
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


This book is born from loss. For the ghosts of this past year. To the friends who battled demons they couldn’t conquer, swallowed by the oblivion of addiction. For Everest, Finnaeus, and Xavier, whose bright light was extinguished too quickly. For my sister,  Alexa and my mother, who have become echoes in my life. May their stories not be forgotten. This is for them.

“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”

Dante Alighieri
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Foreword
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Some stories are not meant to be pretty. They are raw, messy, and filled with choices that make you want to scream at the characters to turn back before it’s too late. The Color of Regret is one of those stories. It is a story about love, but not the kind that saves—it’s the kind that hurts, the kind that lingers long after it’s over.

Addiction, loss, and self-destruction weave through these pages, but so does something else: humanity. The desperate, beautiful, terrible fight to hold on. To keep believing, even when all the evidence says you shouldn’t. To love someone who is slipping through your fingers, even when you know you can’t save them.

If you have ever loved someone who was breaking themselves apart, this book may feel like looking in a mirror. If you have ever been the one breaking, it may feel like a confession. Either way, I hope it makes you feel something. Because that’s what stories like this are for.

To remember.

To mourn.

To understand.

And maybe, in the quiet between the lines, to find the strength to let go.

— Remington Wülf
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Preface
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There was a time when Kriia believed she could save him. That if she held onto Remi tightly enough, if she loved him fiercely enough, she could pull him back from the edge.

But love is not a cure.

This is not a story about heroes and villains. It is not a cautionary tale wrapped neatly in moral lessons. It is simply a story about two people—two souls tangled together in a way that was both inevitable and destructive.

It is a story of quiet promises and shattered trust, of nights spent chasing ghosts and mornings spent pretending everything was fine. It is a story of addiction—not just to substances, but to the idea that you can fix someone who doesn’t want to be fixed.

Kriia and Remi were never meant to be forever. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t matter.

And this story?

This story is what remains.
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This book was forged in fire—the kind that strips you down to bone and forces you to rebuild. Writing The Color of Regret wasn’t just a creative endeavor; it was survival. A catharsis that helped me process some of the darkest times in my life. If you’re holding this book, be warned: it doesn’t shy away from the ugly truths. It doesn’t sugarcoat. But if you’ve ever known loss, love, or the ache of holding onto something that’s slipping through your fingers, I hope you find a piece of yourself in these pages.

To the internet community that has kept these characters alive—you have no idea how much your support has meant. Every comment, every message, every piece of art or discussion about Kriia, Remi, and this world has kept me going. Thank you for loving them as much as I do.

To my husband, my rock, my constant. Thank you for always listening, always believing, and always reminding me why this story mattered—even when I doubted myself.

To Kezzi, who owns half of Hiraeth with me—this world wouldn’t be what it is without you. Since 2011, when Remi and Levi first came to life, you’ve shaped and reshaped this universe with me, breathed depth into these characters, and made this story what it is. I can’t imagine writing it without you.

And to the loss that shaped this book more than anything: In the past year, I lost three of my four dogs to mysterious causes. I lived in a car, a garage, a motel, and a trailer. I had to get protective orders against two people I once called my best friends. The people I considered closest to me—those I counted on—either disappeared, stopped having time for me, or faded from my life with barely a whisper. My mother. My sister. The people who were supposed to be constants.

Writing this book helped me process that grief, that anger, that loneliness. So if this story feels raw, if it feels too real, that’s because it is.

To anyone who’s ever felt abandoned, ever clung to something toxic because it was the only thing that still felt real, ever loved someone even when it hurt—this book is for you.
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Reader, please be aware!
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A Warning: The Color Of Regret delves into the harrowing realities of hard drug addiction. This book contains graphic and unflinching scenes of drug use, including heroin, ketamine, cocaine, and others. Please consider carefully if you wish to continue. These depictions may be intense and triggering for some readers. Your well-being is important. Knowledge of the events in this book is not essential to understanding the broader House Of Teeth Saga. Heed this warning. Proceed with care, or turn back now.
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The Surge Of Color
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“In the beginning, emotions crash like a tidal wave of vibrant hues, each feeling a distinct stroke on the canvas of the heart; love ignites like a wildfire of crimson, anger burns with the sharp intensity of scarlet, and recklessness streaks through the soul like a flash of hazy green”
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The Weight of Rust Red
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Kriia always thought regret would be blue.

A deep, bruising kind of blue, like the sky before a storm, like the ocean at night when you don’t know where the horizon ends and the abyss begins. But standing here now, in the dim, flickering glow of the streetlight outside Remi’s old apartment, she realized she was wrong.

Regret is rust-red. The color of dried blood on cracked knuckles. The color of the neon Open sign buzzing half-dead in the corner store window. The color of the cigarette ember still smoldering at her feet, its last breath curling into the cold night air before dying out completely.

She shifted her weight, adjusting the strap of her bag over her shoulder. The street was empty except for her, silent except for the faint hum of a passing car in the distance. The last time she stood here, her heart had been hammering, stomach twisting with a different kind of anticipation. The start of something dangerous.

Her fingers twitched. She didn’t know why she came. Not really. Maybe she thought standing in this place, breathing in the ghosts of the past, would make the ache in her chest settle. Maybe she thought it would hurt less, after all these years.

She was wrong about that, too.

Kriia inhaled the night air, thick with the scent of gasoline and rotting pavement, but it did nothing to clear the static in her head. The past wasn’t just creeping in—it was dragging her under, wrapping cold fingers around her ribs, pressing its weight into her throat.

The wind shifted, cold against her skin, and suddenly she wasn’t standing in the present anymore. Suddenly, the night around her melted into something warmer, heavier, something laced with the thick scent of faded leather and cigarette smoke, cheap cologne and something sharper—something like whiskey and rain.

The air went golden, like the hazy glow of the streetlights the night she first ran here, footsteps reckless on the pavement, breath sharp in her lungs.

She had blood on her sleeve that night. Someone else’s. The fight had left her knuckles raw, her ribs aching, her ears still ringing with shouted words she didn’t care to remember. She hadn’t known where else to go.

So she went to Remi.

The air felt different back then. Heavier. More suffocating. It smelled like mold creeping along the walls, cheap cigarettes, and the lingering sharpness of vodka that never fully left the air in Remi’s place.

His mother’s place.

Kriia hadn’t knocked when she arrived that night, fresh from the fight at school, blood still crusting over her knuckles. She had just opened the door, knowing it wouldn’t be locked. It never was.

The dim, yellow glow of the single flickering light in the kitchen barely cut through the darkness of the apartment. The place was small—too small for three people, too small for the ghosts that lived there. The walls were stained with years of cigarette smoke and neglect. The couch was buried under a mess of unwashed blankets, a dent in the cushions where Remi had probably passed out the night before.

Somewhere, from behind the cracked bathroom door, she could hear muffled voices. A low, slurred murmur followed by the clatter of something glass shattering against the tile. A curse. Then silence.

Oksana.

Kriia’s stomach turned, but she forced herself to ignore it, stepping carefully past a pile of dirty clothes on the floor as she made her way toward the bedroom door.

It was cracked open, just enough to see inside.

Remi sat on the edge of his bed, hunched forward, elbows digging into his knees. The glow of the lighter in his hands flickered against the sharp edges of his face, casting shadows under his cheekbones. He rolled the syringe between his fingers, lost in the movement, in the ritual of it. A belt hung loose around his arm, already tight enough to make the veins rise beneath his skin.

Kriia didn’t breathe.

She had seen him like this before. Too many times. The quiet before the high. The weight of something unspoken pressing against his shoulders.

He didn’t look up when he spoke. “You okay?”

Kriia swallowed, stepping inside, closing the door behind her. “Got into a fight.”

His eyes flicked to her hands then, to the swollen bruises already blooming across her knuckles, the split just below her fingers where the skin had cracked open. His jaw tensed. “You win?”

She gave a hollow laugh. “Doesn’t matter.”

He let out a slow exhale through his nose, reaching out. His fingers found hers, thumb dragging over the raw skin, tracing the fresh damage. His hands were warm, even as unsteady as they were.

“You wanna tell me what happened?”

She shook her head.

Another moment of silence stretched between them. Then Remi pulled the belt from his arm and let it drop to the floor. The needle, still untouched, followed.

That surprised her.

She had seen him high more times than she could count. Had seen the slow collapse of his body, the way his pupils would shrink to pinpricks, the way his fingers would twitch even when he swore he was fine. She had sold to him before she really knew him, before she ever thought about staying. And even now, even now, she had expected him to choose it first.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he shifted on the bed, making space for her, a silent invitation.

Kriia hesitated. Just for a second. Then she kicked off her shoes and climbed in beside him, pressing her face into his shoulder.

Remi let out a breath, the tension in him unraveling just a little. His arm came around her, the weight of it heavy and solid against her spine.

They didn’t talk. Didn’t have to.

Outside, his mother and uncle were still arguing, voices slurred and sharp-edged, but in here, in this room, with the door locked and the world shut out, there was a moment of quiet.

Kriia closed her eyes.

She told herself it was just for the night.

She didn’t know yet that the night would stretch into a week, that she wouldn’t go home, that she would wake up to this same heavy warmth for months before it all came crashing down.

She didn’t know that this was the beginning of something that would leave them both wrecked.

All she knew was that, in that moment, it felt easier to stay.

* * *
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THE QUIET NEVER LASTED in this place. Kriia barely had time to sink into the warmth of Remi’s body before the front door banged open, rattling the frame. The air shifted, thickening with something sour, something wrong.

She felt Remi stiffen beside her, his muscles coiling under his thin hoodie like he was bracing for impact.

Footsteps—unsteady, too loud. Then the sound of a bottle hitting the counter, rolling, knocking against something else. A wet, slurred laugh.

Oksana.

Kriia could already picture her, makeup smudged from whatever bar or back alley she had crawled home from, coat slipping off one shoulder, cigarette barely hanging on between her fingers.

Then, the second set of footsteps. Softer, quicker.

Meeko.

The sound of her schoolbag hitting the floor was barely a whisper compared to the storm brewing in the other room. Kriia didn’t have to see her to know she was moving fast, keeping her head down. Meeko had gotten good at that—at slipping past her mother before she could be noticed, before she could be pulled into whatever scene was about to unfold.

A door creaked. The smallest pause. Then the soft click of it shutting.

Safe. For now.

But Oksana was still there.

“Remington,” she sang, voice syrupy sweet in a way that made Kriia’s stomach turn. “You in there?”

Remi exhaled through his nose, jaw going tight. “Don’t answer,” he murmured, barely more than a breath against Kriia’s temple.

She didn’t move.

Oksana knocked anyway—loud, sharp, like she already knew he was inside and was just playing with him.

“Come on, baby, open up. I need to talk to you.”

Remi didn’t move.

Kriia felt his heartbeat under her cheek, steady but hard, his whole body wound tight like he was holding himself together by a thread.

The knocking turned to pounding. “Remington. Open the fucking door.”

Something in him snapped. Not big, not loud. Just the smallest flinch, the shift of his breath. Then he was moving, untangling himself from Kriia, standing before she could stop him.

She watched as he crossed the room, steps slow, calculated. She saw the way his fingers twitched before he wrapped them around the doorknob.

The moment he opened it, Oksana shoved inside.

She looked exactly how Kriia expected—makeup smeared, clothes askew, the familiar glazed-over wildness in her eyes that meant she was deep in it. Vodka, pills, maybe worse. She reeked of stale perfume and cigarettes, like she’d been stewing in the same bar air for days.

Her sharp eyes flicked to Kriia, and her lips curled. “Oh. You’re here again.”

Kriia held her gaze, back straight. She had learned a long time ago not to flinch in front of women like Oksana.

Oksana smirked, like she was amused by the defiance. Then her attention was back on Remi, fingers curling around his wrist, nails pressing too deep.

“You got money?”

Remi didn’t react. “No.”

She squeezed harder. “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

“I don’t have any, Oksana.” The sharpness in his voice wasn’t loud, but it was deadly.

She sucked her teeth, exasperated. “Fucking useless.” Then, just as quickly, her expression shifted, eyes going glassy, voice tilting into something sugar-coated. She leaned in, pressing her weight against him. “Come on, baby, just a little. You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

Remi didn’t move, barely even blinked. “Ask Uncle Ivan.”

A crack in the mask. Oksana’s lips twisted. “That asshole’s already bled dry.”

“Not my problem.”

Oksana’s hand shot out, slapping him hard across the face.

Kriia flinched.

Remi didn’t.

He didn’t even turn his head, didn’t react at all except for the slow clench of his jaw, the vein in his neck pulsing beneath his skin.

Oksana let out a sharp breath, like she was frustrated, like he was the one being difficult. Then, without another word, she turned and stormed out, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the walls.

Silence.

Then the sound of another door slamming down the hall.

Kriia let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Remi stood still for another second before he reached out and locked the door. His fingers lingered on the knob, his shoulders dropping the moment he was sure she was gone. Then he turned back toward the bed.

Kriia could still see the red imprint of his mother’s hand on his cheek.

He saw her looking and let out a bitter, breathy laugh. “She’s in a great mood tonight.”

Kriia didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say.

Remi sighed, running a hand through his already-messy hair, then crossed the room. He crouched down, reaching under the bed. When he straightened, there was a familiar bundle in his hands—a belt, a lighter, a clean syringe, a bag of heroin.

He tossed them onto the mattress between them, then met Kriia’s gaze. “You want a hit?”

She hesitated.

She didn’t usually do this with her customers. Not that Remi was just a customer anymore, but still.

This was different.

But the weight of the night was pressing down on her chest, squeezing too tight. Her father’s voice was still a ghost in the back of her head. The fight at school, her split knuckles, Oksana’s laugh—it was all too much, too loud.

And Remi was looking at her like he already knew she was going to say yes.

Kriia swallowed. Then she nodded.

Remi smiled, small and tired, and picked up the needle. “I’ll go first.”

She watched as he wrapped the belt around his arm, as he pulled the liquid into the syringe, as he found a vein and pressed down.

He exhaled slow, blinking up at the ceiling as the high took hold.

Kriia’s heart was pounding, but she didn’t stop him when he handed her the syringe.

She just took it.

And let the night swallow her whole.
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The Softness of Scarlet
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Regret wasn’t always dark. Sometimes it was soft. Sometimes it was warm.

The mid-afternoon sun bled through his curtains in ribbons of rose gold, stretching across the tangle of blankets, across his bare skin, across her.

Kriia lay curled on her side beside him, tangled in his sheets, her breathing slow and steady. Her hair fanned across the pillow, streaked in the sunlight like amber tarnished by time. The bruises on her knuckles from the fight yesterday had darkened, blooming rust-red against her pale skin.

Remi exhaled, running a hand through his hair as he sat up, bones heavy with the slow pull of the lingering high. He blinked hard, grounding himself, before the world could tip too far sideways.

Then came the yelling.

His mother’s voice, sharp, shrill, tore through the thin walls, cutting straight through the softness of the morning.

Remi sighed, rubbing a hand down his face. His room was the only place in the apartment that felt even remotely separate from the chaos outside of it. The door was still locked. The speakers on the floor were still humming with soft Lo-Fi, like a weak attempt to drown out the reality pressing in from the other side of the wall.

It didn’t work.

Nothing ever did.

He glanced over at Kriia, smirking slightly to himself. The fact that she was still here was new. He wasn’t used to waking up next to someone, wasn’t used to letting someone stay.

His fingers twitched against the sheets as he looked away, muttering, “Not gonna lie, I’m usually not cool with girls still being in my bed in the morning.” He paused, stretching his arms over his head. “But I guess I could let this one slide.”

Kriia stirred, scrunching her nose slightly before one eye cracked open. She frowned at him, voice still thick with sleep. “Shut the fuck up, Remi.”

Then she punched him in the arm. Harder than he expected.

Remi let out a sharp breath, laughing as he rubbed the spot. “Shit, alright.” He shook his head, still grinning. “Didn’t know you woke up violent.”

Kriia smirked, voice lazy. “I’m not one of your other girls.”

Something flickered behind her eyes when she said it. Something unreadable.

Remi didn’t answer right away. Instead, he let the warmth of her next to him settle in his bones, let himself just be there, in this moment, before it inevitably cracked.

He didn’t connect with people often. Not like this. Not without it tasting bitter in the back of his throat. But with Kriia, it had started to come easy.

She shifted, stretching her arms above her head, and the blanket slipped just enough to distract him completely. His eyes dragged over her collarbone, the curve of her shoulder, the faded scar near her ribs.

Heat curled low in his stomach, slow and dangerous.

Kriia must’ve caught it, because her smirk deepened. “You’re staring.”

Remi scoffed. “Nah.”

She rolled onto her side, close enough that he could feel her breath against his neck. “You are.”

He swallowed. “Shut up.”

She tilted her head, expression teasing. “Make me.”

Remi didn’t need to be told twice.

It started slow. The way his hand skimmed her hip. The way her fingers curled into his hair. The way the sun turned everything flaxen—the way it blurred the lines between pleasure and regret, between something real and something they could both pretend wasn’t.

They lost themselves in it, in the heat and the weight and the quiet hum of music in the background, in the way it almost felt like escape.

It wasn’t.

But it was close enough.

After, their breaths were uneven, the sheets kicked down to their waists. Remi reached blindly for his jeans on the floor while Kriia stretched, exhaling through a lazy grin.

For a second, neither of them spoke.

For a second, they just laid there, watching the dust swirl in the rose gold light.

The warmth of Kriia’s skin still clung to him like the faintest ember, but it was already cooling, fading into the air between them, into the space that always seemed to grow back no matter how close they got.

Remi exhaled, rolling onto his side before forcing himself upright, the haze of sleep and sweat and something almost tender vanishing the moment his feet hit the cold floor. He reached for his jeans, the rough denim a familiar scrape against his fingers as he tugged them on, grounding himself in the weight of something tangible, something real.

The shift happened fast. The moment before had been golden, but now it dulled—burnt out, like everything else eventually did.

He ran a hand through his hair, already feeling the itch in his ribs, the slow simmer of unease that never fully went away. His fingers twitched. He needed something to smooth the static running under his skin.

Reaching for the nightstand, he let his hand close around two things: a cigarette and a large orange pill bottle, both shaking loose from the clutter.

The cigarette came first. It always did.

The flame from his lighter flared copper-bright in the dim room before he inhaled, the first drag hitting his lungs, coating his nerves in smoky grey. The tension in his shoulders eased, but not enough. Never enough.

Then came the real fix.

The bottle cap clicked open with a soft pop, and the sound made Kriia stir beside him. He could feel her gaze on him, the kind of attention that felt too heavy for the moment. He ignored it, tipping the bottle into his palm.

A balled-up sandwich baggie tumbled out first, landing with a faint crinkle in the center of his hand. The fine dust of white powder clung to the plastic like frost. Then came the pills—a kaleidoscope of them, some small, some large, colors ranging from sterile hospital white to a sickly pastel, like candy gone stale.

“Jesus,” Kriia muttered, voice thick with amusement and something else—something wary. “What are you doing?”

Remi didn’t answer. He just smirked, separating the baggie from the pile, shaking it lightly between his fingers before tucking it between his lips for a second like a cigarette. His other hand moved through the scattered pills with practiced ease, picking three at random before shoving the rest back into the bottle.

“My coffee to wake up in the morning,” he said, waving the coke, “and these—” he gestured to the pills in his hand “—are my afternoon pick-me-up.”

Then, before she could say anything, he tossed them back dry, swallowing them down like they were nothing more than breath mints.

Kriia let out a slow, disbelieving breath, shaking her head as she pulled the blanket higher over her chest. “What even were those?”

Remi just grinned, tapping the cigarette against the nightstand, letting the ash tumble into an already overflowing soda can. “Shit, I don’t know. I threw a bunch of scripts together like a party pack. Kinda like playing Russian Roulette.”

Her brows furrowed, lips parting like she wanted to argue, but he only exhaled another slow drag of smoke through his nose, voice lazy, unaffected.

“That’s a problem for future Remi to deal with.”

Then he laughed—low, almost hollow, something fractured underneath the sound.

The weight of it sat between them, thick as the smoke curling in the air.

Kriia didn’t say anything, and Remi was grateful for it.

Before she could push, before she could make it mean something, he slid into the beat-up chair in front of the TV, cigarette still smoldering between his fingers as he swiped up his Xbox controller. The screen flickered to life, casting the room in cool blue, washing out the tawny, the rust, the warmth that had almost felt real.

Distraction. Escape.

Anything to make the world feel soft again

* * *
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MORNING CAME IN A WASH of dull grey, seeping through the gaps in his blackout curtains, smudging the edges of the room in something listless and colorless. The kind of morning that felt like an afterthought, like it didn’t really belong to him.

Remi rolled onto his back, rubbing the grit from his eyes, head still thick with the amber haze of last night’s high. He stretched one arm out automatically, fingers brushing over warm skin instead of the cool expanse of his empty bed.

Kriia.

She was still here.

Sprawled across the mattress like she’d always belonged there, tangled in faded navy sheets and stealing half his blanket. Her arm was slung over his pillow, hair messy against the fabric, her bare shoulder kissed by the soft glow of morning light.

She hadn’t left.

Something tightened in his chest at the thought, unfamiliar and unwanted. He wasn’t used to waking up next to someone—at least, not like this. Not with the room still humming with the warmth of them, not with the weight of them still lingering in his space.

She stirred, eyes cracking open with a slow, sleepy squint.

“Jesus,” she muttered, voice low and scratchy from sleep. “You always wake up this early?”

Remi huffed a lazy laugh, already reaching for the pack of cigarettes on the nightstand. He shook one loose, rolling it between his fingers before holding it out to her.

Kriia stretched, all lazy limbs and unbothered confidence, then sat up, plucking the cigarette from his fingers. She tucked it between her lips before leaning in, waiting for him to light it.

He did.

They smoked in comfortable silence, the smoke curling soft grey between them, wrapping around the deep red strands of her hair where the morning light touched them.

“Guess I’m not going to school today,” Kriia murmured after a while, exhaling slow.

Remi smirked, dragging a hand through his hair before reaching for his own cigarette. “Was that even up for debate?”

She just gave him a look, one that made the corners of his mouth twitch with something dangerously close to amusement.

They killed the morning in the easy, aimless way that only people with nowhere to be could—chain-smoking by the open window, passing a half-empty bottle of something too strong for morning back and forth, making sarcastic comments about the world beyond his cracked blinds.

At some point, the door creaked open.

Meeko.

She hovered at the threshold, still in an oversized band tee that almost swallowed her whole, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Her red hair was wild, tangled from tossing in her sheets, and she blinked at them blearily before frowning.

“You guys are so loud,” she muttered, voice scratchy. “Like, actually.”

Kriia snorted, waving her cigarette toward her. “Good morning to you too, sunshine.”

Meeko ignored her, trudging into the room and flopping unceremoniously onto the bed between them. Remi smirked, flicking ash into the tray on the windowsill.

“What do you want?”

“Food,” she said simply, rolling onto her back and staring at the ceiling. “There’s nothing in the kitchen except, like, beer and ramen packets.”

“Sounds like a you problem.”

Meeko turned her head just enough to glare at him. “It’s an us problem because you’re supposed to feed me.”

Remi sighed dramatically, leaning his head back against the wall. “That’s debatable.”

Kriia snorted, then reached over and poked Meeko’s side. “What do you want, kid?”

“Something real,” Meeko grumbled. “Not gas station snacks.”

Remi arched a brow. “Real food? In this economy?”

Meeko groaned and shoved his arm. “You’re the worst.”

But she was smiling now, that small, easy kind of smile that didn’t come around often. And Remi felt something in his chest loosen, just a little.

Oksana was probably still asleep—passed out in whatever miserable, hungover state she’d collapsed into last night—which meant they had some time. Time to not be here.

Remi flicked his cigarette out the window, watching the ember fade into nothing before standing. “Fine,” he sighed. “Let’s go.”

Meeko’s face lit up with victory as she scrambled off the bed. “Really?”

“Nope,” he deadpanned, snatching his hoodie off the floor. “I just like getting your hopes up.”

She shoved him again, grinning now.

Kriia watched the two of them with something unreadable in her expression, something that almost looked like fondness but wasn’t quite ready to admit it.

Then she stretched, shaking her head. “If we’re doing this, I get to pick the music.”

Remi scoffed. “Absolutely not.”

“Absolutely yes,” Meeko interjected, already tugging on her sneakers.

Kriia smirked, standing and stealing one last drag from her cigarette before stubbing it out. “Majority rules, Remi.”

He rolled his eyes, but there was no real bite behind it.

Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad.

* * *
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THE WEIGHT OF THE DAY lingered, thick as the heat clinging to the pavement. It had been almost good—that rare, fleeting kind of peace that only existed in moments, never long enough to hold onto.

But good never lasted.

Oksana had woken up mean.

One slammed door, two screaming matches, and a bottle shattering somewhere in the kitchen later, Remi had slipped into Ivan’s room and swiped the keys off the counter, pressing them into Kriia’s hand with a smirk.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Now, the night stretched endless before them, dark and violet-blue, thick with humidity. The car was a rusted red piece of shit, the radio busted, the faint scent of whiskey and stale cigarettes soaked into the seats.

It didn’t matter.

They rolled the windows down, letting the wind whip through the car, drowning in the heavy stillness of a town that never had anything to offer but bad decisions.

Remi drove too fast down the empty streets, one hand on the wheel, the other flicking the lighter to the cigarette between his lips. The red glow flared, a dull ember in the dark.

Beside him, Kriia had her feet propped up on the dash, half out the window, hair whipping in the wind, grinning like they weren’t going nowhere.

Like it didn’t fucking matter.

“Imagine,” she said, stretching her arms over her head, “we actually make it out of this place.”

Remi exhaled smoke, smirking. “You got a plan?”

She shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe I’ll move to the city. New name, new place. Be someone else for a while.”

He glanced at her, the streetlights catching the edges of her face, turning her sharp  caramel and shadow. “You don’t need a new name. Kriia’s already a pain in the ass.”

She snorted, rolling her eyes. “And you don’t need a reason to be an asshole, yet here we are.”

He chuckled low, the sound curling into the thick Sunscorch air.

They passed houses with dim-lit windows, the ghostly glow of TVs flickering behind blinds. Kriia tapped her fingers against her thigh, watching the passing lights, then pointed at one.

“See that one?” she murmured. “That’s a guy who hasn’t slept in three days. He’s on his third pot of coffee, trying to finish some project that doesn’t even matter.”

Remi smirked. “And that one?” He gestured toward a different window, a dim, blue-lit living room.

She tilted her head, thinking. “That’s a girl who just broke up with her boyfriend, but she’s pretending she’s fine. Watching sitcom reruns, eating straight out of the ice cream carton.”

“You’re full of shit.”

She grinned, leaning back against the headrest. “Maybe.”

They pulled up to a red light. The town was dead, not a car in sight, but Remi didn’t move, just let the quiet settle.
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