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  Preface



While this story takes place in the 1950s and 1970s, it is not a 100% accurate retelling of those time periods. There are things changed for the sake of the narrative, and probably some things missed in editing. I am a one man operation, I alone wrote and edited this book based on feedback from a few readers. So more than likely there will be mistakes that I missed. I would also be remiss to not warn you this is a story that won’t be for everyone, It is a mature narrative. With that said, I hope you enjoy. 
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The strangest thing was the smell. Or rather, the lack of it. You’d think there would be more of one, when something just… Stops being whole. But all I caught was the sharp, clean scent of air after lightning strikes, like the world had been sanitized. It wasn’t until later that the other smells would come - copper, salt, and things that don’t exist in my knowledge. But in that moment, everything was sterile, pristine, correct.

Something awakened inside me. Something that lived in the space between rational thought, and the darkened corners where people like to hide. I felt it rise up, my higher thoughts bowing before it like saplings in a storm. The thing that wore my skin in that moment wasn’t me - or maybe it was finally, truly, me. Stripped of all pretense, euphoric on the revelation of strength I hold.

The moment comes in fragments after that, like trying to piece together a dream after waking. But, I remember the feeling. The sudden, overwhelming awareness of every cell, every fiber, every microscopic fragment of the person before me. Their body sang like an instrument waiting to be played - calcium lattices in their bones humming at frequencies I’d never known existed, iron in their blood calling to something magnetic in my core, proteins and neurons and sinew all suddenly as distinct and tactile as beads on string.

The raw euphoria rushed through me like a drug. After everything I’d learned, after every violation and manipulation they’d hidden from me, the ability to reach out and… Remove something felt like justice incarnate. My Resonance unfurled like a flower blooming in fast-forward, each petal a new sensation of control, of finally, finally letting loose what I knew was there all along.

Time didn’t flow right. It stuttered, skipped like a scratched record, leaving gaps I can’t quite fill. I remember the faces, just before. The expression hadn’t even had time to change. One moment they were solid, real - the next, everywhere. Scattered. Redistributed. My hands might have trembled, but instead they were perfectly still. The edges of everything blurred, reality becoming soft and uncertain. 

That primal being inside me knew exactly what to do. No hesitation. No mercy. No thought. Just pure certainty as a survival response. Each component of their bodies called to be separated, categorized, pulled apart like a puzzle in reverse. The kind of moment that reshapes you, rebirth that marks a clean line between before and after. But trying to grasp the details is like trying to hold smoke. There was a sound that wasn’t a sound. A flash of… something. Hunger maybe, purpose, or pure emotion - it moved through me like a current through wire, using me as a conduit for destruction I still can’t fully fathom.

My newest semi-clear thought is of standing on dark pavement, surrounded by pinewood forest. Cold air on my face, streetlights bleeding reflections into puddles at my feet. Behind me, someone’s ragged breathing punctuated the night, each exhale sharp with shock or fear or both. I didn’t turn around. Wasn’t in control. My tongue still tasted of water, and that clean lightning scent was finally fading, giving way to life’s familiar rot. But underneath it all, a pain coursed through my veins. One that wasn’t familiar to me.

I wish to remember more. Or maybe less, that thing in my mind carefully editing the footage to protect my innocence. Protect me from guilt. But in that moment, I existed in a strange liminal space between human and Other, between thought and instinct, between being someone who had never wanted to know the taste of indulgence and one who reveled in it. There was someone with me, an enemy or friend? 




That breath at my back was the only proof that someone had bore witness to what lived inside me - that fragile being finally unchained.
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The cardboard box scraped against the worn carpet as Haley dragged it through the doorway of her new corporate apartment. It was the last one, thank god. Her navy blue t-shirt clung to her back, dark patches of sweat marking the effort of moving in alone — which was exactly how she preferred it. The thought of asking for help, of having strangers in her space touching her things, made her stomach twist.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, dense pine forest pressed against the glass like a living wall, branches scraping against the panes with each gust of wind. The afternoon sun filtering through the evergreens cast strange, shifting shadows across the apartment’s clinical emptiness. Haley’s 5’10 frame cast its own long shadow as she straightened, stretching muscles honed by years of self-reliance. A lock of dark hair fell across her face, and she brushed it back with a bronze-skinned hand, leaving a smudge of dust across her cheek.

The apartment still had that feel of unlived space — bare walls drinking in the evening light, empty corners collecting shadows that seemed to pulse with the building’s hollow heartbeat. The wood paneling that was all the rage these days did nothing to give it a more lived in feel. If anything, its perfect, unblemished surface made the space feel more artificial, like a showroom waiting for its first imperfection to make it real.

The kitchen was all sharp angles and gleaming surfaces - a pristine Formica counter top in atomic starburst pattern, metal-trimmed cabinets in sea foam green, and a brand new Frigidaire refrigerator whose chrome handle caught the evening light. Above the sink, a copper-toned Sunbeam Radiant Control toaster sat ready for its first use, its reflection warped in the rounded edges of the Geneva metal cabinets behind it. Everything spoke of post-war optimism and prosperity, down to the speckled linoleum floor tiles arranged in a precise checkerboard pattern.

The forest wasn’t just beyond the windows — it was a presence that dominated the entire western face of the building, its ancient pines swaying like sentinels in the dying light. Each gust of wind sent shadows racing across the apartment’s sterile surfaces, turning familiar shapes strange in their dance. The wood paneling that lined the walls seemed to absorb these shadows, its grain darkening and lightening in patterns that sometimes looked like words, or faces, depending on how long you stared.

The building itself had its own language — the soft groan of settling concrete, the whisper of air through vents that might have been installed when Eisenhower was president, the occasional tick and ping of pipes that carried more than just water through their aging veins. All of it familiar yet wrong, like a childhood home remembered through a fever dream.

Her eyes drifted to the digital display on the oven, the green numbers reading 6:13 PM, casting a subtle glow in the dimming light. The kitchen was too new, the air still carried the artificial scent of industrial cleaning products.

With a weary sigh that seemed to come from her bones, she started rifling through a box filled with meditation novels, packets of gum, psychedelics and noise machines until she found what she was looking for. A fresh notebook, its corners still crisp but softened from being packed amongst the other items. The familiar weight of a new volume felt right in her hands — she’d done this enough times to know exactly the kind she needed, always the same brand, and same shade of blue. The couch in the center of the room creaked beneath her as she sank into it, the sound echoing in the barren apartment. She clicked her pen twice, a habit she’d developed over thousands of entries, and began to write. 

October 5, 1977

Santa Cruz isn’t all that bad so far, she penned, her handwriting flowing across the page in familiar curves. Her hand relaxed as she wrote — this was comfortable, this one-way conversation. No awkward pauses to navigate, no expectant faces waiting for her response. My manager Marlene seemed nice enough when she let me into the building — she even brought over a housewarming gift. Jell-O salad, if you can believe it. Green chunks suspended in time like fossils in amber. She’s probably the first person to make that since the Kent State massacre. How anyone could eat that and not want to jump off a bridge is beyond me. The flavor lingers like a bad memory. 

Haley paused, tapping her pen against the page, creating a constellation of tiny ink dots. The apartment’s silence pressed against her eardrums. I appreciate that she’s trying to make me feel welcome though. Voice keeps telling me it’s dangerous here, but when isn’t it saying that? Everything’s a sign of impending doom if you ask.

She glanced up at the quivering mass of Jell-O salad, its surface catching the evening light in a way that made it look almost alive. The sight drew her attention back to her journal, where she marked it with “entry 3475” in careful strokes. Each number felt heavy with meaning as she wrote it. When she tossed the journal back into the box, it landed among the rest — she’d counted thirty-three of them once, on a night when sleep wouldn’t come. One caught her eye as always, its cover stained with dried blood that had cracked and worn with age, like a topographical map of some terrible memory.

The wall clock ticked past 6:25, its sound unnaturally loud in the quiet apartment. She stood, her joints protesting the movement after a little too long on the couch, and began unpacking the box she’d brought in before writing. Her hands trembled slightly as she pulled out three items, each one a weight on her heart: the lonely head of a barbie doll, a loggers work jacket with a name tag too faded to read, and a wrist watch with its band worn smooth. For a moment she just stared at them, these artifacts of a life she barely remembered, before clutching them to her chest in a near tearful embrace. The fabric of the jacket still held a ghost of its old scent, or maybe that was just her memory playing tricks again. 

The Jell-O salad chose that moment to shake more vigorously, as if awakening from a deep slumber. The motion sent ripples through its gelatinous surface, distorting the chunks of fruit suspended within. 

“You do realize you don’t have to manifest to get your point across” she said, her voice sharp in the quiet room. 

“This place isn’t what it seems”, Voice replied through the gelatin, each word causing precise ripples in its surface. “It’s too clinical.”

“If I listened to your warnings about every place feeling off, I wouldn’t have ever finished my degree,” Haley snapped back, her words carrying the weight of old arguments. She paused, fingers drumming against her thigh. “You know why I took this job - I wanted to go back. It’s been eighteen years and I need to…” She trails off, swallowing hard. 

“Your need for closure could be what they’re counting on,” Voice observed, its tone measured and clear. “They knew you couldn’t resist being this close. It’s why they sent the job offer in the first place.” 

“We already discussed this on the drive, you think everyone has some hidden agenda,” Haley said, slight frustration evident in her tone. She laid the barbie head, jacket, and watch down on the couch with careful reverence, before turning to face the Jell-O. Her stance suggested she was preparing for a confrontation, feet planted shoulder-width apart, arms crossed. 

“Because they usually do,” Voice replied simply. “Especially when things align this perfectly.” 

“We know each other quite well,” Haley said, her tone softening slightly. “But man, your paranoia never gets old, you know that.” 

“The journal is pointless,” Voice stated, its surface rippling with conviction. “You’re writing to process things you already discuss with me. It’s redundant.” 

The journal began to shake, its pages fluttering as if caught in an invisible breeze. Haley snatched it up, genuine frustration replacing her earlier playful familiarity. Her knuckles went white around its worn spine. 

“Come on, get out of it.” she exclaimed, before catching herself. “You and I both know that’s not why I do it.”

But before she could continue, a knock at the door stopped her cold. The sound was sharp, authoritative — three precise raps against the wood.

“Haley! You in there, doll? Everything OK?” The voice belonged to Marlene, carrying a sugary sweetness that didn’t quite mask its metallic undertone.

Haley took a deep breath, calming herself. She pressed her palms against her eyes until she saw stars. “Yeah! Um… One second!”

She cast one last look at the journal, which was no longer inhabited by Voice, before placing it back in the box and shutting it with perhaps more force than necessary. As she walked to the door, still working to steady her breathing, she could feel her heartbeat in her throat. The door handle was cool under her palm as she opened it to find Marlene standing there – looking as if she’d just stepped off a World War II pin-up girl calendar, all victory rolls and red lipstick. She looked around her early thirties with pale skin and black eyes that pierced through anything they looked at.

“Heeeyyyy!” Marlene’s greeting was enthusiastic, her perfect teeth gleaming under the hallway lights.

“Uhm heeeeyyy?” Haley’s response was considerably less certain, the word trailing up into a question mark.

“We’ll work on that,” Marlene said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. They remained cold, like polished buttons.

“Work on wha—” Haley began, but Marlene cut her off with a wave of her manicured hand.

“We’re all gathering in the lobby restaurant,” she announced, pulling out an ornate silver cigarette case. The metal caught the light as she flipped it open with practiced elegance, revealing a row of Lucky Strikes - the “It’s Toasted” slogan rang in Haley’s head.

“You should come. Not because I’m your boss or anything, but also partly because I’m your boss and want you to meet the team. They’re dying to meet our new acquisition. You also need to start looking over what your job here is going to be.”

Haley’s chest tightened at the word “team.” Groups were always worse than individuals – too many social dynamics to navigate, too many chances to say the wrong thing. She could already imagine their eyes on her, waiting for her to speak, to be interesting or funny or whatever it was people expected at these things.

As Marlene lit up a cigarette with a lighter that matched her case, Haley found herself fixated on the glowing ember. The familiar scent hit her like a slug to the gut, dragging her attention toward it with an almost magnetic pull. Her fingers twitched, muscle memory from thousands of past moments just like this one. But this wasn’t just nicotine calling - this was different. This was the kind of thought that lived in her marrow, that whispered with a forgotten cadence. Her tongue pressed against her teeth, tasting phantom ash, and she forced herself to look away, to focus on anything else. Her eyes caught on an odd-looking folder protruding from Marlene’s bag – “gin & tonic” in all lower case.

“Look at you checking me out,” Marlene teased, exhaling smoke in a perfect ring. “You swing that way?”

“Huh! No, uhm…—” Haley stammered, flustered by the directness of the question. Her cheeks felt hot.

“I’m just kidding sweetheart,” Marlene laughed – a peculiar, mechanical sound that consisted of exactly two “ha ha’s,” like a music box running down. “Should’ve seen your face though. Red as a Communist’s conscience.”

Haley noticed the artificial nature of the laugh but pressed on, desperate to change the subject. “Just wondered why you’re dressed so nice for a bar in our building? Seems a bit formal for after-work drinks.”

Marlene tucked away her cigarette case with a decisive click. “There’s a dress code, nothing more to it than that.” Her tone suggested the topic was closed.

“What is it? I’m sure I could find something quickly—” Haley gestured vaguely toward her boxes.

“You definitely don’t have anything nice enough,” Marlene interrupted, her tone matter-of-fact but not unkind. Like a doctor delivering a diagnosis. “Don’t worry about it, I’m sure I can get you through tonight. Tomorrow though, we’ll get you some clothes. Proper ones.”

Haley felt her cheeks burn of embarrassment, very aware of her sweat-stained t-shirt and jeans. “OK, let me just grab my things real quick and I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

“Sounds good dear.” Marlene’s smile was perfect, practiced.

The sound of Marlene’s heels clicking against the hallway floor faded slowly, methodically, like the ticking of a clock - and for a moment, even that rhythm seemed to carry Voice’s warnings, turning each click into a countdown for something inevitable. Haley glanced at her watch – 6:44 PM. The evening was settling in around her, turning familiar shapes into shadows that seemed to reach for her with indistinct fingers.

The Jell-O began to quiver again. Haley grabbed her keys and wallet, purposefully avoiding looking at the blood-stained journal peeking out from the box. She’d learned that some memories were better left undisturbed, some questions better left unasked.

“I don’t like her,” Voice stated simply, its tone carrying an edge she hadn’t heard before. 

“You don’t like anyone,” Haley replied, but this time there was a hint of uncertainty in her tone, a tremor of doubt. She hesitated at the door, her hand resting on the handle. Voice had been wrong about many things over the years, had led her down countless dead ends and false trails, but its warnings… those had an unsettling habit of proving accurate.

She opened the door anyway. Sometimes the only way forward was through, no matter what Voice may say.

“Just drinks,” she muttered to herself, a mantra against the growing unease in her stomach. “Just drinks with coworkers. Normal people do this all the time. They go out, they make small talk, they… connect.” Something tugged at the edges of her consciousness, like a moth to the flame. Despite Voice’s warnings, despite every instinct screaming danger, her hand was already reaching for the door handle.

The thought of all those people waiting downstairs made her hands shake slightly. She’d practiced her introductions in the shower that morning – Hi, I’m Haley, I’m new here – but the words felt clumsy even in her memory. Maybe she could find a quiet corner, blend into the background. She was good at that, at least.

The Jell-O’s movement ceased as the door closed behind her, but not before one final ripple passed across its surface, like a silent sigh of resignation. Haley began her walk toward the elevator, leaving behind an apartment filled with boxes, journals, and a dessert that spoke warnings she refused to heed. Behind her, the shadows in her apartment grew longer, stretching like hungry things, and somewhere in her mind, she could still hear the rhythmic click-click-click of Marlene’s heels, keeping time like a metronome. The sun was beginning its descent, casting long shadows through the hallway windows – the kind that only appear during that peculiar hour when day begins surrendering to evening, when the world holds its breath and waits to see what the darkness might bring.

She tried not to notice how those shadows seemed to be following her down the hall, or how they moved against the light instead of with it. After all, she had a drink to get to. Just a normal drink. With normal people.

Right.
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Forty minutes. Haley had been sitting here for forty minutes, watching the starburst clock above the bar crawl its way to 7:34 PM, while her drink sat untouched and Marlene’s voice filled the space between them. Marlene had positioned herself on the bar stool directly next to Haley’s despite the entire bar being empty. Haley shifted in her seat, finding that familiar sweet spot - just close enough to hear Marlene clearly, just far enough that Voice’s warnings through the glasses wouldn’t overlap. A delicate balance she’d perfected through years of simultaneous conversations. The amber liquid in her glass seemed to pulse with its own heartbeat, each ripple catching the bar’s dim lighting in a way that made her stomach turn. She hadn’t touched it since Marlene poured it, straight from a bottle she’d produced from her own bag - “The good stuff,” she’d called it, with that mechanical laugh that still echoed in Haley’s ears.

The lobby bar was a museum piece of late-50s design - terrazzo floors in abstract patterns led to a curved bar topped with pearlescent Formica. The bar stools were upholstered in oxblood Naugahyde, their bases gleaming with fresh chrome. Behind the bar, glass shelves held a precise array of period-correct bottles: Old Forester bourbon in its distinctive medicinal-style bottle, Gordon’s gin with its distinctive yellow label, Martini & Rossi vermouth in dark glass that caught the light from Sputnik-inspired chandeliers overhead.

Boomerang-shaped light fixtures cast atomic-burst patterns across walls that curved up into impossible angles. A Wurlitzer jukebox stood silent in the corner, its chrome gleaming with a coat of dust that spoke of years without use. Behind the bar, a wall of triangular mirrors fractured their reflections into kaleidoscopic fragments, while starburst clocks marked different time zones with hands that seemed to move too slowly.

“Santa Cruz isn’t all that bad so far,” Haley ventured, her voice barely carrying over the hum of ancient refrigeration units.

Marlene’s laugh cut through the air — precise, measured, two perfect “ha-ha”s that rang against the empty glasses. Her victory rolls hadn’t moved an inch, despite the humidity that should have started wilting them. “Oh, sweetie,” the words dripped like honey laced with something sharper, “you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

The amber liquid in their glasses caught the bar’s blue glow, making everything look like it was underwater. Haley noticed how Marlene’s cigarette never seemed to burn down, how the ice in their drinks refused to melt. Even the air felt preserved, like everything in this room was trapped in time, waiting.

“Consider how artificial this all feels,” Voice observed through the untouched drink, its words clear and measured. “The ice that doesn’t melt, her cigarette that never burns, the way she hasn’t shifted position once in forty minutes. Everything here is staged, Haley. Like a theater production waiting for its cue.”

The rest of the lobby followed the same retro-futuristic vision - all swooping lines and aerospace-inspired curves. Low-slung furniture dotted the space like abstract sculptures, their vinyl upholstery gleaming unnaturally bright. Geometric room dividers created copper-toned constellations between seating areas, while suspended light fixtures spiraled overhead like frozen atomic reactions. Even the elevator doors were styled like something from an old sci-fi film, their polished surfaces reflecting the forest beyond the windows in warped, dream-like fragments.

Through the floor-to-ceiling windows that wrapped around the lobby, dense forest pressed in from all sides. The setting sun filtered through layers of pine and oak, casting long shadows that seemed to reach toward the building like feral hands. No other structures were visible, just endless trees disappearing into the growing darkness.

Something about the air bothered her. Haley had spent enough nights in enough bars to know their smell - stale beer soaked into wood, lingering whiskey, decades of cigarette smoke embedded in the walls, the sharp bite of industrial cleaners failing to mask it all. But this place… this place smelled like nothing. Not clean, not dirty - just nothing, as if the air itself was brand new.

“This entire place is wrong,” Voice stated through the liquid’s surface. “Look at the bar top - where are the scratches from countless glasses? The worn spots on the brass rail where thousands of feet should have rested? This isn’t a space that’s been lived in. It’s a facade.”

Marlene’s voice drifted in and out of Haley’s awareness like static on an old radio, something about “internal restructuring” and “unfortunate necessities.” The words slipped through the air like oil on water: “…shame about the last one, really, but they just couldn’t adapt to our culture… we tried to tell ‘em them, but…” Each fragment felt hollow, rehearsed, like lines from a play performed too many times, yet carried an undercurrent of something darker. The ice in Marlene’s glass hadn’t melted either, twin to Haley’s untouched drink in its unnatural preservation.

“She keeps watching you when you look away,” Voice continued, its tone carrying years of protective instinct. “Not like a person watches - like a camera. Like something studying its subject. Have you noticed she hasn’t moved once? Forty minutes of talking and not a single natural gesture. That lipstick remains perfect despite her drinking. Those victory rolls haven’t shifted a millimeter. She’s like a photograph pretending to be human.”

“Haley? Earth to Haley!” Marlene’s fingers snapped in front of her face, the sharp sound cutting through Voice’s warnings like a knife. Haley jerked back to awareness, realizing with a start that she’d been staring at her drink for… how long?

“Where is everyone?” Haley finally asked, the question escaping before she could stop herself. The emptiness of the bar felt suddenly oppressive, like a void trying to swallow her voice. She should move away, put distance between them, yet she found herself leaning slightly closer to Marlene, drawn by something she couldn’t name. The movement was subtle, unconscious, like iron filings shifting toward a magnet.

Marlene’s mechanical laugh cut through the silence. “Oh, something came up with the team. Very last minute. You know how these things go.” Her smile remained fixed, unchanging. “They were so looking forward to meeting you too. Such a shame.” She spoke as if reading from a script, each word measured and precise. “But this is nice, isn’t it? More… intimate. Just us girls.”

Her hand moved with serpentine precision toward Haley’s thigh. The touch, when it came, was ice-cold through the fabric of her jeans - not the normal cold of poor circulation, but the kind of cold that seemed to leak into her bones. Every muscle in Haley’s body went rigid. The bar stool shrieked against the floor as she jerked away, the sound unnaturally loud in the empty bar. Her hip knocked hard against the counter’s edge, sending a spike of pain through her side, but she barely noticed. Fight-or-flight had kicked in, old instincts screaming at her to run.

Marlene had already pulled back, as if she’d choreographed the entire interaction, as if Haley’s panic was just another line in her script. Confirming something she already knew - like she’d been counting on that exact reaction, down to the inch Haley would recoil.

“Tell me, Haley.” Marlene leaned back, studying her with those button-cold eyes. “Why did you respond to our outreach? Out of all the positions you could have chosen after college, why here? Why a simple data analyst job?”

“She’s fishing,” Voice warned through the rippling surface of Haley’s drink. “Every question is calculated, designed to extract specific responses. Be careful what you reveal.”

The question hung in the air between them. For a moment, Haley considered lying - she’d gotten good at it over the years. A rehearsed story about career advancement, about the excellent benefits package, about wanting to work for an “industry leader”. Her fingers found the hem of her shirt, twisting the fabric as she had when she first saw the letter, saw the location. Twenty minutes. After eighteen years, and now here she was. Twenty minutes from the place that had shaped everything she’d become.

“The money’s good,” Haley started, her voice quiet but steady. She thought of the jacket upstairs in her apartment, name patch worn soft at the edges from years of her fingers tracing the invisible letters. “Better than good, actually.” She stared into her untouched drink, watching the ice shift.

Haley could feel an energy in the air that she hadn’t felt before, something of a truth serum piercing her skin. She felt comfortable for the slightest moment.

“Don’t,” Voice cautioned sharply. “This sudden comfort isn’t natural. She’s creating it, manipulating the atmosphere to draw you out.”

“But mostly…” The words caught in her throat. Even Voice’s warning couldn’t stop what was coming. “Mostly because it’s only twenty minutes away from Boulder Creek.” The name felt strange on her tongue after so many years of avoiding it, like speaking a word from a language she’d tried to forget. “There’s something I need to do there. A chapter I need to close.”

“Oh” Marlene’s voice dripped with honeyed interest, each word precision-cut like glass. “How… intense.” She drew out the last word like she was tasting it. Her fingers clinked against her glass in perfect rhythm, tap-tap-tap. “You know, Haley dear, most people just say they’re excited about the dental plan.”

Haley couldn’t believe her ears for a moment. Everything she’d carried for those eighteen years, that had led her here, reduced to a one off dismissal. Her throat tightened, and she could feel heat rising in her cheeks - not from embarrassment, but from a deep, familiar shame at letting herself be vulnerable with someone else.

“Listen to how she takes your truth and twists it,” Voice observed, its words rising through the liquid. “This dismissive playfulness - it’s deliberate. Like a cat toying with its prey.”

“Now, now,” Marlene interrupted, her timing so perfect it made Haley take note. “No need to retreat into your drink. We’re all friends here.” She leaned forward, her eyes fixing on the swirling liquid. “Though sometimes… silence can be so deceptive, can’t it?”

A chill ran through Haley’s spine. The words were too specific, the timing too precise. Could Marlene hear Voice? The thought alone made her feel sick. Voice had been there through everything - every nightmare, lonely night, moment of doubt, every anniversary of that day. It might not always make sense, might not always be helpful, but it was hers. The one thing that truly knew what she’d been through, what she’d lost. The idea that Marlene might be able to perceive it, might have access to that part of her, felt like a violation deeper than any physical touch.

“Speaking of Boulder Creek…” Marlene’s voice softened, losing some of its mechanical edge as she tapped her cigarette against the ashtray. For a moment, she almost seemed normal - just another person trying to make conversation. “What was it like growing up there? Must have been nice, all those trees, that crisp air.” She gestured vaguely at the forest beyond the windows. “Before the accident of course.”

Haley felt slightly confused considering she couldn’t remember ever mentioning where she had grown up, at any part of her application process. Or that she may have moved from said place.

“She knows too much,” Voice stated firmly. “Think about it - you never mentioned growing up there. She’s revealing her hand.”

Also a sudden shift in Marlene’s demeanor made Haley’s skin crawl more than her artificial perfection had. There was something in her that emanated warmth now, like watching a mannequin’s facade crack away. Voice stirred uneasily in her mind, but remained watchful, as if studying this new development. Haley felt this was a moment to test Marlene’s knowledge of her; she had already let herself open up once. Why not one more time to test the waters.

“It’s funny,” Haley found herself saying, her voice distant as if coming from somewhere else. The alcohol in her glass caught the bar’s glow, reminding her of headlights in rain. She looked up at Marlene directly, almost challenging her to look away. “Everyone said it was an accident. Simple as that. Rainy night, dark road…” She traced the rim of her glass with one finger, as ripples formed against physics. “But when something leaves that big of a hole in your memory, when it takes your whole family in one night - how could it be that simple?”

“She’s drawing you out deliberately,” Voice warned through the glass. “Each sympathetic nod is calculated. She’s collecting your responses like data points.”

But something in Marlene’s attentive silence pulled at her, like a splinter working its way out. Maybe it was the cigarette smoke curling between them, or the way the retro decor blurred the years, making that night feel closer than it had in ages.

“The social workers, the foster parents - they all had this look when they talked about it. Pity isn’t the right word for it. It was like they were handling something fragile. Something that might…” she paused, looking down at the ice in her drink slowly crack into tiny spider-web patterns. “…Might break.”

“How did that make you feel?” Marlene interjected, her voice no longer carrying artificial warmth, something genuine leaked out of her. For just a moment, the mechanical perfection fell away, replaced by something that reminded Haley of a maternal instinct - that particular tone of voice that only comes when someone truly sees your pain and wants to help carry it.

“This shift is too perfect,” Voice cautioned through the glass. “Her timing, her tone - it’s like she’s following a script designed specifically for you.”

The unexpectedness of it made Haley’s throat tight. She hadn’t heard that kind of concern directed at her since… Before she could remember. The ache of missing that familial love twisted in her chest, amplified by this strange echo of it coming from someone who, moments ago, had seemed incapable of real emotion.

“Don’t trust this sudden warmth,” Voice urged, though its ripples through the liquid betrayed its own uncertainty at this deviation from Marlene’s pattern. “She’s adapting, seeing what works best.”

Looking at her, Marlene’s eyes had softened somehow, holding something that looked remarkably like empathy. Her perfect posture had shifted just slightly, unconsciously leaning toward Haley in that instinctive way parents do when their children are hurt.

The genuine care in Marlene’s voice cracked something in Haley, like a wall she’d spent years building suddenly developing a fatal flaw. There was something about Marlene that pulled at her, a gravity she couldn’t explain but couldn’t resist either. This was no longer feeling the water, this was diving head first into it.

“I felt…” Haley started, her fingers tracing patterns in the condensation on her glass. “…Alone. More alone than most people think possible. Like I was this… this broken thing that everyone could see but no one wanted to touch.” The words spilled out of her now, unstoppable as a tide. “Every foster home, every school, every interaction - I was always the girl whose family had died. The one people whispered about. The one they were afraid would shatter if they got too close.”

Her vision blurred with tears she refused to let fall. “No one was there. No one kept me. I was never outside a group home for more than a few weeks. The only one who’s been there through everything is-” She caught herself too late, the truth already escaping like smoke. “Voice,” she whispered, the admission hanging in the air between them.

“Haley,” Voice’s words came sharp and clear through the glass. “That was exactly what she was waiting for.”

In her blurred peripheral vision, Haley noticed something impossible - a tear forming in the corner of Marlene’s perfect black eyes. But before it could fall, she seemed to catch herself, the tear retreating as her carefully constructed facade slipped back into place. Like an actor remembering their role mid-performance, composing themselves before the audience could notice the break in character.

“Voice,” Marlene repeated, the word falling between them like a stone into still water. The expected recoil never came - no widened eyes, no subtle shifting away, no quick glances of confusion. Her eyes fixed on Haley with an intensity that seemed to pierce right through her. “Tell me about Voice. What is it exactly?”

Haley’s chest tightened. This wasn’t right. She’d learned long ago what happened when she told people about Voice - the awkward silences, the careful suggestions about medication, the way they’d edge away like her crazy might be contagious. But Marlene just sat there, perfectly still, waiting. Accepting.

“She’s not surprised,” Voice observed. “She’s been waiting for this confession. Everything until now has been orchestrated to reach this moment.”

“Why…” Haley started, her voice barely a whisper. “Why aren’t you afraid?” The ice in their glasses began to vibrate imperceptibly.

“What do you remember about that night, Haley?” Marlene asked, her voice gentle but probing. “About the accident? Every detail could be important.”

The ice in their glasses vibrated more noticeably now, tiny ripples forming in the amber liquid. The bar’s blue glow seemed to pulse in rhythm with Haley’s quickening heartbeat.

“Please stop,” Haley whispered, her fingers gripping the edge of the bar. “I don’t—-I don’t remember anything from that night. Nothing.” Her voice wavered on those words like something in her trying to get out, and the vibrations in their glasses intensified.

“I think you do,” Marlene pressed, leaning closer. “There’s something there, isn’t there? Something from before the accident, maybe? I want to help you. You don’t have to carry this alone anymore.”

The gentleness in her voice felt like a knife twisting in Haley’s chest. The glasses trembled more violently now, the liquid inside defying gravity. Haley wiped at her eyes with shaking hands, trying to push back the tears that had already started to fall.

“Stay calm,” Voice urged. “Control yourself.”

The vibrations had spread beyond their glasses now, trembling through the entire bar. Bottles clinked against each other behind the counter, the atomic-burst lights flickered overhead, and still Marlene sat perfectly still beside Haley’s crumbling form. She showed no fear, no concern, as Haley dissolved into tears, her energy threatening to tear the place apart.

“Stay calm,” Voice urged one final time through the violently shaking liquid. “Control your-”

Then - pop.

Both glasses exploded simultaneously, sending shards of crystal outward in a perfect arc that somehow missed them both entirely. The amber liquid hung suspended for a second before falling to the bar top in a gentle rain. In that same instant, Voice’s presence vanished completely - like a radio suddenly unplugged, leaving nothing but static silence in Haley’s mind.

Haley snapped back to awareness after a second of nothing, like surfacing from deep water, her mind foggy and disconnected. Her eyes landed on the scattered glass, the spilled liquid. Evidence of something she knew could happen, but hadn’t done in a while. Her body moved before her thoughts could catch up, jerking her to her feet with such force that the bar stool teetered behind her. Instinct taking over while her consciousness slowly pieced it all together.

Marlene remained perfectly seated, not a hair out of place, as if exploding glasses were as mundane as snow in the winter. Her eyes followed Haley’s movements with that same unwavering intensity, still showing no trace of fear or surprise.

Haley’s mind reached instinctively for Voice, suddenly aware of its absence through everything that had just happened. The familiar presence that had guided her through every crisis for years had gone completely silent.

She turned to Marlene, desperate for some kind of reaction, some acknowledgment of what had just happened. But Marlene just sat tapping her cigarette against the ashtray as if nothing unusual had occurred.

“These glasses,” Marlene sighed, gesturing at the scattered shards with an elegant wave of her hand. “They’ve been here since… Well actually I don’t know. Heat and cold, you know how it is - makes the crystal unstable. Really, we should thank you for finally giving us an excuse to order new ones.” She let out a slightly nervous chuckle through the empty bar. “Now sit back down, dear. You’re making the place look untidy.”

Haley stared at Marlene in stunned silence, struggling to process the casualness with which her boss had dismissed what just happened. Her mouth opened and closed several times before she finally found her voice. The silence in her mind where Voice should be felt like an open wound.

“I… I think I should turn in for the night,” she managed, the words coming out unsteady. “Thank you for… for inviting me.”

She had already turned her back, walking towards the elevator, when Marlene’s voice cut through the space between them smooth as silk. “Oh, but Haley dear, we haven’t even discussed your actual position here.”

The silence in Haley’s mind remained absolute as she quickened her pace toward the exit, leaving behind the scattered evidence of her loss of control and a woman who seemed far too comfortable witnessing it. Each step felt heavier than the last, her mind reaching instinctively for Voice’s familiar presence and finding only that static emptiness.

The elevator doors couldn’t close fast enough.













