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Josie





Another Friday night, and what was I doing? Sitting at my desk, grading tests, and planning out next week’s practice schedule. Sectionals were coming up soon and scouts would be watching. Living in a small town had its benefits, but knowing many of these kids would never get out of here because of finances kept me up at night. And then there was Caleb. He had controlled my every move, making sure I did everything he’d deemed worthy of being a perfect wife. After years of being under his thumb, I was finally free to do what I wanted. Despite that, I sat here at work after dark. At least the silence was a pleasant change of pace to the noise that echoed the halls throughout the day. 

My phone chimed from inside my desk drawer, bringing me out of the multitude of thoughts running through my head and back to the wonderful world of education. I dug around the cold metal drawer until my fingers wrapped around the hard plastic case of my phone and I pulled it out.

“Hey,” I answered, not bothering to look at the caller ID—Vanessa was the only person who would call me so late.

“Don’t tell me you’re still at the school?” the voice on the other end asked. My best friend and the closest thing to a big sister I ever had didn’t even bother to say hello.

“Of course not, Nessa,” I lied.

“You can’t lie to me. I know the echo of your office. Girl, seriously, they don’t pay you enough to be there this late. You’re a P.E. teacher, not the principal. Why are you still there?”

“I was just scheduling next week’s practices. But I’m heading home now, I promise.” I raised three fingers in a scout salute.

“Liar. Whatever. I’ll be at your place at nine tomorrow morning. No arguing. I’m taking you out for the day. So, you better get home right now and get some sleep. You hear me, young lady?”

“Yes, Mother.” I rolled my eyes but stood up anyway. After shutting off my computer monitor and grabbing my purse, I headed for the door. “But why? You know I hate being away from home all day.”

“After being married to that bastard for twenty years, don’t you think you should cut loose a little?”

“Hey now, I bought a new house and a car.” 

“True, but that’s the only thing you’ve done for yourself since freshman year at BSU, and that’s about to change! My mom’s taking the kids for the weekend, and Clinton’s on his way to the airport for a conference. So, you and I have the day and night to ourselves. I know it’s only been six months since the divorce’s been official, but you really need to get out, and my goal is to get you laid, so we’re going to Indy to a new bar called Rogue, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“I’ll call the cops if you kidnap me.” My empty threat did nothing to her resolve.

“Josefina Marie, my husband is a detective. Do you really think that would stop me?” Her voice was all serious. “Now, get your butt home right now or so help me, I will come and find you. You know I will. Love you!”

“Love you too.” I hung up, grabbed my coat from the rack, and turned off the lights, locking the door behind me. I walked through the musty stench of both locker rooms, doing one last check before I left. Deer Run might be a small farming town, but kids still snuck things into the school they didn’t want their parents finding.

The telltale sound of squeaking tennis shoes and a rubber ball on the hardwood of my gym floor piqued my interest. I had been the only one in the building when I locked the outer doors to the gym. I cracked open the locker room door to see a few kids shuffling down the court.

I stepped out into the gym, pulled a whistle from my pocket, and blew three quick blows. The boys all yelped, and a few even jumped.

“Son of a—, Miss C, you nearly gave me a heart attack,” Rocky said. He was the tallest of the boys and my point guard on the varsity team. His golden-brown skin and long dreads set him apart from the rest of the pale boys of the Midwest, but his loyalty kept a large group of friends around him. He was one of the few kids who had a real chance of getting a scholarship and getting the hell out of this one-horse town.

“Watch your mouth, Rocky, or I’ll make sure you sit your butt on the bench Monday night.” We both knew better than to take me seriously, but he saluted me just the same.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now, what the hell are you boys doing here? How’d you even get in?”

“Well, Rock’s got a way with—ouch,” one of the other boys, Keith, started before getting an elbow to the ribs. He was nearly as tall as Rocky and stick skinny. His bright orange hair hung low around his eyes and his cheeks reddened as I eyed him.

“We were just bored, ma’am. Not much else to do around here on a cold Friday night,” Rocky said.

“Yeah, I get it, reasons I’m still here too, but you gotta get out of here. I’m heading out, and I’ll be setting the alarm, so if you break in again, you’ll have Old Tom to deal with.” Old Tom was what passed for a chief of police in a town that had zero crime.

The boys all laughed but pulled their sweats over their shorts anyway and headed toward the doors with me.

“Rocky!” I called after them.

“What’s up, Coach?” He trailed behind his friends.

“Just wanted to check in with you. Why are you really here?” I pulled him aside and looked him in the eyes. Well, as best as I could; he was a foot taller than me.

“Miss C, it’s nothing.” He studied the gym floor like describing it would be worth half his grade. 

“Bull,” I huffed and crossed my arms as I narrowed my eyes at him. “I know better. What happened?”

He sighed heavily. “He’s drunk again. I can’t be there when he’s like that or else I might kill him. Sarah’s back with her birth parents, and Beth married that drunken bastard, so she’s on her own.” Rocky’s been a foster kid since his mother died a few years back, and his current home wasn’t the best environment for his short temper. I’d called CPS on his foster dad, but they said they were too understaffed to come out and investigate a kid who was about to age out.

“Do you have somewhere else to go?”

He shrugged. “I’ll probably just hang with Brian until his parents kick me out. No biggie.”

“Do you have gas money to get out there or whatever else you need?”

“I’ll manage.”

I sighed and dug into my purse. Making sure his friends weren’t watching, I shoved a couple twenty-dollar bills into his hand. “Just take care of yourself, okay?” I walked toward the outer doors, pulling my coat on.

“Yeah, I do. Thanks, I’ll pay you back for everything, Coach.”

“Pay me back by getting outta this town and making something of yourself, okay?”

“Sure, I’ll make it into the NBA, and I’ll buy you something shiny with my first check!” He laughed.

“That’s a deal.” I offered my hand to him, and he shook it loosely.

After flipping off the gym lights and setting the alarm, I walked out into the cool night air.

Rocky slid into the driver’s seat as his friends piled into the bed of his pickup, and they headed out of the parking lot. I slid into my brand-new Tesla and headed out to my new cottage, settled in a large thicket of woods off rural Route 52. The house was small, but the grounds had a nice sized barn for the animals I wished to have someday.

Another Friday night alone with Netflix and fast food.

My stomach protested at the meager meal I’d had hours ago, so I steered my car to the only drive-thru in town. The line stretched around the building. Each car no doubt held teens, as everything else closed down at nine o’clock, sending most of the adults home.

I turned up the local country station and relaxed against my seat, waiting for the line to move. Car by car, I finally reached the speaker and ordered a greasy cheeseburger, fries, and a large non-caffeinated drink. The Charlie Brown adult voice cracked over the speaker, telling me a total that I couldn’t understand. I rolled up my window and waited for the car ahead of me to move.

Another five minutes, and I was at the window. I blinked at the kid taking my money and nearly dropped it to the ground. Her skin and hair were so pale it looked as if someone had drained all the color from her. Even her eyes were the lightest of grays. She tucked a strand of hair behind her pointy ear, and I audibly gasped. The girl’s eyes widened as she quickly grabbed my money and closed the window behind her. She looked over her shoulder at me as she counted my change.

I watched the other workers as they packed my food. They all had the same white-gray skin and blindingly white hair. Gulping down the lump in my throat, I closed my eyes, trying to clear the image from my mind.

“Ma’am?” the girl’s voice called, and I forced my eyes open again. She leaned out the window to hand me my change. She tucked her pale yellow hair under her red hat and her blue eyes looked at me with concern. “You okay, ma’am?”

I shook my head and reached for the money. “Just exhausted, I guess. Glad I skipped the caffeine.”

“No worries,” the girl said, now handing me my drink. “I get that all the time working the late shift.” She ducked back inside, grabbed my bag, and leaned back through the window, handing me my food. “Have a good night.”

“Th-thanks, you too.” Setting my food on the seat next to me, I put the car back into gear and headed home.

I pulled into my driveway ten minutes later. 

My English Tudor cottage was something straight out of a fairytale. It sat nestled in a thicket of trees with wildflowers sprouting all over the place. I had painted rocks with glow in the dark paint over the summer and sprinkled them up the walkway to the door, making it look like fireflies were welcoming me home. Inside was small but cozy. I kicked off my shoes at the door. The cool hardwood floors soothed my aching feet. I dropped my bags on my old cast-iron stove that never got used and walked toward the back hall.

My room was just big enough for my king-sized bed, but the bathroom and closet were luxurious. I stripped out of my school clothes and into a pair of sweats and a hoodie.

I walked back through the kitchen and grabbed my food before heading to the living room, where I dropped into my favorite oversized loveseat and curled up with the quilt my great-grandmother had made me.

I flicked on Netflix and scrolled through, looking for something new. Sappy love stories were my go-to any given night, so I cocked my head at the suggestions my TV was showing me. Things like Bright, Stardust, Beautiful Creatures, and The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina popped up on my “to watch” list. I went to the search bar and found The Kissing Booth instead.

My cheeseburger and fries were surprisingly still hot and tasted better than any steak I’d ever made for myself. I devoured my meal as the movie played.

A faint, mournful cry stirred me from the depths of sleep, tugging me toward consciousness. My eyelids fluttered, heavy and reluctant to open, as the sound grew louder; insistent. It was my cat, his cries sharp and pitiful, coming from somewhere outside.

I stretched, my movements sluggish and weighted by the lingering fog of an unplanned nap. The dim light in the living room cast long shadows, and for a moment, I was disoriented, unsure of where I was. Then the quilt draped over me registered, the soft cocoon of its warmth now an anchor keeping me rooted in place.

Another wail from my cat broke through the haze, more demanding this time. I forced myself to sit up, rubbing my eyes and stifling a yawn as I tried to shake off the grogginess. My body protested, my limbs stiff from dozing off in the awkward sprawl of the couch.

With a low groan, I pushed the quilt aside and shuffled to my feet, my bare toes curling against the cool floor. The cries intensified as I made my way to the back door, my movements slow and deliberate, still half-asleep.

As soon as I slid the glass door open, my orange cat shot inside like a streak of flame. His bright fur gleamed in the light, and he twisted around my legs, purring loudly as though scolding and thanking me at the same time. I sighed, still groggy, and headed toward the kitchen with him dancing at my heels, his tail brushing against my calves with every step.

“Alright, Ollie, I’ll give you some food, then I’m off to bed. It has been a very long day.”

I scooped out some food for him before heading back to my room and climbing under the covers. The exhaustion of the day hit me faster than I’d expected. I didn’t even set an alarm before I fell asleep.
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Josie





Itold myself this was a day for me, something I hadn’t done in years. Caleb would have scoffed at the very idea of a salon day, calling it frivolous or selfish. My mind wandered, unearthing the familiar ache of regret. We’d met my junior year of high school, and I’d fallen so hard, so fast, swept up in his charm. Back then, I would’ve done anything to please him, bending myself into whatever shape he required. 

The weight of his control had been insidious, creeping in slowly over time. It wasn’t until years later that I realized how entangled I’d become. Despite that one rebellious night when I’d dared to enter the college tattoo shop, I’d lived entirely by his rules, my own wants buried beneath the weight of his expectations.

A sudden prickle ran down my spine, sharp and uncomfortable, cutting through the nostalgia. I glanced toward the mirrored wall ahead of me, trying to shake the feeling. The reflection showed only the usual buzz of the salon—stylists chatting, customers scrolling on their phones—but something felt... off.

“Jo?” Nessa called, causing me to jerk my unfocused eyes up to her wide, green ones. 

“Huh?” I asked.

“She asked if you want a refill.” 

I finally noticed the girl from the front desk standing in front of me. She pointed down to my nearly empty coffee cup. I nodded, handing her the mug.

“Long night?” Nessa asked. She sat in the chair beside me with her long, dark brown locks under a dryer.

“Weird night.” Images of my dreams flooded back to me. “I had all kinds of strange dreams. They felt so real that it was super creepy.” I stared at the magazine I hadn’t been reading.

“What kinda dreams?” Nessa urged me on.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Just dreams.”

“Oh, come on, Jo. We haven’t really talked in a long time. Caleb kept you locked up in that house like a tiger at the zoo. Talk to me. I can tell something’s bothering you, so spill it.” 

The dreams haunted me: Monsters of fairy tales chased me while I fought them off with a fireballs shooting from my hands. I shivered at the memory, but Nessa’s eyes pressed me into speaking.

“Remember the books I was obsessed with freshman year?”

“Do I ever? I can still hear your mother screaming at you for reading about magic and how dangerous it was. She acted like magic was real. She really freaked out.”

My mother had been pretty extreme when I was a kid, and any mention of magic would send her into a frenzy. 

“Well, my dreams last night were like I’d fallen into one of those books.” I looked around to where our hair stylists were. They were both busy with other clients, so I leaned over and lowered my voice before I spoke again. “I was being chased by a tall vampire woman in a red dress down a dark alley, and some tall man did something to her. One minute she was behind me and then the next she flew, slamming into the brick wall in front of me.”

“Oh, a Prince Charming dream? Did you get a good look at him? Was he handsome?” Nessa turned in her chair, staring at me.

“Seriously? I said I was being chased by a vampire and all you care about is if the guy was cute? You’re pathetic.” I threw the towel in my lap at her.

“Sorry, Clinton’s been really busy at the department, so I’ve been a little lonely.”

"Busy? Why? What’s been happening?" I asked, my voice a little too quick, betraying my nerves. The lingering feeling of being watched clung to me, a phantom weight pressing at the edges of my awareness. I reached for anything—any topic—that could steer the conversation away from my unsettling dreams and distract me from the unease crawling under my skin. 

“There’s been a rash of missing street kids in Indy; a few days after they go missing, they turn up dead. He’s spent several nights in his office. The conference he’s going to this weekend is on forensic science. These poor kids…” She twisted the towel with her slender fingers. “No one can figure out how they’re dying. And you know Clint; it’s been keeping him awake at night.” She turned her gaze to me with a painted-on smile. She tried to hide her fear and worry, but I’d known her too long to believe it. “You don’t need to be hearing about this. I’m sorry. Today is all about you.”

“Hey, sis, it’s okay if you need to talk too, ya know?” I reached out my hand and clasped hers.

“It’s just… He’s been acting so strange lately, so I snuck into his briefcase the other night thinking I might find evidence of a mistress or something.” She paused and ran her hands over her arms. “But I saw pictures… crime scene pictures. All I could see was one of my rug rats laying there on the asphalt. These kids had no one to worry about them, no one who protected them. Just breaks my heart.”

“And you ask me why I stay late at the school on a Friday night? Guess what happened after I hung up with you? A few boys had broken into the gym and were playing ball. Even our little town has issues of bad parenting and drugs. I mean, I guess having them break into the school to shoot hoops is better than them shooting up somewhere.” The thought of losing any one of my kids to drugs clutched at my heart, and I wiped the single tear from my eye before it could fall.

“I get it, I really do, but you gotta take care of yourself too before you burn out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I laughed.

“I mean it! After we’re done here, I’m taking your skinny butt shopping.”

I rolled my eyes at her but squealed silently at the thought of new clothes. Again, Caleb probably would have thought it excessive.

My stylist pulled off the tinfoil, rinsed it out, dried my hair, and started the color process. It was nearly three o’clock by the time Nessa and I walked out the door. Me with my wildly colorful hair and her with mild highlights and a trim.

We hopped into my electric car and buckled up. Before I headed to the closest mall thirty minutes away, she spoke. “I’ve been meaning to ask you…” Nessa glanced down at her feet before finally looking me in the eyes. I cocked my head at her. She’d never been afraid to ask me anything. “Where’d you get the money for this car? And your house… I mean, the house is small, but the property is huge. I know Caleb wasn’t that great with money.”

“My grandparents.” I shrugged. “They were always good with money. Gran had an accountant and set up a large inheritance for me. Honestly, I didn’t even know about it until after the divorce.”

“Does Caleb know about the money?”

I shook my head. “Haven’t talked to him since the hearing.”

“He’s such a tool,” she said, her laughter bubbling up like it couldn’t be contained. The sound was light, carefree, and it reminded me exactly why we’d stayed friends despite the years and distance between us. For a moment, her joy pulled me out of my head, and I found myself smiling, the tension in my chest easing just a little.

It had been so long since I’d heard that laugh. Too long. Caleb had made sure of that. He never outright forbade me from talking to Nessa, but his disapproval had been palpable: subtle comments, derisive looks, a cold distance that made every call feel like a battle I wasn’t strong enough to fight. Slowly, without even realizing it, I’d let her slip away.

But when I finally found the courage to file for divorce, Nessa was the first person I’d thought of. My hands had trembled dialing her number, my voice shaky as I stammered through an apology for the silence, for the years I’d let him control me.

Nessa hadn’t hesitated. She’d cut through my babbling with her usual bluntness, her voice steady and warm. “You’re here now,” she’d said. “That’s what matters.”

Now, sitting across from her, I felt a pang of regret for all the lost time, but it was mixed with gratitude—a deep, overwhelming relief that she’d been waiting, ready to catch me when I needed her most.

“Yeah, I think Gran thought so too. She was pretty sick for a while and every time I’d visit, she’d ask about Caleb and then get upset when I said I was still with him. When I told her about the divorce, she smiled.” I shrugged. “That’s when she told me about the inheritance. She said she didn’t want him getting any of her money.”

“I always did like that lady.”

“Yeah, she was pretty great.”

The afternoon flew by in a whirlwind of dresses, shoes, and Nessa’s relentless enthusiasm. After a quick stop at the food court to refuel, we dove headfirst into the stores, trying on what felt like a thousand outfits. Nessa’s energy was infectious, and before long, I found myself laughing at her over-the-top suggestions and even agreeing to let her drag me into a beauty supply shop.

There, she practically ordered me to stock up on new makeup. I protested half-heartedly, knowing I was more of a jeans-and-t-shirt kind of girl, but I had to admit—there was something fun about indulging in a little glamour every now and then.

By the time we left the mall, the sun was dipping low, and we were loaded down with bags brimming with goodies. It was just before seven, and neither of us had the energy to sit down for dinner, so we grabbed some fast food on the way back to her place.

As we unpacked and started getting ready, a flicker of nerves bubbled up inside me. Nessa hadn’t given me much detail about her plans for the evening, and I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect. It had been at least a decade since I’d set foot in a bar, and even longer since I’d done it without Caleb hovering at my side. The thought was equal parts thrilling and terrifying, but as I caught sight of Nessa’s determined grin, I decided to roll with it. Tonight was about breaking free—and maybe rediscovering a piece of myself I’d almost forgotten.

Nessa fell asleep the second I pulled onto the interstate, and the gentle hum of rubber on asphalt threatened to drag me under as well. I turned the volume of my radio up just enough to keep me awake, but not so loud to wake Nessa. Keeping her kids from killing each other was a full-time job in itself. 

I was tapping my thumb on the steering wheel in stop and go traffic when I heard a bike engine roaring behind me. Looking into the rear-view mirror, I squinted to see him properly. My jaw dropped. There was no bike, just a winged man flying between cars. The semi beside me inched closer to the line, blocking the man’s path. He slammed his fist into the side of the truck as he stopped mid-flight beside me.

“What the hell!” I shouted, startling Nessa awake. The man turned, glaring at me. His golden skin shimmered in the evening sun. I angled my head to look behind him. He had real life, honest to God wings. Giant, dragonfly-like wings. His eyes widened.

“What?” Nessa asked, bringing me back to the car.

“That guy…” I trailed off.

“Ugh… Assholes on bikes piss me off. Just because you’re small enough to thread through traffic doesn’t mean you should.”

I shook my head and looked back at him. I really needed to sleep. He straddled his black bike and wore a black leather jacket. No wings in sight. His eyes released mine and turned back to the truck in front of him.

“I think I’m going to need some coffee to make it through this night.” I sighed.

“Me too,” Nessa agreed. “And you definitely need a shower.” 

I shot her a glare. “Shut it!” I tossed a French fry in her direction, missing on purpose. “But seriously, I need a shower.” The faint sting of sweat mixed with flowery shampoo clung to me, making my skin crawl. “I reek of mall air and overpriced shampoo.”

Walking into Nessa’s house would have been terrifying if you didn’t know that there were three children, all under six years old, living there. I had to kick my way through the toys that littered the floor toward the couch, but that was a fruitless effort as a pile of clean clothes took up much of the seating.

I rerouted to the dining room and set the food and my bags down on the table, where we ate our cheap hamburgers in silence. Once Nessa finished, she threw her trash away and told me she was going to take a quick shower.

I finished my food and stood looking around her living room. She’d put up new photos on her walls. Her sharp-looking husband had his arms wrapped around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. The picture next to Clint and her held their three children suspiciously loving on one another. Someone must have bribed them to look so sweet. 

“Jo!” she called from upstairs. I grabbed my bags off the table and headed up.

I tossed my stuff on her bed as I walked into her room. She stepped out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel, rubbing another through her hair.

“God, I always hate the way they style my hair. I know you’re not supposed to wash your hair right after getting it done but I just had to wash out that stupid style,” Nessa said, running her fingers through her freshly trimmed and overly styled locks, grimacing at the stiff, unnatural feel of the product. She turned her attention to me, a teasing smirk lighting up her face. “Your turn. You’ve got a very distinct gym teacher scent about you. Love you, but you stink.”

She burst into laughter, and I rolled my eyes, throwing a mock punch in her direction. “Hey! I showered last night!”

Nessa raised an eyebrow, leaning back dramatically as if the air itself were offensive. “Did you use any soap?” she quipped, her laughter bubbling up again, filling the room with a playful energy that was impossible to resist.

“Ha, ha,” I said dryly, crossing my arms and giving her a mock glare, though I couldn’t keep the grin from tugging at the corners of my mouth. She always knew how to push my buttons in just the right way to lighten the mood.

Exhaustion from the day of shopping mixed with a jittery swirl of nerves and excitement as I grabbed my bags and headed to the bathroom. Nessa’s teasing still lingered in my mind, a small smile tugging at my lips despite the restless energy bubbling in my chest.

Once inside, I flipped on the shower. The sound of rushing water filled the small space. My jeans clung uncomfortably as I tugged them off and let them drop, shrugging out of my t-shirt and hoodie before tossing them carelessly to the floor. For a moment, my eyes caught my reflection in the mirror. I looked tired, sure—exhaustion was etched into every line of my face—but there was something else there, something I couldn’t quite name, flickering just beneath the surface. A flicker of anticipation. It had been so long since I’d done anything like this, so long since I’d felt a spark of freedom.

The steam filled the room as I stepped under the spray. The hot water hit my skin, melting away the day’s chill and soothing the tension in my muscles. For a moment, I let myself linger, eyes closed, enveloped in the warmth like a protective cocoon. I kept my freshly colored hair out of the stream, mindful of the pastel hues Nessa had been so thrilled about.

The soap was unscented, simple, but as I lathered it over my skin, it felt like more than just a cleansing ritual—it was a small, symbolic act of shedding the old; the weight of everything I’d been carrying. Standing there under the water, I felt something begin to stir inside me. A tentative hope.

Finally, I turned off the water, reluctant to leave the safe bubble of the shower but eager to see what the night would bring. I glanced back at the mirror and caught my own gaze. For the first time in a long time, I felt like maybe I was looking at someone ready to step into the unknown.

The fresh towel Nessa had left on the sink was still warm from the dryer as I wrapped it around my body. I dried off quickly and slipped into my new dress, then wrapped the towel around my hair. Nessa sat on the edge of her bed buckling her shoes as I stepped out into her room.

Nessa had always been the prettier one, even in high school, even after her babies were born. She stood at least six inches taller than me. She wore a light pink silky dress that hugged her body in all the right places. The simple black strap wedge sandals completed her elegant look. She looked up from the mirror where she was finishing her makeup.

“That dress is super-hot, Jo.”

"Thanks." I reached for the black, off-the-shoulder, long-sleeve dress, my fingers lingering on the soft, stretchy fabric. After slipping it on, I adjusted the neckline, the smooth material sliding over my skin like a second layer.

The dress hugged my curves, the snug fit accentuating my waist and skimming over my hips in a way that made me pause. I tugged the top of the dress up, the low cut design exposing just enough collarbone and shoulder to feel daring without being over the top.

For the first time in years, I didn’t just feel dressed—I felt powerful, even a little sexy. The reflection in the mirror was almost unfamiliar. The woman staring back at me had a spark, a confidence I hadn’t seen in so long I’d almost forgotten what it looked like.

I smoothed my hands down the sides of the dress, taking a deep breath as a smile tugged at the corners of my lips. Tonight, I wasn’t just hiding in the background. Tonight, I was stepping forward, and I liked the way it felt.

“Leave it, girl. Show off that butt God gave you.” She smacked at my hands. “Now, sit. Let’s do your hair and make-up and get going.”

Twenty minutes later, I was sliding into my knee-high red suede boots with three-inch heels and being dragged to the door.

“Are you sure you want to go all the way downtown? That’s like… an hour away,” I whined as we got into my car.

“Yes. Just drive.” She laughed and cranked up my radio.

The nightclub had earned a reputation deserving of its name: Rogue, and the line to get in wrapped around the building. I glared at Nessa as we took our spot at the end. She wrapped her arms around my chest, covering my bare shoulders.

“Shoulda bought a whole dress,” she mocked.

“Shoulda worn something other than underwear,” I jabbed back.

“But I brought my coat like a smart lady.”

“Oh, shut up!” I barked a little harsher than I meant to, but Nessa knew I was only playing.

We stood there for half an hour and only moved a few spots.

“I heard this place was hard to get into. You sure you want to try?” I shifted on my weight. “God, it’s so dark out. I can’t believe it’s ten o’clock at night and I’m not at home.”

“Crap, Jo, we’re thirty-nine, not dead. Don’t ruin my one free night by acting like an old lady!”

I watched as a tall, broad-shouldered guy—built like a bodybuilder—walked past us. His presence was undeniable, exuding an air of quiet power. He glanced our way, his eyes briefly meeting mine before he spoke into his wrist, his words low and purposeful. He must be a bouncer, I thought. He moved with such controlled confidence.

He nodded once, then started walking toward us, each step purposeful, like he was used to commanding attention without even trying.

"Evening, ladies." His deep voice rumbled through the air, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

I felt an unexpected rush of unease as his gaze settled on me. There was something about his size, his presence, that made me instinctively take a step back. My breath caught slightly, a nervous flutter in my chest, and I couldn’t quite place why. His voice was smooth, but his commanding stature made me feel small in comparison.

"Hello," I said, my own voice a little quieter than usual. I retreated just a step more, as if that small distance would ease the unfamiliar tension swirling in my stomach.

“What brings you two lovely women out tonight?”

“We’re celebrating my friend’s divorce from a jackass of a man.” 

I jabbed Nessa in the ribs before she could continue.

“Too bad for him.” He stepped closer, reaching for the velvet ropes separating us. With one hand, he unclipped it from the post and offered me his other hand. “Might I speed the evening along for you, then? First drinks on the house. Tell the bartender Boss said so.” He winked. “A beautiful lady like you should never pay for your drinks.” The bouncer never took his eyes off me.

“Th-Thanks,” I muttered, grasping his hand. He led the way to the front of the line and ushered us to the door.

“These gorgeous women are free to enter,” he told the greeter. She stamped our hands, and the bouncer opened the door for us. “Have an exciting night.”
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Warren





The security cameras flickered to life, casting a cold glow over my office as the split-screen angles filled the monitor. It was a routine I had perfected over the years—surveying the bar from the comfort of my desk, ensuring everything ran smoothly. The rhythmic thrum of the crowd filtered faintly through the walls, blending with the low hum of the equipment. Business was good, as usual. Outside, the line of patrons stretched down the block, their eager faces illuminated by neon signs and the occasional flash of headlights. 

I sipped my drink, eyes scanning each quadrant of the screen, when she appeared.

She stood near the end of the line, her arms crossed tightly against the cool night air, shifting her weight from foot to foot. The streetlight above bathed her in a soft, golden glow, turning her hair into a delicate halo. She wasn’t dressed to stand out—no sequins, no flashy jewelry, no attempt to blend into the glittering nightlife crowd. But the black dress hugged her every curve. Simple. Elegant. Breathtaking.

I leaned forward, the chair creaking under me, my focus narrowing entirely on her. Her face was soft, framed by loose strands of hair that danced in the breeze. She glanced toward the door, hesitation clear in the way she shifted her weight, as though she wasn’t sure this was where she wanted to be. A friend beside her said something, nudging her shoulder, and a faint smile flickered across her lips, reluctant but genuine.

I couldn’t look away. There was an unspoken gravity, a quiet presence that demanded my attention. I’d watched thousands of people come and go through these doors, but no one had ever made my chest tighten like this.

I didn’t understand it—this sudden, overwhelming pull—but I knew I couldn’t let her slip away into the night.

“Danny,” I said, pressing the intercom button, my voice steadier than I felt.

“Yeah, boss?” Danny’s reply crackled through the speaker, accompanied by the muffled sound of the crowd outside.

“There’s a woman at the end of the line in a black dress. Let her and her friend in. Free drinks, no cover.”

“You got it.”

Danny never questioned my instructions, and tonight, I was grateful for it. My finger hovered over the camera controls as I watched him approach her. The way she glanced up at him, cautious but polite, tugged at something in me. She hesitated when he gestured toward the door, and her friend practically dragged her forward. For a moment, I thought she might turn and leave, but then she took a step, and another, until she was inside.

I switched to the interior feed, tracking her as she entered. The warm, dim lighting softened her edges, but even the shadows couldn’t hide the quiet strength in the way she moved. Her gaze swept across the bar, taking everything in, her lips curving into a faint smile as her friend spoke animatedly beside her.

I leaned back in my chair, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. What was it about her? She wasn’t the loudest or the boldest person in the room, yet she was all I could see. The drinks, the crowd, the noise—it all faded into the background.

For the first time in years, I felt like something had shifted in my carefully constructed world, and I didn’t know if I was ready for it.

I couldn’t stay in my office. It was impossible. The pull was too strong, the curiosity too overwhelming. I had to see her with my own eyes.

The chair scraped against the floor as I pushed it back and stood, adrenaline thrumming in my veins. My steps were brisk, purposeful, as I left the office to stand just outside, on the balcony that overlooked the main floor. The instant I stepped into the open air, the noise of the club hit me—a relentless bass line vibrating through my chest, the mingling voices of a hundred conversations—but it was all a distant hum.

I scanned the crowd below, skimming over clusters of people until I found her.

She stood by the bar, her friend gesturing animatedly, clearly in the middle of some story. Her expression was polite but distracted, her gaze flitting around the room. She was taking it all in, the atmosphere, the energy, like she was trying to decide where she fit.

Then it happened.

As if sensing me, she tilted her head and looked up. Her eyes locked onto mine.

Time stilled.

The pounding music faded, the lights blurred into a hazy glow, and the crowd dissolved into nothingness. It was just her and me, our gazes locked in a moment that felt suspended in eternity. My chest tightened, my breath caught.

In her eyes, I saw something I couldn’t put into words—a spark, a tether, a connection I hadn’t known I’d been searching for until now. It was familiar, yet entirely foreign, like a melody I’d never heard but somehow knew by heart.

The sensation was overwhelming.

For a fleeting moment, a wild thought crossed my mind: Could she be my match?

The idea was absurd. Matches were almost a myth among my kind, whispered about in old tales and rare accounts. A magical soulmate, someone destined to complement your very existence, wasn’t something people like me stumbled upon in crowded bars.

And yet, the thought clung to me.

I shifted back into the shadows of the balcony, pressing my back against the cool railing as I tried to steady myself. My pulse was erratic, each beat a reminder of the unexplainable pull I felt toward her.

It couldn’t be real. I couldn’t let myself believe it, not based on a fleeting glance. My life wasn’t a fairytale; it was a maze of responsibilities, decisions, and guarded emotions.

Despite my best efforts to ground myself in logic, my eyes remained fixed on her. Her every movement fascinated me—the way she brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, the faint curve of her lips as she responded to her friend, the way she adjusted the top of her dress as if trying to shrink into herself yet failing to diminish her quiet radiance.

It wasn’t just attraction. It was something deeper, more primal: a pull that felt as ancient as the blood running through my veins.

I leaned forward slightly, my hand gripping the railing as I watched her from the shadows. In that moment, I wasn’t Warren the businessman, Warren the owner of this bar, or Warren the man who had seen and endured too much.

I was just someone inexplicably, irrevocably drawn to her.
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