath, her forehead resting against mine, and she slides off the counter, pouring coffee with a smile that feels like home. She brings me a mug, settling beside me on the bed, her bare legs tangled with mine under the sheets. The rain outside softens, and we sip in comfortable silence, the kind that comes from deciding to stop pretending we don’t want to wake up together forever.

“Sleep well?” she asks, her voice soft but carrying a weight I don’t miss.

“Better than I have in years,” I say, meeting her eyes. “You?”

She nods, but her expression shifts, a flicker of something serious that makes me set my mug down. “We need to talk,” she says, and the tone pulls me upright, my full attention on her.

“What kind of talk?”

“The kind that might change how you feel about me. About us.”

“Selena—” I start, but she cuts me off, her green eyes searching mine like she’s bracing for impact.

“I need to tell you something about myself. Something I should’ve told you before we became partners. Before we fell in love.”

My heart skips, not from fear but from the intensity in her voice. “What kind of something?”

She’s quiet for a long moment, studying me, her fingers tightening around her mug. “Remember when I told you about the medical research? The government contracts?”

“The enhancement research,” I say, recalling her vague mentions of a past tied to science and secrets.

“I wasn’t just involved in the research, Jack. I was one of the test subjects.”

She was quiet for a long moment, studying my face like she was trying to gauge my reaction before continuing.

“Remember when I told you about the medical research? The government contracts?”

“The enhancement research.”

“I wasn’t just involved in the research, Jack. I was one of the test subjects.”

I looked at her sitting next to me in bed, trying to process what she’d just said. Test subject. Medical enhancement. Government contracts that required security clearances and left people running from their own past.

“Test subject for what?”

“Genetic modification. Specifically, integration of non-human DNA to enhance physical capabilities.”

“Non-human DNA from what?”

She was quiet for another long moment, like she was working up the courage to say something that would either end our relationship or take it somewhere completely unexpected.

“Cats,” she said finally. “Large cats. Panthers, mostly.”

I stared at her, trying to make sense of what she was telling me. Genetic modification, non-human DNA, research that had turned her into something that wasn’t entirely human. It explained everything—the impossible reflexes, the perfect balance, the way she moved like she was hunting something. The dietary preferences, the love of warm spots, the way Diego’s dog had reacted to her like she was a predator wearing human skin.

“You’re telling me you’re part cat?”

“I’m telling you I’m enhanced. Modified. Changed in ways that can’t be unchanged.”

“Show me.”

“What?”

“If you’re not entirely human, show me. I want to see what I fell in love with.”

She looked at me for a long moment, fear and hope warring in her green eyes. Then she closed her eyes, concentrated, and I watched her fingernails lengthen into claws that looked sharp enough to open throats. Watched her canine teeth extend into fangs that belonged in a predator’s mouth. Watched her eyes shift from green to gold with pupils that caught light like mirrors.

“Jesus Christ,” I whispered.

“Are you scared?”

Was I scared? Surprised, definitely. Shocked, absolutely. But scared? Looking at the woman I’d fallen in love with, now showing me the truth of what she really was, I realized the answer was simpler than I’d expected.

“No,” I said. “I’m not scared.”

“No?”

“I’m amazed. And I love you. Both versions of you.”

She smiled then—fangs and all—and shifted back to her normal appearance like changing masks. “Both versions?”

“Human you and enhanced you. They’re both you, and I love all of you.”

“Even though I’m a science experiment?”

“Especially because you’re a science experiment. Normal was getting me nowhere, remember?”

She laughed at that, the kind of laugh that said she’d been terrified I’d run screaming and was relieved to discover I was apparently too stubborn or too smitten to be that sensible.

“This explains a lot,” I said.

“Such as?”

“The reflexes. The way you move. How you knew the coffee grinder was failing before it started making noise. Why Diego’s dog wanted to run away from you.”

“Animals can sense what I am. They know I’m not entirely human.”

“And the money? The cash you got to fix the equipment?”

“Enhanced abilities make certain activities easier. Breaking and entering, for example. Moving without being detected. Getting into places that are supposed to be secure.”

“You used your cat abilities to rob drug dealers.”

“I used my enhanced capabilities to redistribute assets from people who wouldn’t be missed to a cause that would benefit the community.”

“That’s still theft.”

“That’s survival. Mine, yours, the café’s. Sometimes survival requires methods that aren’t entirely legal.”

I thought about that while she made breakfast—watching her move with fluid grace that now made perfect sense, noticing the way she tilted her head when listening, observing how she seemed to know exactly where everything was in the kitchen without looking.

“Are there others like you?” I asked.

“There were. The research program was shut down after some of the test subjects had… complications.”

“What kind of complications?”

“The kind that made the researchers realize they were creating something they couldn’t control.”

“And you escaped?”

“I ran. Before they could decide what to do with the successful modifications.”

“Successful?”

“Enhanced reflexes, improved sensory capabilities, increased physical strength and flexibility. Night vision. Ability to move silently and fit through spaces that should be too small. All the capabilities you’d want in a soldier or an assassin.”

“Or a thief.”

“Or someone who needs to stay hidden from people who don’t like loose ends walking around with inconvenient knowledge.”

I looked at her preparing eggs with the same precision she brought to everything else, thinking about enhancement and modification and the kind of research that turned volunteers into test subjects and test subjects into people who had to run for their lives.

“Do you regret it?” I asked.

“The modification?”

“All of it. The research, the enhancement, the running.”

“I regret trusting people who didn’t deserve it. I regret not asking more questions about what they were really doing. But I don’t regret becoming what I am.”

“Why not?”

“Because what I am brought me to you. And you’re worth whatever it cost to get here.”

She served breakfast with the casual competence that had attracted me from the beginning, but now I understood it wasn’t just competence. It was enhanced capability disguised as normal human skill.

“What happens if they find you?” I asked.

“They won’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I’m very good at staying hidden. And because they have bigger problems than one escaped test subject who just wants to run a coffee shop.”

“Bigger problems like what?”

“Like other test subjects who didn’t run away fast enough. Who stayed and became the kind of complications that make government programs disappear overnight.”

I thought about that while we ate, about the difference between successful modifications and failed experiments, about the kind of research that produced both enhanced humans and complications that required cover-ups.

“Are you dangerous?” I asked.

“To people who threaten what I care about? Very.”

“To me?”

“Never. Unless you try to take away my coffee or mess with the espresso machine temperature settings.”

I laughed at that, because it was exactly the kind of thing someone would say when they were trying to make genetic modification sound normal and domestic.

“So,” I said. “Partners in business and in life?”

“Partners in everything. If you can handle being with someone who’s not entirely human.”

“Can you handle being with someone who’s entirely too human?”

“I think I can manage.”

“Even though I’m ordinary?”

“You’re not ordinary, Jack. You’re the first person who’s ever made me want to stop running and start building something permanent.”

“Something permanent sounds good.”

“Good. Because I’m tired of hiding what I am from someone I love.”

I reached across the table and took her hand, studying her fingers that could become claws, thinking about enhancement and modification and the kind of love that made genetic experimentation seem like just another interesting character trait.

“I love you,” I said. “All of you. Human parts, cat parts, whatever other parts make you who you are.”

“I love you too. Even though you’re completely, boringly, wonderfully human.”

“Partners?”

“Partners.”

We shook hands across the breakfast table like business associates sealing a deal, but this handshake was different from the one we’d shared over dinner. This one acknowledged everything—the genetic modification, the criminal activities, the government research that had created someone who could save my business through theft and make me fall in love with capabilities that went beyond human limitations.

Partners in crime, partners in love, partners in whatever came next.

Enhanced or not, she was mine. And I was hers.

The details of her past could wait. The truth was enough for now.
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The menu expansion started small, the way all good ideas should—with ingredients that didn’t require federal loans or business plans that read like fantasy novels. Selena had connections at the farmer’s market, relationships built through early morning shopping trips that now made perfect sense given her enhanced need for activity and her nocturnal tendencies.

“Sandwiches first,” she said, spreading sample ingredients across the kitchen counter like a general planning a campaign. “Simple, profitable, using local suppliers who care about quality over convenience.”

The bread came from Martinez Bakery two blocks over—dense, crusty loaves that tasted like someone had remembered what bread was supposed to taste like before industrial agriculture forgot about flavor in favor of shelf life. Vegetables from the Pike Place vendors who knew Selena by name and gave her prices that suggested either family connections or the kind of loyalty you earned through consistent business.

“How do you get these deals?” I asked, watching her negotiate with suppliers who seemed genuinely excited to work with us.

“I pay in cash, buy consistently, and don’t haggle over quality ingredients.”

“And they don’t ask questions about a café that pays for everything in cash?”

“Small businesses understand cash flow problems. They’re just happy to find customers who pay promptly and don’t bounce checks.”

The first week of expanded menu brought curious customers and higher profits. Nothing dramatic, just steady improvement in the kind of numbers that made the difference between surviving and thriving. Lunch crowds stayed longer, ordered coffee to go with their sandwiches, brought friends to try the place with the good bread and fresh ingredients.

“Best month we’ve had since I took over,” I told Selena as we counted receipts.

“Best month we’ve had ever,” she corrected. “Your mother built a foundation, but this is what success looks like.”

She was right. Morrison’s felt different now—more like a destination than a convenience, more like community than just another place to buy caffeine and carbohydrates. Customers lingered, conversation flowed, and the neighborhood started treating us like essential infrastructure instead of just another small business barely staying afloat.

“What’s next?” I asked.

“Soup service for winter. Cold drinks for summer. Maybe evening hours if we can figure out how to make it profitable.”

“Evening hours?”

“Wine and coffee. Small plates. Things that make people want to stay instead of just grabbing lunch and leaving.”

“That’s a restaurant, not a café.”

“That’s a business model that survives economic downturns and competition from chains.”

I looked around the café during the afternoon lull, imagining it with extended hours and expanded service. Candles on tables, wine glasses instead of coffee mugs, the kind of intimate atmosphere that made neighborhood establishments into local institutions.

“How much investment are we talking about?”

“Less than you think. More than we have. But manageable if business keeps improving.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then we scale back and focus on what works. But I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

She was right about that too. Business was improving, customers were multiplying, and word was spreading through the neighborhood with the enthusiasm of people who’d found something worth protecting.

That evening, Miguelstopped by just before closing with Rex at his side. The dog still whined when Selena approached, but now it seemed more like nervous respect than pure terror. Like he’d accepted that she was pack alpha and he was just going to have to deal with it.

“Place looks good,” Miguelsaid, surveying the new equipment and expanded menu with the analytical eye of someone who understood that small improvements could indicate major changes.

“Business is good.”

“I can see that. New machines, better coffee, actual food that doesn’t come from a package.”

“Selena’s been making improvements.”

“I’ll bet she has.” He looked at her behind the counter, noting the way she moved with fluid efficiency. “You two seem… settled.”

“We’re partners.”

“Business partners?”

“All kinds of partners.”

Miguelnodded like that confirmed something he’d been thinking about. “She still makes Rex nervous.”

“Some dogs don’t like change.”

“Rex doesn’t mind change. He minds predators.”

The word hung in the air between us, loaded with implications I wasn’t sure I wanted to unpack. Predator. Like Diego’s dog could sense something about Selena that went beyond normal human capabilities.

“She’s not dangerous,” I said.

“I didn’t say she was dangerous. I said she was a predator. There’s a difference.”

“Such as?”

“Predators protect what they claim. Dangerous things hurt whatever gets in their way.”

I thought about that after they left, about the difference between protection and destruction, about loving someone whose enhanced capabilities made them capable of both.

Later that night, as we fell into our routine of dinner and domestic intimacy, I mentioned Diego’s observation.

“He thinks you’re a predator,” I said.

“He’s not wrong.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Should it?”

“I don’t know. Most people would be bothered by being called a predator.”

“Most people aren’t genetically modified to have enhanced hunting instincts.”

She said it casually, like genetic modification was just another personality trait instead of the result of government experimentation that had turned her into something that made dogs nervous and drug dealers vulnerable.

“Do you think of yourself as a predator?”

“I think of myself as someone who protects what matters to her. If that makes me a predator, then I’m comfortable with the classification.”

“And what matters to you?”

“You. This place. The life we’re building together.”

“In that order?”

“All at once. They’re not separate things anymore, Jack. You are this place. This place is our life. Protecting one means protecting all of them.”

I thought about that while she prepared dinner, watching her move through the kitchen with the efficiency that now made perfect sense. Enhanced reflexes, improved sensory capabilities, the ability to anticipate and respond faster than normal human limitations allowed.

“Are you happy?” I asked.

“Happier than I’ve ever been.”

“Even with the hiding? The secrecy?”

“I’m not hiding anymore. Not from you, not from myself. For the first time in years, I’m exactly where I want to be with someone who knows what I am and loves me anyway.”

“Because of what you are, not anyway.”

“You like that I’m enhanced?”

“I like that you’re you. Enhanced or not, you’re the person who saved my business, improved my life, and made me remember what it feels like to have something worth protecting.”

“Something worth protecting sounds nice.”

“It is nice. And it’s ours.”

She smiled at that, the kind of smile that said she’d been hoping I’d say something like that but hadn’t dared assume I was ready to think in terms of permanent partnership and shared futures.

“Ours sounds perfect.”

The call from Saint Mary’s came three weeks later, during the lunch rush when we were both too busy to worry about anything beyond sandwich orders and coffee preparation. Dr. Patterson’s voice was different this time—not the careful neutrality of routine updates, but the gentle firmness of someone who’d run out of ways to postpone difficult conversations.

“Your mother would like to see you today,” he said. “When you have time.”

I had time. When doctors started phrasing requests like suggestions, you made time regardless of business obligations or lunch rushes that couldn’t handle themselves.

“I have to go to the hospital,” I told Selena.

“Everything okay?”

“I don’t think so. Can you handle things here?”

“Of course. Take as long as you need.”

The drive to Saint Mary’s felt longer than usual, weighted with the certainty that whatever conversation was waiting wouldn’t be about treatment options or experimental therapies. This felt like the kind of call that came when all the medical possibilities had been exhausted and only personal possibilities remained.

Mom was awake when I got to her room, but she looked smaller than I’d ever seen her. Not just thinner, but somehow less substantial, like she was already in the process of leaving even though she was still technically present.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Like it’s time to make some decisions.”

“What kind of decisions?”

“The kind about how I want to spend whatever time is left.”

Dr. Patterson knocked and entered before I could respond, carrying the expression of someone who’d delivered this kind of news often enough to know how to do it with dignity but never often enough to make it easy.

“We’ve talked about options,” he said. “And your mother has decided she’d like to stop the experimental treatment and focus on comfort care.”

Hospice. The word he wasn’t using but we all understood. The transition from fighting death to accepting it, from medical intervention to palliative care.

“How long?” I asked.

“Weeks, not months,” he said gently. “But comfortable weeks. Pain-free weeks. Time to focus on what matters instead of fighting what can’t be won.”

After he left, Mom and I sat in the familiar silence that had become our default. No point in discussing medical options that didn’t exist or fighting decisions that had already been made with more courage than I possessed.

“I want to see the café one more time,” she said finally.

“Mom—”

“I want to see what you’ve built. What you and Selena have built together.”

“The doctors won’t want you to leave—”

“The doctors work for me, not the other way around. And I’m not asking for permission.”

So we arranged it. Wheelchair transport, portable oxygen, whatever medical equipment was necessary to make one final visit to the place that had defined her life and shaped mine.

Selena met us at the door with the kind of quiet competence that made difficult situations manageable. She’d prepared for Mom’s visit like she prepared for everything else—with attention to detail and genuine care for outcomes that mattered to people she loved.

“Mrs. Morrison,” she said, taking Mom’s hand with gentle respect. “It’s so good to finally meet you properly.”

“You’re the woman who’s been taking care of my son.”

“We take care of each other.”

Mom looked around the café with the expression of someone seeing a familiar place transformed into something better than memory had preserved. The new equipment, the expanded menu, the customers who lingered instead of just consuming and leaving.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“It’s what you built,” I said. “We just improved the machinery.”

“No,” she said, watching Selena serve customers with graceful efficiency. “What I built was the foundation. This is what love looks like when it has somewhere to grow.”

We spent an hour in the café, watching the business operate, talking to regulars who remembered Mom and wanted to pay their respects, observing the life that continued to flow through the space she’d created.

“You chose well,” she told me as we prepared to leave.

“Chose what?”

“A partner who understands that building something together is more important than protecting what you have alone.”

Back at the hospital, as I was getting ready to leave, she asked me to bring Selena by again soon.

“I’d like to get to know her better,” she said. “Before I don’t have the chance.”

“Mom—”

“I’m dying, Jack. We both know that. But I’m not dead yet, and I’d like to spend some of the time I have left getting to know the woman my son loves.”

So I brought Selena by the next day, and the day after that, and several times over the following week. They talked about the café, about recipes, about the neighborhood and its rhythms. Mom asked careful questions about Selena’s past, and Selena gave careful answers that satisfied curiosity without revealing anything that might worry a dying woman about her son’s choice in partners.

“She’s good for you,” Mom told me after one of these visits.

“I know.”

“And you’re good for her. She’s been running from something, but with you she’s found a reason to stop running.”

“How can you tell?”

“Because she looks at you the way I looked at your father. Like you’re worth whatever it costs to build a life together.”

“Even if that life involves complications?”

“Especially then. Easy love doesn’t last, Jack. Love that survives complications becomes something stronger than what you started with.”

Three weeks later, Mom died peacefully in her sleep. No drama, no medical emergencies, just the quiet transition from presence to absence that happened when fighting was no longer possible or necessary.

Selena was with me when it happened, holding my hand in the hospital corridor while I processed the end of the woman who’d taught me that building something together was better than protecting what you had alone.

“She was proud of you,” Selena said.

The funeral was small but full—neighborhood regulars, business associates, people whose lives had been improved by Morrison’s Café and the woman who’d created it. 
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Two weeks after Mom’s funeral, when the café was running like clockwork and our expanded menu had turned Morrison’s into the kind of neighborhood institution that survived economic downturns, I made a decision that probably should have involved more planning and definitely should have involved less romantic optimism.

“We should take a vacation,” I told Selena during the morning lull.

She looked up from the coffee she was grinding, eyebrows raised like I’d suggested we rob a bank instead of the drug dealers she’d already taken care of.

“A vacation?”

“You know—planes, hotels, places that aren’t Seattle. Time away from espresso machines and customer complaints.”

“I don’t really do vacations.”

“Because of the running thing?”

“Because of the being-hunted-by-people-with-government-resources thing.”

“They haven’t found you yet.”

“Yet being the operative word.”

I watched her move through the familiar routine of coffee preparation, noting the way she always positioned herself to see both the front door and the back exit, the way she paused whenever unfamiliar footsteps approached the café, the way she’d developed the habit of checking faces against some internal catalog of people who might mean trouble.

“When’s the last time you went somewhere just because you wanted to?” I asked.

“Before I became someone who needed to worry about being found.”

“And when’s the last time you did something just because it might make you happy?”

She was quiet for a long moment, measuring coffee with the precision that had become automatic but thinking about something that clearly wasn’t.

“I can’t remember,” she said finally.

“Then we’re definitely taking a vacation.”

“Jack—”

“No arguments. Business is good, money’s coming in, and we’ve both earned some time away from this place.”

“What if something happens while we’re gone?”

“Then Lucy and Diaz will handle it. They’ve been running this neighborhood longer than either of us.”

She smiled at that, the kind of smile that said she wanted to believe taking a vacation was possible but had learned not to trust things that sounded too good to be true.

“Where would we go?”

“I have ideas.”

“What kind of ideas?”

“The kind that involve beaches and sunshine and places where nobody knows our names or cares about our business model.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Nice enough to risk leaving Seattle for a week?”

“Maybe. If you can convince me it’s worth the risk.”

I spent the rest of the morning convincing her, describing tropical destinations and European cities and all the places we could go where enhanced reflexes and mysterious pasts were just interesting conversation topics instead of survival necessities.

By closing time, she’d agreed to a week away, somewhere warm where we could pretend to be normal tourists instead of a genetically modified former test subject and the man who’d fallen in love with her criminal problem-solving methods.

“Japan,” I said that evening while she prepared dinner. “Specifically, one of the cat islands.”

“The what now?”

“Tashirojima. Aoshima. Islands where cats outnumber humans and are basically worshipped as good luck charms. Seemed appropriate for someone who’s part feline.”

She laughed at that, the kind of laugh that said she’d never considered that her enhanced nature might be an advantage instead of just a complication to hide from people who wouldn’t understand.

“Cat islands?”

“Cat islands. Places where your enhanced abilities would be seen as blessings instead of government experiments gone right.”

“That actually sounds perfect.”

“Perfect enough to book flights?”

“Perfect enough to try trusting that good things can happen without terrible consequences.”

I kissed her then, tasting hope and possibility and the kind of optimism that came from believing you’d finally found someone worth taking risks for.

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you too. Even when you suggest insane things like international travel for people in hiding.”

“Especially when I suggest insane things. Normal was getting us nowhere, remember?”

The knock on the café door came at eleven PM, three sharp raps that didn’t sound like customers or neighbors or anyone who had legitimate business at a coffee shop that had been closed for hours.

Selena heard it first, her enhanced senses picking up sounds that barely registered on normal human hearing. She went completely still, head tilted like she was analyzing not just the sound but the intent behind it.

“Someone’s downstairs,” she whispered.

“Probably kids. Or someone looking for directions.”

“No. This is different.”

The knocking came again, more insistent this time. Definitely not kids or lost tourists.

“Stay here,” I said, but she was already moving toward the window with the fluid grace that meant her enhanced instincts had kicked in.

“Three men,” she said, peering through the curtains. “Government issue clothing, government issue haircuts, government issue way of standing like they own whatever space they’re occupying.”

“Shit.”

“They’re not going away, Jack. And they’re not here for coffee.”

I looked at her across the small apartment, seeing fear for the first time since I’d known her. Not the normal human fear of inconvenience or embarrassment, but the primal fear of prey that knows it’s been found by predators who’ve been hunting for a long time.

“What do we do?”

“We run.”

“Run where?”

“Away from here. Right now. Before they decide to stop knocking and start breaking down doors.”

She was already moving, grabbing the emergency bag I’d never noticed she kept ready, pulling on clothes that would let her move fast and quiet. Enhanced capabilities applied to escape and evasion, skills she’d apparently been practicing even while pretending to believe we were safe.

“The back stairs,” she said. “Through the alley, avoid the main streets, get to your car without being seen.”

“What about the café?”

“What about our lives?”

She was right. The café meant nothing if we were dead or disappeared into some government facility that didn’t officially exist. But leaving felt like abandoning everything we’d built, everything Mom had created, everything that made Seattle feel like home.

“Jack.” Her voice was urgent now, the kind of urgency that came from enhanced hearing picking up sounds that meant immediate danger. “They’re not just knocking anymore.”

I could hear it too now—the sound of someone testing the door handle, the scrape of tools against metal, the professional efficiency of people who were used to getting into places that were supposed to be secure.

“Go,” I said.

We went.

Down the back stairs, through the alley that smelled like garbage and broken dreams, moving with the kind of speed that came from knowing pursuit was immediate and capture was permanent. Selena moved like she was made for this—silent, efficient, reading the environment for threats and opportunities with senses that went beyond normal human limitations.

My car was three blocks away, parked where we’d left it after dinner. Three blocks that felt like three miles when you were running from people who represented the kind of government resources that made individuals disappear without paperwork or explanations.

“Keys,” she said when we reached the car.

I handed them over without argument. If we were going to outrun federal agents, we needed someone with enhanced reflexes doing the driving.

She pulled out of the parking space like she was born knowing how to make cars move faster than their manufacturers intended, navigating through Seattle streets with the confidence of someone who’d spent years learning how to disappear from people who had resources and determination and very few ethical limitations.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Airport. First flight out that has empty seats.”

“The tickets we booked—”

“Are compromised if they tracked us through the business partnership paperwork. We’re paying cash for whatever’s available.”

“Cash for international flights?”

“Cash for whatever gets us out of the country before they figure out we’re not hiding in the café anymore.”

I looked back toward the neighborhood we were leaving, thinking about Lucy and Diaz and the community that had become family, about the business we’d built and the life we’d created and everything we were abandoning because the past had finally caught up with the present.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“For what?”

“For getting you into this. For making you run again.”

“You didn’t make me run, Jack. You made me want to stop running. There’s a difference.”

“And now?”

“Now we run together. Which is better than running alone.”

She was right about that too. Running alone was survival. Running together was something else entirely—partnership, commitment, the kind of love that made federal manhunts seem like obstacles instead of endings.

“Japan?” I asked.

“Japan. Cat islands. Places where being different is a blessing instead of a crime.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“Perfect enough to marry someone who’s willing to become a fugitive for love?”

I looked at her driving through the Seattle night, enhanced reflexes keeping us ahead of pursuit, taking us toward whatever came next with the confidence of someone who’d learned to trust that good things were possible even when they came with complications.

“Is that a proposal?”

“That’s a question. The proposal comes later.”

“I’m already looking forward to it.”

The airport appeared ahead of us like a gateway to possibilities, bright lights promising destinations that didn’t involve government agents or questions about enhanced capabilities or the kind of past that made normal futures impossible.

But maybe normal futures were overrated anyway. Maybe the best futures were the ones you built with someone who understood that love worth having involved risks worth taking.

“Ready?” she asked as we pulled into the departure area.

“Ready.”

And for the first time since the knock on the café door, running felt like the beginning of something instead of the end.
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The red-eye to Tokyo was half empty, which made paying cash for two seats less suspicious and more like the kind of impulse decision that rich Americans made when they wanted to escape their ordinary lives for something more exotic. The flight attendant who took our money didn’t ask questions about why we were buying international tickets at midnight with bills that smelled like coffee and desperation.

“Twelve hours,” Selena said, settling into the window seat with the relief of someone who’d spent years looking over her shoulder and could finally stop for the duration of a transpacific flight.

“Twelve hours until we land. Then what?”

“Then we figure out how to get to Tashirojima. Ferry from Ishinomaki, I think. Island where cats outnumber humans and nobody asks complicated questions about why you prefer fish to beef.”

I watched her relax for the first time since I’d known her, enhanced senses finally able to rest because thirty thousand feet above the Pacific Ocean was probably the safest place on earth for someone running from government agents who specialized in making people disappear.

“You looked this up?”

“I looked up a lot of things after you mentioned cat islands. Figured if we were going to run away together, we might as well run somewhere that felt like home.”

“And cat islands feel like home?”

“For someone who’s part cat? They feel like the closest thing to acceptance I’m likely to find.”

The plane lifted off Seattle like we were escaping gravity itself, leaving behind everything we’d built for the promise of something we hadn’t imagined yet. Looking down at the city lights disappearing below us, I thought about Lucy and Diaz and the customers who’d become family, about the café that would open tomorrow without us and the community that would have to figure out what happened to the couple who’d just vanished overnight.

“Do you regret it?” I asked.

“Running?”

“Leaving. The café, the neighborhood, everything we built together.”

She was quiet for a long moment, watching the Pacific Ocean spread out below us like a dark promise of distance from everything that had gone wrong.

“I regret that they found us,” she said finally. “I regret that loving you put you in danger. But I don’t regret running with you instead of running alone.”

“Even though it means leaving everything behind?”

“We didn’t leave everything behind, Jack. We brought the most important thing with us.”

“Which is?”

“Each other.”

I reached into my jacket pocket and felt the small velvet box I’d been carrying for three days, waiting for the right moment to turn a vacation into something more permanent. Thirty thousand feet above the Pacific, running from federal agents toward an island where cats were worshipped and questions about the past were irrelevant, felt like as right a moment as I was likely to get.

“Selena?”

“Yeah?”

“I have something for you.”

“If it’s snacks, I already ate the complimentary nuts.”

“It’s not snacks.”

I pulled out the ring box, opening it to reveal the simple solitaire I’d bought with money earned from stolen protection racket cash and honest coffee sales. Nothing fancy, nothing that would attract attention or suggest resources we didn’t have, but real enough to represent promises we were ready to make.

“Jesus Christ,” she whispered.

“Will you marry me?”

“Are you proposing to me on a plane while we’re running from the government?”

“I’m proposing to the woman I love while we’re starting the next chapter of our lives together.”

She looked at the ring, then at me, then back at the ring like she was trying to process the idea that someone would want to marry a genetically modified former test subject who solved problems through theft and had just turned them both into international fugitives.

“You want to marry someone whose idea of conflict resolution involves federal crimes?”

“I want to marry someone who risked everything to save my business, who loved me enough to trust me with the truth about what she is, who’s willing to build a life with me even when that life involves running away to cat islands.”

“That’s a lot of complications for one marriage.”

“Good. Normal marriages are boring.”

She laughed at that, the kind of laugh that said she’d never expected to find someone crazy enough to propose during an international escape but was discovering that crazy might be exactly what she needed.

“Yes,” she said.

“Yes?”

“Yes, I’ll marry you. Even though you’re clearly insane and this is definitely not how most people get engaged.”

I slipped the ring onto her finger, noting how it looked right there despite everything that was wrong with our situation. Like some decisions were too important to wait for perfect circumstances, too essential to postpone for the sake of conventional timing.

“I love you,” said.

“I love you too. Even though you just proposed to a woman who’s probably on several government watch lists.”

“Especially because of that. Boring women never would have saved my café or made me fall in love with impossible things.”

The flight attendant appeared with champagne we hadn’t ordered, smiling like she’d been watching our entire conversation.

“Congratulations,” she said in accented English. “First engagement I’ve seen at this altitude.”

“First engagement we’ve had while running from federal agents,” I said.

“Even better. Best marriages come from choosing each other when everything else goes wrong.”

We spent the rest of the flight planning a future that involved cat islands and international fugitive status and the kind of marriage that began with federal crimes and ended with whatever came after you stopped running long enough to build something permanent.

“What if they find us again?” she asked as the plane began its descent into Tokyo.

“Then we run again. Together.”

“What if running becomes our whole life?”

“Then we make it a good life. Adventures, new places, experiences that people with normal problems never get to have.”

“What if I get tired of running?”

“Then we find a place to stop. Build something new. Start over as many times as it takes.”

“And if I never get tired of running?”

“Then I guess I’m going to see a lot more of the world than I ever expected.”

She smiled at that, turning the ring around her finger like she was testing how it felt to be engaged to someone who was willing to become an international fugitive for love.

“This is insane,” she said.

“Completely insane.”

“Good. Sane was getting us nowhere.”

The plane touched down in Tokyo with the gentle bump that meant we’d successfully escaped the immediate jurisdiction of people who wanted to ask uncomfortable questions about enhanced capabilities and stolen protection money. Not permanently safe, but safe enough to breathe for the first time since the knock on the café door.

“Ready for the next part?” she asked as we gathered our minimal luggage.

“Ready for whatever comes next.”

“Even if it involves living on an island where cats outnumber humans and the internet connection is probably terrible?”

“Especially then. I hear cat islands are very romantic.”

“For someone who’s part cat.”

“For someone who’s part cat and engaged to a man whose biggest life achievement is learning to love impossible things.”

We walked through Narita Airport hand in hand, two refugees from our own lives heading toward something that might be sanctuary or might be just another temporary stop before the next escape. But walking together, wearing rings that represented promises we were ready to keep regardless of circumstances, felt like the beginning of something worth whatever it cost to protect.

Cat islands, marriage, international fugitive status, and the kind of love that made government manhunts seem like minor inconveniences instead of life-ending disasters.

Some stories ended with white picket fences and suburban normalcy. Ours ended with ferry tickets to Tashirojima and the promise that whatever came next, we’d face it together.

Enhanced or not, criminal or not, running or not, we were each other’s home now.

And that was enough.

* * *








Thirty rows behind them, Dr. Marcus Axelrod adjusted his reading glasses and closed the medical journal he’d been pretending to study for the past twelve hours. The scar tissue on his throat pulled tight when he swallowed—a permanent reminder of the last time he’d underestimated Subject Seven’s capabilities.

He’d been tracking her for eighteen months, following a trail of impossible thefts and protection racket takedowns that bore her distinctive signature. The Seattle operation had been his closest chance yet, but she’d sensed the surveillance net closing and vanished like smoke.

Almost vanished.

Love, it turned out, made even enhanced subjects predictable. The café owner had been an unexpected variable, but ultimately a useful one. Emotional attachments created patterns, habits, behaviors that could be analyzed and anticipated.

Like booking international flights under stress. Like choosing destinations that felt symbolic rather than strategically sound. Like believing that thirty thousand feet above the Pacific Ocean meant safety from people who had resources, patience, and very long memories.

Axelrod watched the newly engaged couple disappear into the crowd at Narita Airport, already planning their romantic escape to some picturesque island where cats outnumbered humans and government reach was supposedly limited.

He checked his phone and sent a brief message: “Package located. Proceeding to phase two.”

The response came immediately: “Containment team en route to Tashirojima. Do not engage directly until assets are in position.”

Dr. Axelrod smiled, fingering the injection device in his jacket pocket. Eighteen months of playing hunter and prey with his most successful creation was finally coming to an end.

Subject Seven had taught him valuable lessons about underestimating enhanced capabilities and emotional manipulation. This time, he wouldn’t be making the same mistakes.

This time, she wouldn’t see him coming until it was far too late.

The game was just beginning.
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