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CHAPTER 1




In the heart of the Fourth Ward, inside a loft that smelled faintly of expensive sage and the metallic tang of overheating electronics, Kaydene was losing a war with a stray box braid. She huffed, a sharp puff of air escaping her lips, as she hooked the rogue plait behind her ear for the tenth time in as many minutes. Her skin—a deep, shimmering mocha that looked like it had been poured from the finest cacao—was slick. A fine dew of sweat tracked a slow, silver path down the valley of her spine, disappearing into the waistband of her heather-grey boy-shorts. She wasn't wearing a bra; the thin, ribbed tank top she wore was damp enough to cling to her ribs, mapping out the soft, dangerous curves she spent most of her life trying to camouflage under oversized hoodies.

She was beautiful—lethally so—but she treated her beauty like a nuisance, a glitch in her programming.

Kaydene leaned into the neon-blue glow of her Huion tablet, her stylus moving with the surgical precision of a master clockmaker. On the screen, the protagonist of her latest manga—a jagged, soulful girl with eyes like shattered obsidian—was taking shape. This was Kaydene’s world. In here, between the pixels and the digital ink, she was God. She was safe.

She lived for the silence of this studio. She preferred the sterile, clean scent of her sketch tablet and the faint ozone smell of her PC's cooling fans over the messy, unpredictable scent of people. People were exhausting. People were loud. People were, more often than not, incredibly fake.

As her hand flew across the glass, her mind wandered back to the dark hallways of North Atlanta High. She could still hear the echoes of the laughter. “Look at the geek girl,” they’d whispered. “Face like a model, brain like a hard drive. What a waste.”

The boys had been the worst. They’d circled her like sharks, not because they wanted to know what she was reading or why she drew the way she did, but because they wanted to be the one to "break the geek." They saw her quiet nature as a challenge, her beauty as an invitation to be conquered. It had turned her heart into a fortress. She’d learned early on that if she kept her head down and her pen moving, the world eventually stopped trying to knock on her door.

But lately, the door was rattling from the inside.

Kaydene paused, her stylus hovering. Her reflection in the darkened window of the loft was haunting. Twenty-six years old. A "master" of her craft with a following of thousands online, yet her own story was a blank page. She was still a virgin—her "cherry" unpopped, her heart unblemished. She wasn't waiting for a prince; she was waiting for gravity. She wanted someone who didn’t just want to get between her legs, but someone who wanted to inhabit the spaces between her thoughts.

And then, there was the "new" thing. The confusing thing.

A shudder ran through her, unrelated to the air conditioning. Two nights ago. East Atlanta Village. She’d been dragged out by her one "social" friend for tequila shots. Too many shots. She remembered the salt, the sting of the lime, and then… her. A girl with hair the color of an autumn sunset and skin like cream. They had been in the corner of a booth, the music a muffled throb in the background. The girl had leaned in, her breath smelling like agave and mint, and for the first time in Kaydene’s life, the "men are draining" energy was replaced by something else. Something electric. Something soft.

Kaydene had almost done it. She had leaned in, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird, her mocha skin buzzing where the girl’s fingers had grazed her arm.

But then, the old Kaydene—the guarded, loner Kaydene—had slammed the brakes. She’d pulled away, made an excuse, and practically bolted for an Uber. She wasn't a girl for one-night stands. She didn't do "meaningless." She wanted depth. She wanted a soul she could sketch from memory.

“Get it together, Kay,” she whispered, her voice a low, melodic rasp in the empty room.

Her stomach gave a violent, hollow growl, echoing the emptiness she was feeling in her chest. She looked at the clock. 10:45 PM. She hadn't eaten since a protein bar at noon.

She laid the stylus down, the silence of the apartment suddenly feeling less like a sanctuary and more like a cage. She stood up, her joints popping in a rhythmic, staccato sequence. She walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, looking down at the street below.

From the fourth floor, the people on the sidewalk looked like mindless zombies. They were all chasing something—a high, a hookup, a bag. Everyone looked so prosaic, just going through the motions of a life lived on the surface.

Directly across the street, the yellow and green neon sign of the Subway restaurant flickered like a beacon. It was humble. It was mundane. It was exactly what she needed to ground herself.

She turned back into the shadows of her apartment, grabbing a pair of white Nike socks and her vintage Jordans. She didn't bother changing the tank top or the shorts—in Atlanta, this was practically a tuxedo for a late-night food run. She scooped up her keys and her phone, the weight of the metal familiar in her palm.

As she stepped out of her door and heard the heavy click of the deadbolt, Kaydene had no idea that the "prosaic" world was about to catch fire.

***

The walk from the lobby of her building to the Subway across the street was less than a hundred yards, but in Atlanta, a hundred yards was an odyssey.

As soon as the glass door of her apartment complex hissed shut behind her, the night air reclaimed her. It was a different kind of heat out here—not the static, dry warmth of her studio, but a living, breathing thing that smelled of exhaust fumes, rain-slicked asphalt, and the distant, charcoal scent of a late-night barbecue pit blocks away.

Kaydene kept her eyes on the pavement, her Jordans making a rhythmic scuff-scuff sound against the concrete. She passed a group of guys leaning against a matte-black Charger, their conversation loud and punctuated by sharp bursts of laughter. She felt their eyes pivot toward her like heat-seeking missiles.

"Aye, Red! Yo, with the braids!" one of them called out, his voice smooth as honey and twice as thick. "Why you moving so fast? The night just started, baby."

Kaydene didn’t even blink. She didn’t adjust her pace. She just tightened her grip on her keys, the metal teeth biting into her palm. This was the "zombie" behavior she hated—the mindless, repetitive need for these men to claim space in a woman’s head without an invitation. They didn't see Kaydene; they saw a shape, a silhouette of mocha curves and long hair that they wanted to possess for an hour. To them, she was a prize to be won, not a person to be known.

Not today, Satan, she thought, her jaw set tight. Not any day.

She pushed through the heavy door of the Subway, the bells above the frame jangling with a cheap, tinny sound.

The interior was a cathedral of fluorescent lighting and the overwhelming, yeast-heavy scent of "Italian Herbs and Cheese" bread. It was nearly empty, save for a tired-looking teenager behind the counter whose name tag read D’Andre and a man in the far corner staring blankly at a bag of Sun Chips.

Kaydene stood in line, her arms crossed over her chest. She felt exposed in her tank top, the harsh overhead lights catching every bead of sweat on her collarbone. She looked at the colorful bins of vegetables behind the sneeze guard—shredded lettuce that looked like green confetti, tomatoes that were a little too pale, and olives that glistened like black pearls.

"Welcome to Subway, what can I get you?" D’Andre asked, his voice monotone, his soul clearly having left his body three shifts ago.

"Turkey on wheat. Not toasted," Kaydene said, her voice low and melodic, though she kept the "don't mess with me" edge sharp. "Spinach instead of lettuce. Extra banana peppers. No mayo."

She watched him build the sandwich with a detached fascination. It was a mundane task, yet there was a rhythm to it. She found herself thinking in panels again—Panel 1: The knife slicing the bread. Panel 2: The turkey folded into neat triangles. Panel 3: Her own hand reaching for her wallet.

Everything was a story to her. Everything was a sketch waiting to happen. Except for her own life. Her own life felt like it was stuck in the "rough draft" phase, a series of outlines with no color and no shading.

After paying, she grabbed her plastic cup, filled it with a lethal amount of Pepsi and ice, and looked around the room. She chose the most isolated spot—a wobbly table in the far back corner, partially obscured by a tall, fake potted plant that had seen better decades.

She sat down, the plastic chair sticking to the back of her thighs. She took a bite of her sandwich, the vinegar of the peppers hitting the back of her throat. It was good. It was grounding. But as she chewed, looking out the window at the blurred lights of passing taxis, a wave of familiar melancholy washed over her.

Is this it? she wondered. Work until my eyes bleed, eat alone in a strip mall, sleep, repeat?

She thought about her love life—or the graveyard where her love life was supposed to be. She was twenty-six, and the most intimate thing she’d done in the last year was share a pair of headphones with a girl at a comic convention. She was a virgin in a city that celebrated the hookup culture. She was a romantic in a world that traded in "links" and "vibes" rather than "devotion" and "depth."

She took another bite, her eyes growing misty as she thought about the ginger-haired girl from the bar. The way that girl had looked at her... it wasn't the hungry, predatory look of the guys on the street. It was soft. It was curious. It felt like an invitation to a secret club Kaydene didn't know she belonged to.

Maybe I am gay, she thought, the word feeling heavy and strange in her mind. Or maybe I’m just tired of being hunted by things that don't know how to value what they catch.

Suddenly, the bell above the door chimed again.

Kaydene didn't look up. She kept her eyes on her sandwich, her braids falling forward like a curtain to shield her face. She heard footsteps—purposeful, confident footsteps. They weren't the dragging gait of a tired worker or the heavy stomp of a man. They were light, rhythmic, and they were heading straight for her.

Please don't be a crazy person, Kaydene prayed. Please let me eat this turkey sub in peace.

Thump.

A black nylon knapsack hit the table next to her elbow. Before Kaydene could even process the intrusion, a chair was pulled out with a screeching protest against the floor.

Kaydene looked up, her "Atlanta attitude" locked and loaded. Her eyes were narrowed, her lips parted to deliver a scathing "Can I help you?"

But the words died in her throat.

The woman sitting across from her was, quite simply, a work of art.

She looked younger than Kaydene—maybe twenty-two. Her skin was a deep, flawless onyx that seemed to absorb and radiate the harsh fluorescent light all at once. She had short, tapered hair that accentuated the sharp, high arc of her cheekbones and eyes that were so dark they looked like liquid ink. She was wearing a vintage-style graphic tee that fit her frame perfectly and a pair of high-waisted denim shorts.

She wasn't just cute. She was "cute as fuck," as Kaydene’s internal monologue unhelpfully pointed out.

The girl didn't look nervous. She didn't look like she was testing the waters. She looked like she had just sat down at her own kitchen table.

"Excuse me? And who might you be?" Kaydene snapped, trying to regain her footing. Her voice was sharp, her brow furrowed. She leaned back, putting as much distance between them as the small table allowed.

The girl didn't flinch. Instead, she leaned forward, a slow, lazy grin spreading across her face. It was a confident smile—not the arrogant smirk of a dude, but a genuine, playful expression that revealed a tiny, adorable gap between her front teeth.

"I’m Cassidy," she said, her voice a rich, soulful alto that seemed to vibrate in Kaydene’s chest. She reached out a hand, palm up, across the table. "Shake a hand, meet a friend."

Kaydene stared at the hand. It was a well-manicured hand, the nails painted a soft, matte lavender. She felt a strange pull in her gut—the same electric hum she’d felt at the bar, but stronger. Clearer.

"I don't remember inviting a friend to dinner," Kaydene said, but the bite was gone from her tone. She was intrigued despite herself. There was an energy coming off this Cassidy—a boldness that was infectious.

"I didn't wait for an invite," Cassidy replied, her eyes twinkling. "Life’s too short for RSVPs, don't you think?"

Kaydene hesitated for a heartbeat, then reached out. As soon as her mocha skin touched Cassidy’s onyx palm, a jolt of heat raced up her arm. It was like touching a live wire. She shook the hand quickly and pulled back, her heart beginning to gallop.

"See? That wasn’t so hard now, huh, Kaydene Brown?" Cassidy said, her grin widening.

Kaydene’s world stopped. Her eyes went wide, her sandwich forgotten. "You… you know my name? How the hell you know my name?"

Cassidy’s laugh was like music—rich, rhythmic, and unapologetically loud for a Subway at midnight. She reached into her knapsack and pulled out a thin, trade-paperback book. The cover was faded at the edges, the spine creased from years of being opened and closed.

Kaydene felt the air leave her lungs.

It was The Bubblegum Man.

"Of course I know your name," Cassidy said, her voice softening, becoming more intimate. "I’m one of your number one fans. I’ve been following your work since you were posting sketches on Tumblr from your dorm room. Your mangas? Girl, they are fire. They’ve got more soul in one panel than most people have in their whole bodies."

She laid the book on the table between them. Kaydene reached out, her fingers trembling slightly as she touched the cover. This was her first piece. Her "baby." The story of a boy made of candy who lived in a world of salt. It was a metaphor for her own feelings of being "too sweet" and "too soft" for the harsh world of high school.

"Cassidy… that’s my first piece," Kaydene whispered, her eyes stinging with a sudden, unexpected heat. "I haven't seen a physical copy of this in… a long time."

"I know," Cassidy said softly. "And it’s spectacular. I know you’re an introvert—I can see it in the way you draw your backgrounds, all that detail in the quiet spaces. And I know you don't get out much. Seeing you here? In the middle of the night? Over a turkey sub? This is happenstance at its finest. I guess you don’t get many fans coming up to you like this, huh?"

"Not really," Kaydene said, finally taking a sip of her Pepsi to hide the fact that her lower lip was quivering. "Most people just… they see the outside. They don't care about the ink."

"Well," Cassidy said, leaning back and crossing her arms, her eyes scanning Kaydene’s face with a devastating intensity. "I’m not 'most people.' I care about the ink. But damn, I’d be lying if I said the outside wasn't making it real hard to focus."

Kaydene felt the blush before she could stop it. It started at the base of her neck and raced up to her ears, her caramel-toned cheeks turning a distinct, dusty rose.

"You gonna order something?" Kaydene asked, trying to deflect the compliment. "Or you just here to make me uncomfortable?"

"Line is too full," Cassidy lied—there was literally no one in line. "I much rather converse with you. Besides, I bet you’re way tastier than anything they have on the menu in this fast-food joint."

Kaydene actually choked this time. She coughed into her napkin, her eyes watering. "Um… are you always this forward?" she managed to say, her voice an octave higher than usual.

"No," Cassidy said, her expression shifting to something more earnest, more vulnerable. "But when you see a Queen sitting in a Subway at midnight, looking like she’s carrying the weight of the whole city on her shoulders… you don't play it safe. You shoot your shot. Even though you might not be into girls… are you? Into girls?"

Kaydene looked at Cassidy—really looked at her. She saw the confidence, the gap-toothed smile, the genuine admiration in her eyes. She thought about the studio, the solitude, the "zombies" outside, and the ginger-haired girl from the bar.

For the first time in her life, Kaydene decided to stop drawing the story and start living it.

"The only thing I'm into is this sandwich right now," Kaydene said, a genuine, gorgeous laugh breaking through her defenses. "Which you almost made me die over, thank you very much."

"Wow," Cassidy breathed, her eyes locked on Kaydene’s laughing face. "Your smile… it’s infectious. You’re even more beautiful when you’re not trying to hide."

"Dayum, girl, chill," Kaydene laughed, feeling a lightness in her chest she couldn't explain. "How old are you, for real? You got a lot of mouth for somebody so young."

"Old enough to love and adore you like the true Queen you are," Cassidy shot back, her voice like velvet.

Kaydene blushed again, deeper this time. "For real. How old?"

"I’m twenty-two," Cassidy said. "I can show you my ID if you think I’m just some kid."

"That’s not necessary," Kaydene said, sliding the other half of her sandwich toward Cassidy. "You might as well eat if you’re gonna stay. Tell me… what’s your favorite part of The Bubblegum Man?"

Cassidy didn’t hesitate. She took the offered half of the sandwich, her fingers lingering against Kaydene’s for a second longer than necessary. The contact sent a fresh spark traveling up Kaydene’s arm, settling right in the center of her chest.

"My favorite part?" Cassidy asked, repeating the question as she took a small, dainty bite of the turkey sub.

She chewed slowly, her dark eyes never leaving Kaydene’s face. It was an intense gaze, the kind that usually made Kaydene want to crawl into a hole, but with Cassidy, it felt like being warmed by a heat lamp.

"Chapter four," Cassidy said finally, swallowing. "The scene where the Bubblegum Man is standing in the middle of the rainstorm, and he’s literally melting. He’s losing his shape, losing his color, and everyone around him is just walking by with umbrellas, not even noticing he’s disappearing. You wrote this line… 'To be sweet is to be soluble; to be loved is to be seen before you vanish.' Girl. That line changed my whole perspective on being soft in a city this hard."

Kaydene felt a lump form in her throat. She looked down at her soda, tracing the condensation rings on the table with her thumbnail. She hadn’t thought about that line in years. She’d written it when she was nineteen, sitting in a crowded college cafeteria feeling like a ghost.

"You… you actually read the subtext," Kaydene whispered, her voice thick. "Most people just like the fight scenes and the bright colors. They think it’s just a 'cute' story."

"Nothing you do is 'just' anything, Kaydene Brown," Cassidy said, her voice dropping into a low, soulful register. She leaned her chin on her hand, her gaze softening. "I see you. I see the loneliness in your line work. I see the way you draw hands—always reaching for something but never quite touching it. It’s beautiful. And it’s heartbreaking."

Kaydene took a shaky breath. She’d spent her whole life building a fortress around her heart, using her beauty as a distraction and her art as a shield. But in this fluorescent-lit Subway, across from a twenty-two-year-old girl with a gap-toothed smile, the walls were crumbling.

"I don't usually let people in," Kaydene admitted, her voice barely audible over the hum of the soda machine. "I’ve spent so long being the 'hot geek' or the 'weird girl' that I just… I stopped expecting people to actually look at me. The real me."

"Well, stop expecting," Cassidy said, her eyes flashing with a playful fire. "Because I’m looking. And from where I’m sitting? The view is spectacular. Not just the mocha skin and the braids—though, Lord have mercy, you are a vision—but the mind behind it. You’re a genius, Kay. And geniuses shouldn't have to eat Subway alone at midnight."

Kaydene laughed, a genuine, lighthearted sound that startled the tired teenager behind the counter. "You are way too much, Cassidy. For real. Is this your whole personality? Just… walking up to strangers and reading their souls?"

"Only the souls worth reading," Cassidy winked. She took another bite of the sandwich, looking entirely too comfortable. "So, tell me. Why are you out here? A woman like you should be at a lounge, or a gallery opening, or… I don't know, wrapped up in somebody’s arms."

The mention of "arms" made Kaydene think of the ginger girl from two nights ago. She thought about the softness of her skin and the way her heart had nearly leaped out of her chest. But then she looked at Cassidy—this bold, beautiful Black woman who spoke her language and saw her soul. The attraction she’d been grappling with wasn't just a "tequila thing." It was a her thing.

"I told you," Kaydene said, her voice turning a bit more serious. "Most people’s energy is draining. Especially dudes. They always want something I’m not ready to give. I’m… I’m old-fashioned, I guess. I want depth. I want a life with someone who doesn’t see me as a trophy."

"And you haven't found that yet?" Cassidy asked, her head tilting to the side.

Kaydene shook her head, her braids swaying. "No. I haven't. Honestly? I’m twenty-six and I’ve yet to have my… well. Let’s just say I’m still a virgin. I’ve kept myself to myself."

Cassidy’s eyes widened, but it wasn't the shocked, judgmental look Kaydene was used to. It was something closer to awe.

"A virgin in Atlanta?" Cassidy breathed, a slow smile spreading across her face. "Girl, you really are a mythical creature. You’re like a unicorn in Jordans."

"Stop it," Kaydene blushed, hiding her face in her hands.

"I’m serious!" Cassidy laughed. "That’s beautiful, Kay. It means when you finally do let someone in, it’s gonna be cosmic. It’s gonna be the kind of stuff they write poems about. Or, you know… the kind of stuff you write manga about."

They sat in silence for a moment, the air between them thick with a new kind of tension—not the guarded tension from before, but something sweet and heavy. It was the kind of tension that made Kaydene’s skin feel tight, her mocha limbs buzzing with a restless energy.

"I should probably get back," Kaydene said, though she didn't move. "I have pages to finish. My readers are waiting."

"The new series?" Cassidy asked, her eyes lighting up. "The one you’ve been teasing on your socials? The cyber-punk one?"

Kaydene nodded. "Yeah. It’s… it’s different. More personal. More vulnerable."

Cassidy stood up, grabbing her knapsack and slinging it over one shoulder. She looked down at Kaydene, her expression a mix of boldness and hesitation.

"I’d give anything to see those pages," Cassidy said. "Not just as a fan. But because I want to see what you’re thinking about when you’re all alone in that big apartment of yours."

Kaydene looked at Cassidy. She thought about the "zombies" outside. She thought about the empty loft and the neon blue light of her tablet. And then she thought about the way Cassidy’s hand felt in hers.

"My apartment is just across the street," Kaydene said, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. "I… I could show you a few sketches. If you want."

Cassidy’s grin was blinding. "I thought you’d never ask."

As they walked out of the Subway, the Atlanta night felt different. The humidity didn't feel like a weight anymore; it felt like a warm embrace. They crossed the street together, their shoulders brushing, their shadows stretching out long and dark against the asphalt.

Kaydene felt a surge of adrenaline. She was a loner. She didn't invite strangers over. She didn't let people see her process. But as she swiped her key fob at the entrance of her building and held the door open for Cassidy, she realized she wasn't just letting a fan into her home.

She was letting the world back into her heart.


CHAPTER 2




The elevator ride up to the fourth floor was a masterclass in atmospheric pressure.

In the cramped, wood-paneled box, the scent of Cassidy—something that smelled like shea butter, vanilla, and the faint, crisp ozone of the night air—collided with the lingering scent of Kaydene’s own citrusy perfume. It was a heady mix. Kaydene stood in the corner, her thumb hooked into the pocket of her boy-shorts, watching the floor numbers glow in a slow, agonizing crawl.

3... 4...

Ding.

The doors slid open with a mechanical sigh. Kaydene led the way down the dimly lit hallway, her Jordans silent on the industrial carpet. She felt Cassidy’s presence behind her like a physical heat, a magnetic pull that made the small hairs on the back of her neck stand at attention.

"You’re real quiet all of a sudden," Cassidy said, her voice echoing slightly in the corridor. "You regretting inviting the neighborhood stalker up to your loft?"

Kaydene paused at her door, the key fob trembling slightly in her hand. She looked over her shoulder, meeting Cassidy’s mischievous gaze. "I’m just wondering if I’m crazy. I don't do this. I don't even let my mom see my rough drafts, and she gave birth to me."

"I’m better than your mom," Cassidy quipped, stepping closer. She was standing well within Kaydene’s personal bubble now. "I won't judge the messy lines. I’m here for the soul, remember?"

Kaydene took a breath, swiped the fob, and the heavy door clicked open.

Stepping into the apartment was like stepping into Kaydene’s brain. The space was a massive, open-concept loft with exposed brick and high ceilings, but the "living" area was sparse—just a sleek charcoal sofa and a TV that looked like it hadn't been turned on in months. The real heart of the home was the studio area.

Three massive monitors sat on a custom-built mahogany desk, flanked by stacks of high-end Copic markers, rolls of tracing paper, and a literal mountain of sketchbooks. The air here was different—it smelled of graphite, the warm plastic of the drawing tablet, and the faint, sweet scent of the sage Kaydene burned to keep the "creative block demons" away.

"Damn," Cassidy breathed, her voice hushed as she stepped into the center of the room. She spun in a slow circle, taking it all in. "This isn't an apartment. This is a sanctuary."

"It’s a mess," Kaydene countered, though she felt a swell of pride. She walked over to the desk and flicked a switch. The studio lights hummed to life, casting a warm, golden glow over the workspace.

Cassidy drifted toward the desk like a moth to a flame. She stopped in front of the Huion tablet, where the half-finished cyber-punk girl was still frozen in mid-motion.

"This is the new one?" Cassidy asked, her voice dropping to a whisper. She reached out as if to touch the screen, then pulled back, looking at Kaydene for permission.

"Go ahead," Kaydene said, leaning against the edge of the desk. "She doesn't bite. Not yet, anyway."

Cassidy leaned in, her face inches from the glass. "The shading on the jawline... it’s so intimate, Kay. It looks like you were memorizing someone’s face while you drew this. Is she based on someone?"

Kaydene’s heart skipped. She thought of the ginger-haired girl. She thought of the way the light had hit her neck in that East Atlanta bar. "Parts of her. But she’s mostly just... a feeling. That feeling when you’re surrounded by people but you’re the only one who can see the glitch in the system."

Cassidy turned her head, looking at Kaydene with an expression that was terrifyingly perceptive. "You draw like someone who’s waiting for the world to catch up to them."

Kaydene felt her breath catch. Nobody had ever said that to her. People usually talked about her "technique" or her "anatomy." Nobody talked about the why.

"You’re doing it again," Kaydene said, trying to keep her voice steady despite the flutter in her stomach. "Reading my soul without a permit. You're finna get a ticket, Cassidy."

Cassidy laughed, stepping away from the desk and toward Kaydene. The space between them shrank until Kaydene could feel the radiated warmth of Cassidy’s body. "I’ll pay the fine. It’s worth it."

The flirtation was no longer a game. It was a weight. It was the way Cassidy’s eyes drifted down to Kaydene’s lips, then back up to her eyes, lingering just a second too long.

Kaydene felt a sudden, frantic need to move. She reached for one of the physical sketchbooks on the desk—a thick, leather-bound one. "Here. You wanted to see the 'Bubblegum Man' origins? This is the sketchbook from senior year of high school. The one I used when I was hiding in the library during lunch."

She handed the book to Cassidy, their fingers brushing again. This time, neither of them pulled away immediately.

Cassidy took the book, but she didn't open it. She kept her eyes locked on Kaydene’s. "You know, Kay... I wasn't lying at the Subway. About shooting my shot."

Kaydene’s pulse was a drumbeat in her ears. "I know."

"And I wasn't lying about the 'tasty' comment either," Cassidy added, her voice dropping to a low, sultry purr that made Kaydene’s knees feel like they were made of water. "I know you’re guarded. I know you’ve got that 'don't touch me' energy. But I also see the way you’re looking at me right now."

"And how am I looking at you?" Kaydene whispered, her voice barely a breath.

"Like you’re hungry for something that doesn't come on a wheat roll," Cassidy said.

She stepped even closer, her hand rising to gently catch one of Kaydene’s braids. She twirled the end of it around her finger, her eyes searching Kaydene’s face. "You said you’ve been waiting for depth. For someone who sees you. Well... I’m standing right here. And I see a woman who’s spent twenty-six years being a masterpiece that nobody’s allowed to touch. Don't you think it’s time you let someone in the gallery?"

Kaydene’s mocha skin was on fire. Every instinct she had told her to pull back, to make a joke, to retreat into the safety of her ink. But the virginity she’d guarded so fiercely, the "cherry" she’d kept tucked away, suddenly felt less like a prize and more like a burden she was ready to lay down.

"I don't know how to do this, Cassidy," Kaydene admitted, her voice trembling with a raw honesty that surprised her. "I don't do 'casual.' I don't know how to just... be with someone."

"Good," Cassidy whispered, her face inches from Kaydene’s. "Because I don't want 'casual.' I want the exclusive rights. I want to be the one who gets to see the sketches you don't show anyone else."

Cassidy leaned in. She didn't close the gap—she left the final inch to Kaydene, a silent invitation, a respect for the boundary that had been in place for a decade.

Kaydene looked at Cassidy’s lips—the soft, dark pout, the tiny gap in her teeth. She thought about the zombies outside. She thought about the solitary life she’d built.

And then, Kaydene Brown, the "loner geek," the "Master of Manga," finally closed the distance.

When their lips met, it wasn't the tentative, tequila-fueled blur of the bar. It was soft, it was intentional, and it tasted like Pepsi and destiny.

***

The kiss didn’t just break the ice; it shattered the glacier that had been forming around Kaydene’s heart since middle school.

It started as a question—a soft, tentative press of lips that tasted like the lingering sweetness of the Pepsi and the salt of the night air. But as Cassidy’s hand slid from Kaydene’s braid to the nape of her neck, the question turned into an exclamation point.

Kaydene’s world, usually so structured and framed in neat black ink, blurred into a wash of watercolor. Her hands, which usually knew exactly where every line belonged, felt clumsy and desperate. She reached out, her fingers curling into the soft cotton of Cassidy’s vintage tee, pulling her closer until there wasn't enough room for a single thought to pass between them.

Cassidy groaned low in her throat, a sound that was more vibration than noise, and it vibrated right through Kaydene’s chest. For a girl who had spent twenty-six years keeping everyone at arm’s length, the sudden proximity was a physical shock. Cassidy’s lips were plush, moving against hers with a rhythmic, practiced grace that made Kaydene feel like a novice holding a brush for the first time.

But then, Cassidy’s tongue brushed against Kaydene’s bottom lip—a silent, flickering request for entry—and Kaydene’s knees finally gave up the fight.

She gasped into the kiss, her mouth opening, and the world tilted. It was a dizzying, electric exchange. Cassidy tasted like honey and heat. Her hands were everywhere—tracing the curve of Kaydene’s waist, mapping out the mocha skin of her back where the tank top had ridden up, their touch leaving trails of fire in their wake.

Kaydene pulled back just an inch, her breath coming in ragged, shallow hitches. Her forehead rested against Cassidy’s, their noses brushing.

"Wait," Kaydene whispered, her voice sounding like it had been dragged over gravel. "Wait... I... I'm out of practice. Actually, I’m not even in the league."

Cassidy didn't pull away. She kept her hands anchored on Kaydene’s hips, her dark eyes searching Kaydene’s face in the golden glow of the studio lights. She was smiling, but it wasn't a smirk—it was a look of pure, unadulterated wonder.

"Girl," Cassidy breathed, her chest heaving in sync with Kaydene’s. "If that was you out of practice, I don't think my heart can handle you in mid-season form. You’re lethal, Kaydene Brown. For real, for real."

Kaydene let out a shaky, breathless laugh, her braids swaying against her cheeks. "I’m serious, Cassidy. I’m... I’m shaking. Look at me."

She held up her hand, and sure enough, her fingers were trembling. The "Cool, Guarded Artist" had left the building, replaced by a girl who was experiencing the full, terrifying weight of her own desire for the very first time.

Cassidy reached out, capturing Kaydene’s shaking hand in hers. She brought it to her lips, kissing each knuckle with a reverence that made Kaydene’s heart swell until it hurt.

"It’s okay to be shook," Cassidy murmured against her skin. "This is big. I know it’s big for you. I’m not just some dude trying to check a box, Kay. I told you—I see you. I want the whole story, not just the highlights."

Kaydene looked at her—really looked at her. In the sharp, neon-blue light of the monitors and the soft gold of the desk lamps, Cassidy looked like a goddess. Her onyx skin was glowing, her eyes were deep enough to drown in, and that little gap in her teeth was the most beautiful thing Kaydene had ever seen.

"Why me?" Kaydene asked, the old insecurities whispering in the back of her mind. "You’re twenty-two, you’re gorgeous, you got more confidence in your pinky finger than I got in my whole body. You could have anyone in this city. Why the geek girl in the Subway?"

Cassidy stepped in closer, her body heat radiating through Kaydene’s thin tank top. She reached up, gently tucking a stray braid behind Kaydene’s ear, her thumb lingering on her cheekbone.

"Because everyone else is a copy of a copy, Kay," Cassidy said, her voice dropping into that "Urban Sharp" rhythm that made Kaydene’s soul vibrate. "They out here chasing the same look, saying the same lines, wanting the same shallow-ass connections. But you? You’re original. You’re the blue-print. You’ve got this whole world inside your head that you only let out in ink, and I want to be the one you tell it to in words. I don't want a girl who’s for everybody. I want the girl who’s only for the one who’s man enough—or woman enough—to earn it."

The word earn hit Kaydene like a physical weight. It was the first time someone had acknowledged that she wasn't just "hard to get," but that she was worth the effort.

"You’re real for that," Kaydene whispered, her eyes growing misty.

"I'm real for you," Cassidy countered.

She leaned in again, but this time it wasn't for a kiss. She pressed her face into the crook of Kaydene’s neck, inhaling deeply. "And damn, you smell like sage and expensive ink. It’s making me lose my mind, girl."

Kaydene’s head fell back, a soft moan escaping her as Cassidy’s lips found the sensitive cord of her neck. The sensation was sharp, focused, and utterly addictive. Every nerve ending in Kaydene’s mocha-toned body was suddenly screaming for attention, for more of this—more of Cassidy.

She felt Cassidy’s hands slide down to the hem of her grey boy-shorts, her thumbs hooked into the elastic. The tension in the room shifted from sweet to steamy in a heartbeat. The air felt charged, like the moments before a massive Atlanta thunderstorm, where the sky turns purple and the wind starts to howl.

"Cassidy..." Kaydene breathed, her hands finding their way back to Cassidy’s hair, the short, soft curls familiar and grounding.

"I got you," Cassidy whispered against her skin. "We can go as slow as you want. We can just sit here and talk about manga characters if that’s what you need. But I'm telling you right now... I've never wanted to be in someone's space as much as I want to be in yours."

Kaydene looked over at her drawing tablet. The cyber-punk girl was still there, frozen in her digital world. For years, that girl had been Kaydene’s only companion, the only one she shared her secrets with.

She turned back to Cassidy, her gaze fierce and certain.

"The tablet can wait," Kaydene said, her voice steadying. "I think I’m done being a loner for the night."

Cassidy’s eyes flared with a dark, appreciative fire. She didn't say anything; she just reached out, took Kaydene’s hand, and led her away from the glow of the monitors and toward the oversized, charcoal sofa in the shadows.

The "Bubblegum Man" was a story about melting, but as Kaydene sank into the cushions with Cassidy, she realized she wasn't melting.

She was finally taking form.


CHAPTER 3




Cassidy and Kaydene fell back into the black couch, kissing heavily on each other. Cassidy was going to take it slow with her—Kaydene was a virgin, after all—and she wanted this moment to be special as Cassidy now begins kissing on her neck, nibbling on the cocoa-butter-scented skin.

The world outside the loft’s floor-to-ceiling windows had dissolved into a bokeh blur of Atlanta city lights, indigo and amber, but inside the studio, the air was thick enough to taste. It tasted of salt, of the lingering sweetness of the sodas they’d shared, and of a raw, burgeoning electricity that made the fine hairs on Kaydene’s mocha-toned arms stand in a frantic salute. Every time Cassidy’s lips grazed the sensitive cord of her neck, a fresh jolt of static traveled down Kaydene’s spine, pooling in the center of her chest where her heart was hammering a rhythm more complex than any beat she’d ever drawn to.

Kaydene’s eyes drifted shut, the weight of Cassidy’s body against hers feeling like the missing piece of a puzzle she hadn't known she was solving. It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. For twenty-six years, she had been a fortress—a high-walled citadel built of ink, solitude, and the defensive armor of a "geek" who had been told she was too much and not enough all at once. But as Cassidy’s teeth gently tugged on the skin of her shoulder, the walls didn't just crumble; they evaporated.

How does she know exactly where to touch? Kaydene wondered, her breath hitching into a jagged little sob of pleasure. How does she feel like home when I just met her at a Subway an hour ago?

"You’re so warm," Cassidy whispered against her skin, her voice a low, vibrating hum that seemed to settle deep in Kaydene's marrow. "You’re like a hearth, Kay. I feel like I’ve been out in the cold for a long time."

Kaydene’s hands, usually so steady with a stylus, were shaking as she reached up to grip Cassidy’s shoulders. She felt the softness of Cassidy’s vintage tee, the muscle underneath, and the frantic pace of Cassidy’s own heart. The realization that this confident, beautiful woman was just as affected by the moment as she was gave Kaydene a sudden, sharp burst of courage.

She pulled back just enough to look into Cassidy’s eyes. In the dim, neon-blue glow of the drawing tablet across the room, Cassidy’s onyx skin looked like polished obsidian, and her eyes were dark wells of a hunger so pure it was holy.

"I want..." Kaydene started, her voice breaking. She cleared her throat, her braids falling forward over her face. "I want to feel you. All of you."

Cassidy’s gaze intensified, a slow, reverent smile tugging at the corner of her lips. "Then let’s lose the rest of this world, Kay."

With agonizing slowness, Cassidy sat up, her hands moving to the hem of her own shirt. Kaydene watched, transfixed, as the fabric slid up, revealing the smooth, dark expanse of Cassidy’s midriff, the curve of her waist, and finally the gentle swell of her breasts. She was magnificent. She looked like something Kaydene would have spent a hundred hours trying to render in graphite, yet no drawing could capture the living, breathing reality of her.

Then it was Kaydene’s turn. Her fingers fumbled with the hem of her ribbed tank top. The vulnerability hit her like a physical blow. She thought of the stretch marks she’d obsessed over in the mirror, the way her breasts weren't the "perfect" circles she saw in the manga she read, and the general mystery of a body that had never been shared. As the tank top came over her head and hit the floor, Kaydene instinctively crossed her arms over her chest, her shoulders hunching.

Shame, hot and prickly, flared in her gut. She felt like that bullied girl in the library again, the one who wanted to disappear into the pages of a book.

"Kaydene," Cassidy said, her voice soft but firm. She reached out, her fingers gently prying Kaydene’s wrists away from her torso. "Hey, no need to hide your beauty, Kaydene. Look at me."

Kaydene forced her eyes up.

"Let me take you in," Cassidy murmured, her eyes roaming over Kaydene with a slow, worshipful intent that felt like a physical caress. "Your body is a work of art. I’ve seen your drawings, Kay. I know you know what beauty looks like. Look at yourself through my eyes."

Cassidy’s gaze lingered on the rich, mocha hue of Kaydene’s skin, the soft curve of her belly, and the way her collarbones stood out like delicate wings. There was no judgment in Cassidy’s eyes, only a profound, open hunger and a deep, soul-level reverence.

Slowly, Kaydene allowed her arms to drop. She took a breath, her chest rising and falling, revealing her lovely, full breasts to the cool air of the loft. Her nipples, sensitive and dark, were already tight from the cold and the anticipation.

Cassidy’s breath hitched. She looked like she was witnessing a miracle. She licked her lips, her gaze fixed on the soft, heaving mounds of Kaydene’s chest. "Can I touch them?" she asked, her voice a mere ghost of a sound.

"I guess..." Kaydene whispered, her eyes fluttering shut.

The first contact was electric. Cassidy’s palms were warm and slightly calloused, a beautiful contrast to the silk-soft skin of Kaydene’s breasts. She started at the base, her thumbs tracing slow, deliberate circles, moving closer and closer to the centers. Kaydene’s head fell back against the cushions of the couch, a low, guttural moan escaping her throat. It was a sound she didn't recognize—a sound of pure, unadulterated need.

"You like that?" Cassidy whispered, her thumbs finally brushing against the peaks.

"Yes," Kaydene gasped, her fingers digging into the leather of the couch. "Oh God, yes."

Cassidy began teasing the nipples, rolling them between her fingers until they rose to perfect, sensitive peaks. The sensation was a direct line to Kaydene’s core. Every flick of Cassidy’s finger sent a corresponding pulse of heat straight to her virgin center, making her throb with a dull, heavy ache she’d only ever read about.

Then, Cassidy leaned down. Her breath was hot against Kaydene’s skin just before she took one nipple into her mouth.

Kaydene’s entire body jolted. The wet, swirling heat of Cassidy’s tongue was more than she could process. Cassidy sucked and swirled, her teeth grazing the sensitive bud just enough to make Kaydene cry out. Then she moved to the other, going back and forth with a relentless, rhythmic hunger that left Kaydene thrashing against the sofa.

"Cassidy, please," Kaydene sobbed, her hands finding Cassidy’s head, her fingers tangling in the short, soft curls, pulling her closer.

She felt a dampness between her thighs, a slick, heavy warmth that made her grey boy-shorts cling to her skin. She was terrified of how much she wanted this. She was terrified of how much Cassidy was making her feel.

Cassidy didn't stop. She trailed a path of lingering, burning kisses down the center of Kaydene’s body. She lingered on the sternum, kissed the valley between her ribs, and explored the indentation of her navel with the tip of her tongue. The anticipation was building like a pressure cooker, the air in the loft vibrating with the sound of their combined breathing.

Finally, Cassidy’s hands moved to the waistband of Kaydene’s shorts. She looked up, her dark eyes filled with a primal lust tempered by a deep, protective love. She saw the fear in Kaydene’s eyes and met it with a coy, reassuring smile.

"Ready for this?" Cassidy breathed, her thumbs hooking into the elastic.

Kaydene’s heart was a bird frantic for escape, but her body was a map that only Cassidy knew how to read. She nodded, her voice a soft, desperate coo. "Yes... eat me. Please."

Cassidy slid the shorts and the thin lace of Kaydene’s panties down her long, mocha legs, tossing them onto the floor where they landed amongst the sketchbooks and pens. For a moment, she just looked. Kaydene felt a flare of nerves, her thighs trembling as she lay exposed, her pink, virgin folds glistening in the low light.

But Cassidy didn't hesitate. She moved between Kaydene’s legs, her hands sliding under Kaydene’s thighs to pull her closer to the edge of the cushions. She looked up one last time, her expression worshipful.

Then, she leaned in.

The first stroke of Cassidy’s tongue was slow, long, and devastatingly precise. She started at the bottom and licked all the way up to the hood of Kaydene’s clitoris, savoring her sweet, nectar-like flavor. Kaydene’s back arched off the couch, her hands flying to her mouth to stifle a scream.

"Shh," Cassidy murmured against her wetness. "Let it out, Kay. Give it to me."

Cassidy became a scholar of Kaydene’s pleasure. She used her tongue with worshipful strokes, running it up and down the labia, circling the clitoris with a flicking motion that made Kaydene’s vision go white at the edges. The sound was wet and rhythmic, a symphony of intimacy that echoed off the brick walls of the studio.

Then, Cassidy did something Kaydene hadn't expected. She pressed her face into Kaydene’s mound and thrust her tongue inside.

Kaydene’s world exploded. The sensation of being filled, even by something so soft, was overwhelming. She shuddered and thrashed, her braids flying wildly as she cried out in pure, unbridled ecstasy. "Oh God... oh God, Cassidy... that feels so good! Please, don't stop!"

Cassidy didn't stop. She increased the tempo, her head moving in a blur of devotion. She added two fingers, sliding them deep into Kaydene’s tight, slick channel. She found the "sweet spot" she’d been searching for—the textured, sensitive area on the front wall—and began to curl her fingers against it in a "come hither" motion.

The build-up was agonizing. It was a mounting pressure, a tension that reached from Kaydene’s toes to the crown of her head. Her breathing became a series of short, sharp gasps. She felt a heat rising in her belly, a gathering storm that was about to break.

"Cassidy!" she screamed, her head tossing from side to side.

"I got you, baby," Cassidy whispered, her voice muffled by Kaydene’s thighs. "Let it go. Give it all to me."

The explosion was total. It started as a series of sharp, rhythmic contractions that seemed to squeeze Kaydene’s very soul. And then, the gush.

Kaydene felt a sudden, powerful release, a fountain of warm, clear nectar erupting from her core, drenching Cassidy’s face and the cushions of the couch. It was a squirting orgasm—a shattering, prolonged release that left Kaydene sobbing and gasping, her body racking with aftershocks that felt like lightning strikes.

She collapsed back into the cushions, her eyes rolling back in her head, her mocha skin slick with sweat and the evidence of her own pleasure.

"Oh my God," Kaydene whispered, her voice trembling. "What... what was that? Did I... did I pee?"

Cassidy sat up, her face glistening, a look of triumph and love in her eyes. She leaned forward, kissing Kaydene’s clitoris one last time before licking her fingers clean with a slow, deliberate motion.

"You didn't pee, girl," Cassidy laughed softly, her voice filled with a deep, soulful pride. "You just squirted. You just gave me everything."

Kaydene was shocked, her mind racing to process the sheer intensity of what had just happened. But Cassidy wasn't finished. She knew that the aftershocks were where the most sensitive pleasure lived. She went back down, her tongue soft and gentle now, eating her through the tremors until Kaydene’s body arched again, a second, smaller gush escaping her as she cried out Cassidy’s name.

Minutes later, as the silence of the loft returned, Kaydene lay there, her chest heaving, her mind a fog of bliss. She looked at Cassidy, who was watching her with a look of pure contentment.

Kaydene felt a sudden, fierce surge of confidence. She was an artist. She was a learner. And she wanted to give back the magic that had just been gifted to her.

"I wanna taste you too," Kaydene said, her voice stronger now, filled with a new, feminine power.

They switched. The transition was a tangle of limbs and soft laughter, the fear finally gone. Kaydene found herself between Cassidy’s legs, the scent of Cassidy’s arousal hit her like a drug—musky, sweet, and intoxicating.

Kaydene was a natural. She approached Cassidy’s body with the same intensity she approached a new canvas. She used her eyes to map out the geography of Cassidy’s labia, her fingers to test the texture of her skin. She replicated everything she had just felt—the long strokes, the circling of the clitoris, the deep, searching thrusts of her tongue.

She discovered that she loved the sound Cassidy made—a low, melodic hum that turned into a ragged moan when Kaydene found the right spot. She loved the way Cassidy’s onyx thighs squeezed her head, the way her hips bucked in a desperate search for friction.

Kaydene used her fingers, two of them, sliding them into Cassidy’s heat. She felt the muscles clenching around her, the wetness coating her knuckles. She mimicked the "come hither" motion she’d learned, her eyes locked on Cassidy’s face as the younger woman’s expression crumbled into a mask of pure pleasure.

When Cassidy finally came, it was a violent, beautiful thing. She arched her back, her fingers digging into Kaydene’s braids, her voice rising in a soulful, rhythmic chant of Kaydene’s name. And then, the gush.

Cassidy squirted with a force that surprised even Kaydene. The warm, sweet nectar coated Kaydene’s face, and without a second thought, Kaydene leaned in and drank it eagerly, savoring the taste of the woman who had just changed her life.

Kaydene crawled up the length of Cassidy’s body, her mocha skin sliding against Cassidy’s onyx, until their faces were inches apart. She kissed Cassidy deeply, a slow, searching kiss that allowed both of them to taste themselves on each other’s lips. It was the most intimate thing Kaydene had ever experienced—a closed loop of desire and fulfillment.

The rest of the night was a blur of passionate, insatiable lovemaking. They didn't stay on the couch. They moved to the floor, the hard wood a cool contrast to the fire of their skin. They used the edge of the desk, the low light of the monitors casting long, dancing shadows of their intertwined bodies against the brick walls.

Finally, they made it to the bedroom.

The sex was expansive, rhythmic, and deeply emotional. It wasn't just about the friction; it was about the eye contact. It was about the way Cassidy whispered "I got you" every time Kaydene felt overwhelmed. It was about the way Kaydene realized that she wasn't a "geek" or a "loner"—she was a woman who was capable of giving and receiving a love that was as deep as the ink she used to create her worlds.

By the time the first hint of grey light began to bleed into the Atlanta sky, they were exhausted, sweaty, and utterly connected.

Kaydene found herself in the kitchen, naked and unashamed, raiding the fridge for leftover pasta and a half-eaten container of fruit. She poured two large glasses of a deep red wine she’d been saving for a "special occasion."

They sat back on the black couch, wrapped in a single, oversized faux-fur throw, their bodies tangled together. The wine was cold and tart, a perfect contrast to the lingering heat in their limbs.

"Thank you," Kaydene whispered, her head resting on Cassidy’s shoulder. "For making it... for making me feel safe. I didn't think it would be like that. I thought it would be... I don't know. Clumsy. Awkward."

Cassidy kissed the top of Kaydene’s head, her arm tightening around her. "It’s only awkward when the souls aren't talking, Kay. Our souls? They’ve been shouting at each other since the Subway."

Kaydene laughed softly, a sound of pure contentment. "It feels right. Like, scary right."

"I know," Cassidy said, her voice serious. "I’m not going anywhere, Kay. I told you—I want the exclusive rights. I want to see every sketch. I want to be the one who wakes you up when you fall asleep at your desk."

They talked for another hour—about their dreams, about the manga Kaydene wanted to write next, about the life Cassidy wanted to build in the city. They spoke of a future they were both already imagining, a future where the studio wasn't a place of solitude, but a place of shared creation.

As the sun began to rise over the city, casting a golden glow over the loft, they shared one last, slow, lingering kiss. It wasn't a kiss of hunger, but a kiss of promise.

They drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms, their breathing synchronized, their hearts finally at peace. And as the "zombies" of Atlanta began to wake up and start their prosaic lives, Kaydene and Cassidy were already dreaming of a future where they were locked in a constant, beautiful lip-embrace.
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