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The air over Los Angeles shimmered with the residual haze of a brutal summer, the kind that made everything feel stretched thin, like reality itself was worn out. The faint hum of distant traffic was a constant, blending with the occasional screech of tires or muffled laughter of passerby’s.

The early evening light filtered through the blinds of Maya Kingston’s small apartment, casting long, uneven shadows across the hardwood floor. The ceiling fan creaked with each rotation, circulating the thick, humid air in an almost futile attempt to cool the space. Maya sat cross-legged on the couch, a chipped mug of tea balanced precariously on the armrest next to her. She cradled her laptop on her knees, its faint hum blending into the ambient sounds of the city outside.

Her focus wasn’t on the screen, though. Her eyes were fixed on the television across the room, muted but playing the local news. A man in a suit, his tie too bright for the grayscale aesthetic of the set, gestured animatedly at a map of Los Angeles. The subtitles scrolled below: “Residents call for stricter rental caps as evictions spike citywide.”

Maya snorted softly. “Good luck with that,” she muttered, sipping her lukewarm tea. The bitterness coated her tongue, but she didn’t bother sweetening it. Sweet wasn’t her thing.

The apartment was quiet, save for the occasional rumble of a passing car or the faint laughter of her neighbors through the thin walls. It was a one-bedroom, barely big enough for her couch, a coffee table perpetually covered in unopened mail, and a bookshelf that leaned like it had given up holding the weight of so many secondhand paperbacks. The kitchen, separated by a half wall, wasn’t much better—dishes from the morning still sat in the sink, and the half-empty box of cereal on the counter looked like it might’ve been there for days.

Her phone buzzed against the table, vibrating under a pile of unpaid bills. Maya reached over lazily, glancing at the screen. It was a text from Sofia, her best friend since... God, how long had it been? Six years? Seven? Time blurred these days.

Sofia: Movie night? I’m picking something awful on purpose.

Maya smirked and typed, Maya: Depends. What level of awful are we talking? Last time you made me sit through that alien rom-com, and I’m still mad about it.

She set the phone back down and stared at the screen, waiting for the three little dots of Sofia’s response. They didn’t come right away, and the silence in the room stretched out, pressing down on her. Maya’s thoughts wandered to the clutter on her desk by the window. Notebooks, loose papers, a few yellowed clippings from the LA Times. It was the corner of the room she avoided most, the place where her work and her life collided in a mess she wasn’t always sure how to untangle.

The faint sound of a siren outside pulled her back to the moment. She stood, stretching until she felt the satisfying crack of her lower back, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. Opening the fridge, she stared blankly at its contents: a near-empty carton of almond milk, some questionable leftovers in a takeout box, and half a lemon that had definitely seen better days. She closed the door with a sigh and grabbed a banana from the counter instead.

The phone buzzed again. Sofia’s reply lit up the screen. Sofia: Full disaster. Think zombies but romantic angst. You’re not skipping this one, Maya. I’ll be there in 30.

Maya rolled her eyes, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. She hadn’t planned on having company tonight, but Sofia rarely gave her the option to say no. And maybe that was a good thing. Left to her own devices, she’d probably spend the evening scrolling mindlessly through Reddit or rereading The Color Purple for the fifth time, trying to convince herself it was research for... something.

She wandered into the bathroom, flicking on the harsh fluorescent light. The mirror above the sink was streaked with water spots, but she didn’t bother cleaning it. Pulling her hair out of its messy bun, she ran her fingers through the coils, grimacing at the effort it took to detangle them by hand. The weight of her reflection stared back at her—a freckled face that looked older than thirty-four, though not in a bad way. Just... lived-in. Lines that hadn’t been there a decade ago curved faintly at the edges of her mouth and eyes, and a permanent shadow seemed to linger under her lashes no matter how much sleep she got.

She leaned forward, swiping at the remnants of mascara smudged beneath her eyes, and muttered, “Get it together, Maya. It’s movie night, not an interrogation.”

Her laugh at her own joke echoed hollowly in the small space. She grabbed a clean T-shirt from the stack of laundry still sitting in a basket by her bed and slipped it on, pairing it with some old joggers. Sofia wouldn’t care what she wore, and honestly, neither did she.

Back in the living room, Maya shoved the pile of mail to one side of the coffee table, revealing a few crumbs and an old grocery list she’d scribbled on a Post-it weeks ago. She tossed the list into the trash, grabbed a fresh mug, and filled it with water to nuke in the microwave. The faint hum of the appliance filled the room again, almost soothing in its monotony.

As she waited, she glanced out the window. The skyline in the distance was washed in a soft orange glow as the sun began its descent. LA looked calm from here, but she knew better. Calm was just the surface. Underneath, it was always moving, always brimming with something you couldn’t quite put your finger on until it hit you.

The microwave beeped, and she poured the hot water over a fresh tea bag, letting it steep as she headed back to the couch. She hadn’t even sat down when there was a knock at the door, loud and insistent.

Maya smirked. “Right on time,” she muttered, walking over and pulling the door open.

Sofia stood there, grinning like she’d just won a prize. Her dark curls framed her face, and she held up a plastic bag of snacks in one hand and a DVD case in the other.

“You’re gonna hate this one,” Sofia said, brushing past Maya and into the apartment without waiting for an invitation.

“That’s what you said last time,” Maya replied, shutting the door behind her. “And I did. So, congratulations on being consistent.”

Sofia flopped onto the couch, kicking her sneakers off and dropping the snacks on the table. “You’ll survive. Barely.”

Maya shook her head, a small laugh escaping her as she joined Sofia on the couch. The city outside kept humming along, but for now, Maya let herself forget it. It was just her, Sofia, and whatever terrible zombie movie was about to ruin the next two hours.

The screen went dark, and the tinny credits music blared from the TV’s speakers. Sofia had both hands clamped over her mouth, her wide eyes brimming with tears of laughter. Maya was no better—she was doubled over, clutching her stomach, barely able to breathe as the absurdity of what they’d just witnessed sank in.

"Did you see his face?" Sofia gasped, her words broken by another fit of laughter. "The zombie priest—oh my God—when he tried to propose during the apocalypse!"

"And then he got eaten mid-sentence!" Maya choked out, her voice hoarse from laughing too hard. Welcome to LA! "Who writes this stuff? Who funds this stuff?"

They were a mess, collapsing into each other on the couch as the credits rolled, Sofia wiping at her tears with the sleeve of her hoodie. The snacks were scattered across the coffee table—half a bag of chips, an empty soda can, and a few stray gummy bears that Sofia had insisted were essential viewing treats.

"I’m picking the next movie," Maya finally managed, sitting up and brushing imaginary crumbs off her lap. "I can’t let you keep subjecting me to this."

Sofia threw her head back dramatically, her curls bouncing. "You love it. Admit it. You’d be bored out of your mind without me."

Maya gave her a playful shove, smirking. "You’re insufferable."

A faint knock at the door broke through their laughter. Maya froze for half a second, her eyes darting to the clock on the wall. Nearly midnight. She wasn’t expecting anyone, and Sofia, sprawled across the couch, raised an eyebrow.

"Is that... who I think it is?" Sofia asked, her voice laced with knowing amusement.

Maya stood, smoothing down her joggers as she made her way to the door. The knock came again, louder this time, and she pulled it open to reveal Jordan standing in the dim hallway, hands stuffed in his jacket pockets. He was wearing his usual uniform of a plain T-shirt and jeans, his brown hair slightly tousled, and his pale, average features caught in the weak glow of the hallway light.

"You really know how to show up unannounced, don’t you?" Maya said, leaning against the doorframe.

Jordan shrugged, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I figured you wouldn’t mind. Plus, you never answer your phone, so this seemed like my best option."

Sofia, still lounging on the couch, let out an exaggerated groan. "Let me guess—Romeo here couldn’t handle one night without checking on you. I should’ve brought popcorn for this."

"Stuff it, Sofia," Maya shot back, rolling her eyes but unable to hide the faint smirk tugging at her lips. She stepped aside to let Jordan in, the smell of his cologne brushing past her as he walked in, his eyes briefly scanning the room.

"Zombie priest again?" he asked, nodding toward the still-paused credits on the TV. "This is becoming a pattern."

"Don’t start," Maya said, shutting the door behind him. "Sofia’s idea. I was an innocent bystander."

"You loved every minute of it," Sofia called out, tossing a pillow in Maya’s direction.

Jordan chuckled softly, shoving his hands back into his pockets. He didn’t sit down, instead hovering near the edge of the living room like he wasn’t sure he was welcome. His eyes flicked to Maya, his expression softening.

"You good?" he asked quietly, his voice low enough that Sofia probably couldn’t hear.

Maya hesitated for a beat before nodding. "Yeah," she said, her tone casual but firm. "I’m good."

He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t press the issue. Instead, he gave her a small nod and finally sank into the chair opposite the couch, his movements unhurried, like he was giving her space to decide what to do with him.

Sofia stretched her arms dramatically, standing and grabbing her jacket. "Well, as much as I’d love to stay and watch the awkward lovebirds, I think my work here is done." She shot Jordan a wink as she headed for the door. "Don’t keep her up too late. She gets cranky."

"Get out of here," Maya said, laughing as Sofia waved over her shoulder and disappeared into the hallway.

The door clicked shut, and silence filled the room, save for the faint hum of the TV. Maya turned to Jordan, her arms crossed loosely over her chest.

"So, you just decided to drop by at midnight?" she asked, raising an eyebrow. "No warning, no text?"

Jordan leaned back in the chair, his smile faint but teasing. "I missed you."

Maya’s lips quirked, but she didn’t let him see how much the words hit her. Instead, she walked to the kitchen, grabbing a glass from the cabinet. "Want something to drink, or are you planning to keep staring at me from over there?"

He laughed softly, the sound warm and familiar, as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. "Water’s fine. And for the record, I wasn’t staring. Just... observing."

Maya rolled her eyes, but there was a softness to it, a hint of something unspoken lingering in the air. As she filled the glass, the faint sound of sirens echoed in the distance, a reminder that the city never really slept.

Maya set the glass of water on the coffee table in front of Jordan and plopped herself back onto the couch, tucking her legs under her. She reached for the remote and muted the TV, leaving the room in the quiet hum of the city beyond her windows.

"So," she began, stretching the word out as she tilted her head at him. "So...Kenji’s been poking at something lately. Says it’s big, but honestly, when isn’t it with him?"

Jordan sipped the water, nodding for her to continue.

"He’s all mysterious about it," she added, brushing her hair back from her face. "Keeps dropping these cryptic hints about some files he stumbled on. Told me he needs me to take a look. But I told him he has to wait. I’m off tomorrow. No way I’m diving into something tonight."

Jordan leaned back, swirling the glass in his hand. "And you're asking me if that's okay? Maya, I’m the last person to stop you from chasing whatever it is Kenji’s found."

"Yeah, but maybe you should," she said, narrowing her eyes at him with mock accusation. "I mean, shouldn’t you be just a little jealous? Like, ‘Why’s your ex calling you about some secret project or something?"

Jordan’s lips curled into a half-smile, amused by the challenge. "I’m not the jealous type. Why would I be?"

"Ugh," Maya groaned dramatically, throwing herself back against the cushions. "You’re too well-adjusted, you know that? It’s annoying."

"Or," he countered, leaning forward, "I just know I’ve got nothing to worry about."

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the grin that tugged at her lips. "Oh, so you’re that confident, huh?"

"Absolutely," he said with a smirk, his voice warm and steady. He gestured to himself, as if presenting evidence. "I mean, look at me. What’s not to be confident about?"

Maya laughed, shaking her head as she reached out to swat his arm. "God, you’re impossible."

"Don’t act like you don’t agree," he teased, leaning just a little closer, his voice dipping low.

Her laughter softened, her eyes lingering on him for a moment longer than she intended. "Maybe," she said, her voice quieter now, almost teasing, but not entirely.

Jordan leaned back into the chair, his gaze steady on her. "So, what’s the deal with Kenji’s big mystery? Work or personal?"

"Honestly, no idea," she admitted, shrugging. "Could be both, knowing him. He doesn’t exactly have boundaries when it comes to that stuff. All I know is he sounded... weird. Like, not his usual cryptic self. This was something else."

Jordan’s expression shifted, a flicker of concern crossing his face. "Weird how?"

"Like... urgent. But not panicked, you know? Just... I don’t know." She waved a hand dismissively, as if trying to brush off her own unease. "I’ll deal with it tomorrow. Tonight, I’m off the clock."

"Good," he said, his tone firm but playful. "Because I didn’t come all the way over here for you to start playing detective while I’m sitting here."

Maya smirked, leaning forward slightly. "Oh? What did you come over here for, then?"

Jordan set the glass down, leaning toward her with a slow grin that was half teasing, half deliberate. "I think you know."

She let out a soft laugh, her fingers brushing absently against the hem of her shirt as she sat up straighter. "Oh, do I? Enlighten me."

He didn’t say anything, just leaned closer, his hand resting lightly on her knee. His touch was steady, familiar, and when her eyes met his, the faint playfulness in her expression gave way to something softer, something unspoken but understood.

Maya tilted her head, her voice dropping to a whisper. "You know, for someone who’s so ‘not jealous,’ you sure have a way of distracting me from work."

"That’s the point," he murmured, his lips curving into a faint smile before they brushed against hers.

The city hummed on outside, but in the quiet of her apartment, everything else faded away.
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Later halfway into the night, Maya jolted awake, gasping for air as if she’d been drowning. Her chest heaved, the thin sheen of sweat on her body catching the faint glow of the streetlights outside her window. She clutched at the sheets, her knuckles white, her heart slamming against her ribs as though trying to break free.

Beside her, Jordan stirred. His arm lazily reached out, brushing against her back before he fully woke. “Maya?” His voice was groggy but warm, laced with concern. He turned toward her, propping himself up on an elbow, his eyes narrowing as he tried to adjust to the darkness. “Hey, hey... another one?”

She couldn’t answer. Her hand flew to her mouth as she fought the tremble in her lips, the phantom weight of the dream still pressing down on her chest. It wasn’t just a dream. It was that dream.

Jordan sat up now, his body shifting closer, his hand finding hers. “It’s okay,” he murmured softly, pulling her toward him. She resisted for a second, her body tense, but then let herself collapse into him. His arms wrapped around her tightly, his chin resting on the top of her head. “It’s okay,” he repeated, his voice a gentle rhythm, like a mantra. “I’m here. You’re safe.”

She shook her head against his chest, squeezing her eyes shut as the tears started to spill over. “It’s not...” she choked, her voice barely audible. “It’s not okay.”

Jordan’s arms tightened around her. “It’s a dream, Maya. It’s not real.”

But it was real. Or at least, it had been. The images that haunted her weren’t conjured by some distant corner of her mind—they were memories. Ghosts of a truth she had buried so deep that sometimes even she wondered if it was still there. But in moments like this, it clawed its way back to the surface, refusing to stay silent.

She didn’t tell him that. She couldn’t. Instead, she let him hold her until her breathing evened out, until the tremors in her body began to subside. His hand rubbed slow, soothing circles on her back, and for a brief moment, she allowed herself to lean into the comfort he offered.

“You’re okay,” he whispered again, kissing the top of her head.

She pulled back slightly, her face still damp, and gave him a small nod. “I’m sorry,” she said softly, her voice thick. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

He waved it off. “Don’t worry about me, I don’t go in till noon today. Just... try to get some rest, okay?”

But she didn’t move to lie back down. She sat there for a long moment, staring at the faint outlines of the furniture in her room, her breath still shaky. Finally, she slid out of bed, her bare feet hitting the cool floor with a soft thud.

“Maya?” Daniel’s voice followed her, sleepy but laced with concern. She turned back to him, forcing a small, reassuring smile.

“I just need to use the bathroom,” she said. “Go back to sleep.”

He hesitated for a moment but then nodded, settling back into the pillows. “Wake me if you need me,” he murmured, his eyes already half-closed.

Maya slipped out of the bedroom and into the bathroom, closing the door softly behind her. The fluorescent light flickered once before steadying, casting a cold, sterile glow over the small space. She sat down on the toilet, her body still heavy with the remnants of the nightmare.

When she was done, she stood slowly, her hand hovering near the sink. Her reflection loomed just beyond her periphery in the mirror above, but she avoided looking at it, her gaze locked on the faucet as she turned it on. The rush of water filled the silence as she washed her hands, scrubbing harder than necessary, as if she could cleanse more than just her skin.

She reached for the hand towel, her movements mechanical, her breathing shallow. Her eyes darted briefly toward the mirror, catching the edge of her reflection, and she froze. Her heart began to pound again, harder this time, and her palms grew slick with sweat despite the chill in the air.

“No,” she whispered to herself, shaking her head. She turned away, her back to the mirror, her hands gripping the edge of the sink tightly. “Not tonight.”

But something inside her stirred—a voice, faint but insistent. Face it. She squeezed her eyes shut, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the sink harder. She had spent years avoiding that mirror, avoiding herself, but the voice wouldn’t let her rest.

With a deep, shuddering breath, she turned back toward the mirror, her eyes still squeezed shut. Slowly, painfully, she forced them open, her gaze locking onto her reflection.

The tears came instantly, unbidden and uncontrollable. She saw herself as she always did in these moments—not the composed, driven woman she tried to be, but the scared, guilty shadow of herself she couldn’t escape. Her face crumpled, her hands trembling as she reached out to touch the glass.

“It’s just you,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “It’s just you.”

But it wasn’t just her. It was the girl who had hidden in the shadows all those years ago, the girl who had been too scared to speak, the girl who had let it all happen. It was all of her truths, staring back at her, unflinching.

Her legs gave out beneath her, and she sank to the cold tile floor, her back against the sink. She hugged her knees to her chest, rocking slightly as the sobs wracked her body. The mirror above reflected her broken form, the tears, the pain, the guilt. She couldn’t hide from it anymore.

Not tonight.

The faint light of dawn seeped through the slats in the blinds, painting long streaks of pale gold across the bedroom wall. Maya sat on the edge of the bed, her movements quiet and deliberate. Jordan was still sprawled out under the covers, his breathing deep and steady, completely oblivious to her slipping into her jeans and tugging on a fitted blouse. She glanced over her shoulder at him, a faint smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.

"Must be nice," she muttered under her breath, grabbing her keys and bag from the dresser.

The apartment door clicked softly behind her, and she stepped out into the cool morning air, her breath forming faint wisps in the quiet stillness of the street.

The freeway was already a snarl of brake lights and frustration, even at this early hour. Maya drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, her coffee sitting precariously in the cup holder as she inched forward in the sluggish line of cars. The rhythmic thud of a bass-heavy track hummed from her speakers, not loud enough to drown out her thoughts but just enough to keep the silence from becoming oppressive.

She stared out at the endless line of vehicles ahead, the skyline of downtown Los Angeles shimmering in the distance like a promise she was never sure she’d bought into.

The underground parking lot of her building was dim and industrial, the fluorescent lights casting harsh shadows against the concrete walls. Maya swiped her ID at the gate, the mechanical arm lifting with a reluctant groan as she pulled into her usual spot.

The sound of her boots against the cement echoed faintly as she made her way to the elevator bank. She caught a quick glimpse of herself in the reflective panel beside the call button—curly lite brown hair tied back into a low bun, blazer just slightly wrinkled from her lack of care the night before. Professional enough.

The security desk sat just inside the glass double doors of the building’s lobby, a pristine space of polished marble floors and modern minimalism. The guard, an older man named Larry, barely glanced up from his crossword as Maya approached.

"Morning, Larry," she said, flashing him a brief smile as she swiped her ID card.

"Morning, Maya," he replied, not looking up but offering a slight wave.

The soft ding of the elevator arriving cut through the silence, and Maya stepped inside, hitting the button for the fifteenth floor. The doors slid shut with a faint hiss, and she leaned against the back wall, closing her eyes for just a moment as the elevator hummed to life.

When the doors opened, the buzz of the office greeted her—a low, constant hum of voices, ringing phones, and the occasional mechanical grind of a printer struggling to do its job. The reception desk was directly ahead, a sleek curved counter manned by Paige, a young intern who always seemed far too cheerful for someone working unpaid.

"Morning, Maya!" Paige chirped, offering a smile that could’ve powered a small city.

"Morning," Maya replied with a nod, not breaking stride as she veered left toward her cubicle.

Her workspace was exactly as she’d left it—organized chaos. Sticky notes plastered the edges of her monitor, the words on them smudged from being moved too many times. A half-empty water bottle sat beside a stack of reports she’d meant to file last week, and a single sunflower, wilting slightly, stood in a cheap glass vase Jordan had brought her on a whim.

Dropping her bag onto the floor, Maya sank into her chair, the wheels creaking slightly under her weight. She tapped the spacebar on her keyboard, waking up her computer as she pulled out her phone to glance at the time. Still early.

But not early enough to avoid Emily Tran.

"Kingston," her boss’s voice cut through the din of the office like a whip.

Maya glanced up to see Emily standing at the edge of her cubicle, her arms crossed over her chest and her expression as sharp as the tailored blazer she always wore.

"Your turn. You’re with me, let’s go." Emily said, jerking her head toward the glass-walled conference room at the far end of the floor.

Maya let out a breath, grabbing a notebook from her desk and rising to follow. Whatever this was, it wasn’t going to be a quiet morning.

Maya grabbed her notebook, tucking it under her arm as she followed Emily across the office floor. The steady rhythm of her boots against the carpet seemed to sync with the subtle hum of conversation around her. Phones buzzed, keyboards clattered, and somewhere, someone’s laugh echoed loud enough to break through the constant buzz of a newsroom in motion. It was routine, comforting in its chaos.

She glanced around as she walked. Some colleagues gave her small nods or barely-there smiles, their eyes returning quickly to their screens or the papers spread in front of them. Others barely looked up. It wasn’t personal—it was the job. The next big story was always the only thing on anyone’s mind. The grind never stopped, and everyone in this room knew it. Maya included.

Her gaze drifted briefly toward the far cubicles, where Kenji’s desk sat tucked into the corner. It was as cluttered as ever, filled with half-built gadgets, sticky notes, and a vintage lava lamp that somehow still worked. But the chair was empty. Typical. He rarely came in early, preferring to work from home until something absolutely demanded his presence.

"Keep up, Kingston," Emily called over her shoulder, her tone clipped but not unkind.

Maya quickened her pace, matching her boss’s stride as they neared the conference room. Emily pushed the glass door open with one hand, the polished metal handle gleaming under the fluorescent lights. Maya stepped inside, the faint scent of stale coffee lingering in the air.

The room was stark and utilitarian—long, rectangular table, sleek black chairs, and a single whiteboard at the far end covered in scribbles that had long since lost their relevance. The blinds on the floor-to-ceiling windows were partially drawn, letting in just enough light to remind them all that there was a world outside, even if they rarely acknowledged it.

Emily closed the door behind them, the faint click cutting off the noise from the office floor. She didn’t sit, instead walking to the head of the table and placing a slim folder down with the kind of deliberate care that made Maya’s stomach twist slightly.
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