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The early afternoon sun washed the enormous Mega Market parking lot in a shimmering veil of light, turning every car roof into a reflective pool and every stretch of asphalt into a rippling mirage. The place was overflowing with life. Attendees from the Comic Con event drifted between parked cars in vibrant swarms, their costumes catching the sunlight in flashes of metallic armour, glittering fabrics, painted faces, and an explosion of colours that moved like a living current. The air felt warm and heavy, carrying distant laughter, the occasional clatter of plastic weapons, and the hum of excitement radiating from thousands of people who had gathered to celebrate their fantasies.

Amy Speedman eased her modest sedan forward, her short black hair brushing softly against her jawline as she craned her neck to search for a space. At forty eight she carried herself with the self assurance of a woman who had survived more storms than she cared to count, yet who had come out the other side sharper, stronger, and breathtakingly beautiful. Her tiny waist contrasted dramatically with the generous swell of her breasts, a figure sculpted through daily gym sessions and the demanding physical work of dog walking and grooming. She was only five feet one, but she moved with a presence that made her feel taller, a quiet grace shaped by long solitude, discipline, and a fierce independence born from raising her son alone.

Her son. Nineteen now. A Marine. Gone for training. Gone for duty. Gone from her home but never from her thoughts.

She was thinking of him now, thinking of whether he had eaten enough that morning, whether his bunk was comfortable, whether he missed her, when the sudden silhouette of a black SUV cut across her path. Distracted by the chaotic flow of costumed pedestrians and the sting of sunlight in her eyes, she tapped the vehicle with the gentlest bump imaginable. A soft nudge. The kind of touch that barely counted as contact.

Still, she inhaled sharply.

“Oh no... not today,” she whispered, pressing her hand to her forehead.

The driver door swung open. Slowly. Deliberately. A performance rather than a reaction.

And out stepped Will.

Her stomach tightened immediately, not from fear, but from the shock of seeing him so suddenly in the vivid brightness of the day. Will had once been her son’s closest friend, inseparable through their early teens, two boys who spent afternoons in her living room playing games and laughing until dinner. Everything had changed when Will, at fourteen, began spreading ugly rumours through the school that Amy was a slut, inventing fantasies about her breasts and her body that circulated like wildfire through hallways filled with impressionable minds. Her son had confronted him. Their parents had gotten involved. Voices had risen. Accusations had been thrown. The friendship dissolved into ash.

And now the boy who had caused all of that damage had grown into a handsome, perfectly sculpted, utterly arrogant nineteen year old man who carried himself like royalty in a kingdom built from his parents’ money. His hair was styled with careless vanity, his jawline sharp, his expression dripping with entitlement and irritation as he approached the scene of the harmless collision.

He took one look at her and let a slow, infuriating smirk spread across his face.

“Well,” he said, drawing out the single syllable as though savouring it. “If it is not Amy Speedman.”

Her breath caught in her throat. She had seen him around the neighbourhood a few times over the years, always surrounded by loud friends or stepping out of expensive cars, always radiating the same selfish, self satisfied air that seemed to cling to him like an aura. But seeing him here, this close, with that expression, stirred old feelings she wished she had buried more deeply.

“It is nothing,” she said, maintaining her composure. “There is barely a mark.”

Will walked to the rear of the SUV with exaggerated patience, leaning forward to inspect the untouched surface with the seriousness of a man surveying catastrophic ruin. The panel was perfect. It gleamed in the sun.

“Maybe barely,” he murmured. “But it is still an inconvenience. And I do not tolerate inconveniences.”

His tone slid across her skin like oil.

She folded her arms. “Will, do not start. You know that this is nothing.”

He straightened slowly and stepped closer, close enough that she could smell the faint cologne on his skin, something expensive and sharp that suited him perfectly. His gaze moved down her body with slow, assessing interest, lingering shamelessly on the fullness of her breasts before climbing back up to her face.

“You look different,” he said. “Older. But better somehow. More... polished.”

“Do not talk to me like that,” she snapped.

He tilted his head in amused condescension. “Touchy today, are we.”

Before she could respond, six of his friends approached from across the parking lot, all dressed in elaborate Comic Con costumes that accentuated their youth and their boldness. They greeted Will with loud greetings and curious glances toward Amy.

“What happened man,” one asked.

“Someone hit the beast already,” another laughed.

Will gestured lazily toward her.

“She did. A tiny tap. Barely worth mentioning except that my car is new.”

Amy sighed. “There is no damage.”

Will stepped even closer. Too close. His voice dipped into something smug and intimate.

“You know, Amy, I could call the police. But I imagine they would not love discovering how strong the smell of whiskey is on your clothes.”

She froze. “What are you talking about.”

Then she smelled it. Harsh. Bitter. Impossible to ignore. She looked down and realized her blouse carried the scent as though someone had spilled it directly onto her. One of Will’s friends dangled an empty miniature bottle between two fingers with a smirk that made her vision darken at the edges.

“You planted that,” she said quietly.

Will let his lips curl into a cruel smile. “All the police will know is that you reek of alcohol.”

Her pulse hammered wildly, yet beneath the fear surged a current of fury that was years in the making. She would not let him see her break.

“What do you want from me,” she forced out.

He studied her with a satisfaction that made her stomach tighten.

“A conversation,” he said. “A private one.”

“In your dreams.”

“You know I organises this Comic Con. it’s my dads Shopping Mall.  Let’s have a chat in my office shall we, I think we can work this outs” he corrected. “Or we can have our conversation right here with an officer present.”

She looked at him. At his friends. At the lies already stitched into place.

Then she breathed out and stepped toward the inevitable.

“Fine,” she said. “But make it quick.”

His smile widened just enough to reveal the predator behind the charm.
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The door had barely clicked shut before Will’s voice dropped into something low and edged with satisfaction, the sound of a young man who believed the world existed to obey him.

“Amy,” he murmured, stepping closer with a deliberate slowness that made the air in the small private room feel tighter, “today you are going to wear something special for me.”

Her jaw clenched. “I already agreed to talk. That is all you get.”

“Oh no,” he said, smiling like a fox that had already trapped the rabbit, “you agreed to do what is necessary. And this is necessary.”

He gestured around the room with an expansive sweep of his hand.

Only now did she truly take in the scale of it.

The space was far larger than she expected, stretching into a back corridor lined with endless costume racks. Row after row of garments hung in perfect display: shimmering gowns, intricate armour, fantastical outfits, tailored leather suits, feathered wings, glossy masks, and accessories that glinted like treasure in the soft blue lighting. It was a private playground of fantasy and desire, a wardrobe that could clothe an entire convention on its own.
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