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Chapter 1: The Meeting
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Heather Mallory shouldered through the mouth of the hallway with both hands up, spine bent to keep her face clear of swinging elbows. The Mission District flat sweated bodies and vibration; half the tenants of Valencia Street seemed packed in this one lemon-yellow parlor, along with every post-college dilettante who’d ever stolen a milk crate. The stereo’s subwoofers—possibly stolen themselves—set the old hardwood trembling under her Doc Martens. Heat and breath and accidental skin contact. Someone had spilled vodka all over the bookshelf. The whole place reeked of lemon Pledge, fresh weed, and the kind of desperation only visible to recent escapees of the Sacramento Valley.

She caught a glimpse of herself in a spotted mirror: secondhand fifties party dress, red, shoulder seams safety-pinned, a necklace borrowed from Maeve, hair clipped back hard, a look somewhere between “vintage movie extra” and “time traveler who lost the plot.” She pressed her palms to her thighs, felt the itch in her left knee, then dipped her chin and drifted sideways, past a pair of grad students arguing about transhumanism. Her glass was empty. She hadn’t even noticed.

The balcony beckoned, half a floor up, narrow and dangerously cantilevered over the dim-lit Mission sidewalk. It was supposed to be off-limits, but nobody with a will to breathe could be kept from it long. She slipped past a couple making out against the pantry door, left the push of the crowd and the thrum of laughter, and stepped outside. Instant relief. The air was cold enough to numb her cheeks and carried the sharp ozone tang of rain she hadn’t noticed falling.

Out here, the city unfolded in a runnel of sodium vapor, headlights and distant pier lights fuzzed by mist. She leaned against the railing, letting her chest settle, and picked at the fraying hem of her skirt. For a few seconds, Heather lost herself in the idea of flying. Her mother, if she’d been present, would have called the whole setting “a good way to break your neck.”

He was behind her before she heard the door. The new arrival shut it softly, made no announcement, but she felt the shift in air—a sixth sense for proximity honed by years of reading rooms. He came up on her left, not close enough to crowd her but near enough that the heat of his body radiated in the wet cold. His silhouette blocked some of the city, black hair blending with the darkness, tall, older by a generation, maybe more. She glanced at his shoes first (Italian, she guessed), then let her gaze rise: charcoal suit, indigo shirt, open at the collar, no tie, tan skin gone blue in the city light.

“You have an interesting aura of curiosity,” he said. His voice was precise, every syllable placed like a chess piece. A faint accent, but too subtle to map.

She stiffened, half-smirked. “Is that a pickup line or a psychic reading?”

He laughed, not loud, just a quick exhale. “It’s a compliment. I don’t use lines.”

“That’s a relief,” she said, though it wasn’t. She felt herself scrutinized—not in the way men usually did, but as if she was some puzzle box he meant to solve.

“I saw you from the kitchen,” he said. “You seem...apart.”

He turned, finally, so she could get a look at him proper. Close up, he was handsome in the way that made you believe in old movie casting directors—jaw like a carved thing, lines at the edges of his eyes, hair silvering above the ears. A deep scar bisected his right eyebrow, half-hidden but not enough. His eyes were black, unreflective, and they didn’t wander; they stayed on hers.

He offered his hand. “Roberto.”

She hesitated, then took it. His fingers were cold. “Heather.”

“You came with the woman in green?”

She nodded, glancing through the glass door. Maeve was still inside, arguing with a pack of physics grad students, wine glass wielded like a weapon. “Roommates,” Heather said. “She wanted to network. I’m just here for the free booze.”

Roberto smiled. “I didn’t think you were from this world.”

She braced herself for a line about being “different” or “special,” but instead he said, “What are you reading?”

It was so abrupt she blinked. “Right now?”

“Yes.” He leaned against the rail, still half-turned toward her, hands folded. “I always ask.”

She looked down. “I just finished Pale Fire.”

He made a thoughtful sound. “Nabokov,” he said, as if tasting the word. “Always the puzzle box. The poet, the double, the unreliable.”

She tried to read him, failed. “You’ve read it?”

“Twice. I admire your patience. Most give up halfway.”

The balcony creaked, and she realized she’d been gripping the railing too hard. Something about his calm made her feel like she was a dog about to bolt. She decided to push back.

“What about you?” she said. “What do you read?”

“Poetry, mostly. The desert poets. Neruda. Rumi. Some of the Gnostic texts. I like things that are half in this world, half out.”

She squinted at him. “You mean like, mystical?”

He shrugged, a single, fluid motion. “Reality is porous. It leaks meaning if you know where to look.”

She almost laughed, but instead she said, “So you’re a mystic.”

He smiled again, the same tight, knowing version. “You could say that. I practice a blend of traditions. Eclectic, but disciplined. I take it seriously.”

He wasn’t joking, but he wasn’t entirely earnest either. She liked that; she’d met too many men who were either jokers or zealots, not enough who played in the cracks.

“What do you do?” she asked.

“Officially? I’m a consultant. Financial restructuring, mostly. Unofficially, I teach. I write. I study.” His gaze sharpened. “But mostly, I meet people who intrigue me.”

He let the words hang. The music inside had shifted, a slow groove now, probably Sade. Someone shouted, muffled. Heather’s breath came in visible plumes.

“Do you come to a lot of these?” she said, keeping it light.

He shook his head. “Almost never. I dislike crowds.”

“Then why are you here?”

He took a long moment, as if measuring her for a suit of invisible armor. “A friend insisted,” he said. “But mostly, I was curious if I’d meet anyone...consequential.”

He held her gaze. She didn’t look away.

A siren howled in the distance, diffused by fog, and for a second they both listened.

She tried to shift her weight, but he was already anticipating it, moving half a step back to open space for her. He was careful, deliberate. Not a predator, not exactly, but not harmless either. She felt her pulse in her ears.

Roberto shifted his stance, then gestured with two fingers at the city below. “Do you like it here?”

“In San Francisco?”

“In this state of things.”

She huffed, caught off guard by the phrasing. “It’s better than some,” she said. “But it’s mostly just expensive and damp.”

He smiled at her bluntness, but didn’t comment.

“I always thought,” he said, “this city felt like a story that’s already ended, but no one wants to admit it.”

He had a point. Heather had never put it that way, but every block reeked of nostalgia and decay. Even the brand-new condos looked like they were built to be memories.

“You from here?” she said.

He shook his head. “Many places. None that matter.” He paused, as if checking whether she’d ask about the ones that did.

“So,” he said, “what do you want to do with your life?”

She let the question settle, uncertain whether he meant it as a challenge or a test.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Get out. Go somewhere warmer. Not be trapped by student loans until I’m sixty.”

He nodded, as if this was a correct answer. “Ambition is just hunger with better PR,” he said. “But you want more than that.”

She felt her cheeks burn, but not from the cold. “You don’t know me.”

“I know a certain type,” he said. “You want to see past the world, or at least its mask.”

She felt the urge to snap at him, but she didn’t. She bit her lip instead.

He saw it, and softened his tone. “If you dislike being observed, I’ll stop.”

She considered. “I just don’t like being figured out in five minutes.”

He accepted that. “Fair enough.”

For a moment, they just looked out at the city, neither speaking. The silence was a small, strange comfort. Heather realized she didn’t mind being seen, so long as it wasn’t with the usual motives.

He glanced at her again. “Can I show you something?”

Heather’s skepticism was immediate and visible. “Depends what it is.”

Roberto reached into his inner jacket pocket. She braced herself, but all he produced was a thin, black notebook, bound with a red elastic band. He handed it to her, let her open it.

Inside: tiny, slanted script, page after page, mostly in English, some in Spanish or something that looked like Latin. Poems, fragments, sketches of faces (none hers), diagrams of constellations, or maybe they were sigils. One page was a line of verse: “If you gaze into the fire, the fire will gaze into you.”

She ran her thumb down the margin. “This yours?”

He nodded. “I keep it with me. Thoughts disappear if I don’t catch them.”

She tried to hand it back, but he held up a finger. “Read one. Any.”

She flipped to the middle and read aloud: “‘The hands of strangers are echoes of the past, begging forgiveness for a future that’s already written.’”

He looked pleased. “What does it mean to you?”

She tried to parse it, felt the pressure of being tested again, then gave up and answered honestly. “Maybe that we keep repeating ourselves. Even when we think we’re original.”

He smiled, not as a chess move, but as if this was precisely what he’d hoped for.

She closed the notebook, gave it back. “You’re not like the other consultants I’ve met.”

He laughed, this time genuinely. “I hope not.”

Inside, the party had lost its edge. Several people were already packing up, others sitting on the floor, legs stretched, deep in the kind of conversations you only have after two in the morning. The balcony light buzzed. The rain, which had been a drizzle, became a solid curtain.

Heather shivered.

“Cold?” he said.

She shrugged, pretending it didn’t matter.

He undid the top button of his coat, but didn’t offer it. She respected that.

“May I see you again?” Roberto asked, voice low, almost offhand. “I’d like to hear what you think of the fire.”

For a wild second, she considered saying yes right then, but instead she just nodded, not trusting herself with words.

He watched her, the way you’d watch a coin as it spins, wanting to see what face it lands on.

“Well then,” he said. “I look forward to it.”

He slid open the balcony door for her. She walked back into the house, her skin buzzing, feeling the imprint of his gaze. Maeve looked up from her argument, clocked Heather’s expression, and rolled her eyes.

“Jesus,” Maeve said, “Did he hypnotize you or just read your palm?”

Heather ignored her, made for the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water. Her hands trembled. She wasn’t sure why, not exactly.

She glanced out the window. Roberto stood alone on the balcony, staring into the night like a man who owned the city.

Maybe, in a way, he did.

* * *
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She spent the next forty minutes drinking water and feigning interest in a conversation about DMT and “consciousness hacking.” But every time she looked up, she found Roberto’s profile in a new position—by the sink, near the back window, once at the edge of the spiral staircase, talking to nobody, always watching. He never made her feel stalked; more like he’d sent out an advance scout, just to be sure.

At some point, the music inside devolved into crowd noise and the pop of beer cans. Maeve cornered her in the kitchen, clamped a hand on her elbow.

“What was that?” Maeve said, arching one black eyebrow. “You were gone for half an hour. Did you fuck him?”

“Jesus, no,” Heather said, laughing it off, but the blood that rose to her cheeks made the lie obvious.

Maeve leaned in. “You know he’s twice your age, right?”

“He’s not even forty,” Heather said, low. “Probably.”

Maeve rolled her eyes, unconvinced, and stalked off. Heather watched her disappear into the crush of bodies and felt her stomach twist. She went looking for the open air, only to find the balcony already occupied.

Roberto had claimed it again, this time seated in a battered deck chair someone had dragged out for chain-smoking guests. He saw her in the glass, but didn’t turn around. Instead, he patted the plastic chair next to him.

She slid the door open and joined him, shivering at the air. Rain still fell, finer now, a mist that beaded on her bare arms.

He reached into his coat and pulled out a small velvet pouch, the color of bruises. He worked the drawstrings, slow and ceremonial. “Do you believe in omens?”

Heather couldn’t tell if he was serious. “No. But I like stories.”

He emptied the pouch onto his palm: a deck of cards, worn at the edges. He riffled them, cut, and placed them on the tiny folding table between them.

“Tarot,” she said, not as a question.

“Yes,” he said. “Let’s play.”

She shook her head. “Isn’t it supposed to be private?”

“Nothing is private if you want to learn.”

He shuffled. His hands were sure, the cards moving with a practiced, liquid snap.

“Cut them,” he said.

She did, awkwardly, her hands shaking. He smiled, then laid out three cards in a line.

He flipped the first: The Fool, upside down.

He looked up, searching her eyes. “You’ve been running in circles,” he said. “Afraid to begin.”

She snorted. “I think that’s called twenty-one.”

He nodded, then turned the second: Death.

“Not literal,” he said quickly, as if he’d had this conversation before. “But everything is about to change.”

He drew the third card, slower. “The Lovers.”

She almost laughed, but something in his expression stopped her. He reached across the table, his thumb tracing the edge of the card, then pausing on her hand.

A jolt. Not like a static shock, but a real, live wire. She inhaled sharply.

“You already know where this is going,” Roberto said, voice low.

She stared at his fingers on her skin. He smelled like bay leaves and something metallic. “Do you do this with everyone?”

“Only the ones who matter,” he said. His grip was gentle, never pushing.

She glanced down at the cards, heart pulsing hard. “It’s rigged,” she said, trying for a joke.

He let go, smiled, then gathered up the spread. “Maybe it is,” he said. “Maybe you were always coming here.”

She should have gotten up, gone back inside, but instead she watched him shuffle again. The cards had their own gravity. Maybe so did he.

He looked at her, this time with a flicker of something almost hesitant. “Can I tell you a secret?”

She nodded, against her better judgment.

He leaned in, a hair’s breadth from her ear. “The whole world is sex magic,” he said, whispering it like a priest. “Every story, every act. The difference is only in how you choose to see it.”

Her skin went hot, then cold. She felt exposed. “Is this your thing?” she said, sharp. “Is this how you seduce girls?”

He straightened, but didn’t apologize. “No,” he said. “You’re not a girl.”

She felt the weight of the words, how he saw her. Not a student, not an ingénue—something else. She swallowed.

“What if I said no?” she asked, quiet.

He shrugged. “Then I would wait.”

She looked at him. “And if I said yes?”

He smiled, slow and unforced. “Then we would begin.”

The door crashed open behind them.

Maeve stuck her head out, hair wild, eyes fierce. “Can I talk to you? Like, now?”

Heather’s chest seized. She pulled back from the table, stood up, knocking the chair into the rail.

“I’ll be here,” Roberto said, barely above a murmur.

Maeve yanked her into the hallway, past the couple on the landing. She was breathing fast, lips pressed in a hard line.

“Heather,” she said. “What the fuck are you doing?”

She tried to deflect. “It’s just cards, Maeve.”

“No,” Maeve said. “He’s literally twice your age. You don’t know him. This is how girls get murdered on Dateline.”

Heather rolled her eyes, but her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. “He’s not like that.”

Maeve dropped her voice to a hiss. “He’s exactly like that. I heard him talking to that weird guy from the bar last week, the one who always wears gloves. There’s something off about him. He’s... dangerous.”

Dangerous. Heather almost laughed. Wasn’t that the point?

She pushed past Maeve, heading for the bathroom. “I can take care of myself,” she muttered.

Maeve grabbed her wrist, hard. “Just promise me you won’t go home with him tonight.”

Heather yanked free, glared. “I promise nothing.”

Maeve’s face crumpled, but she let go.

Alone, Heather closed herself in the tiled room, stared at the smeared eyeliner in the mirror. She remembered the cards, the impossible pulse of his touch, the way he said “begin” like a spell.

She wiped her eyes, reapplied the lipstick with a steadier hand. Then she went back out to the balcony, letting the door hiss shut behind her.

Roberto was gone, but the deck was still there, cards spread face-down, waiting for her to flip the next one.

* * *
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She stood on the threshold, one hand on the cold glass, feeling the party’s music slide off her back like rain. The inside world had devolved to that strange hour when voices blurred, alliances dissolved, and only the diehards or the desperate remained. She looked down at the tarot cards he’d left. Heather flipped one: the Star.

She exhaled, half-laughing at the cosmic coincidence, then let the balcony door close behind her. Roberto was waiting, exactly where he’d promised, a silhouette against the sodium-bright city.

“You left these,” she said, holding out the deck.

He took them, their fingers brushing. The same spark, a dare-you current.

He gestured to the chair. “May I?”

She sat, pulse a racing animal. The rain had stopped but the air was sharp, clean. For a minute, neither spoke. The city spread beneath them—lights, fog, the sound of someone screaming a joke on the street.

He leaned in, voice softer. “You remind me of a girl I knew in Lisbon. She used to sit on the roofs and tell me stories of the stars. She’d say: ‘every constellation is an escape route.’ I didn’t believe her at first, but she taught me to see the whole world as a network of secret paths.”

Heather rolled that around. “So you’re a collector of runaways?”

His smile was small, not unkind. “Only the ones who matter.”

She let that hang, waiting for the next move.

He set the tarot on the table, then turned to face her, all patience and intent. “What do you dream about?” he said.

She chewed her thumbnail. “Not being stuck. Not wasting time. Maybe...not dying in the same place I was born.”

“That’s not a dream,” he said. “That’s an intention.”

She felt the blood jump in her throat. “Fine,” she said. “What about you?”

He looked up, eyes finding a point just beyond her head. “Once I wanted to be a monk. Then I wanted to be a pirate. Now, I want to see everything that’s hidden—every world inside the world.”

She couldn’t tell if he was mocking her. She hoped not.

“Is that why you’re into the occult shit?” she said, arch.

He laughed, a bright thing. “Partly. But mostly, it’s about leverage. Every symbol is a tool. Every tradition has a way to bend the rules.”

She turned this over. “So you want to break the world?”

He shook his head. “No. I want to make it bigger.”

Heather leaned back, letting herself look at him—really look. There was something hungry in his face, but not the usual kind. It was as if he was collecting every stray second, every twitch and glance.

They sat a while, not talking, just the hum of the city below.

After a minute, he spoke, almost shyly. “You know, most people don’t listen. You do.”

She felt the compliment, warm and dangerous. “You talk like you’re in a book,” she said.

“Is that bad?”

“Not if it’s a good one.”

He smiled, folding his hands. “Let me show you something.”

He reached into his coat, pulled out a pen, and snatched a cocktail napkin from the floor. He wrote a number, slow and precise, then folded it once, twice, making a small white triangle.

He pressed it into her palm, his thumb lingering just a second too long.

“If you want to know more,” Roberto said, “call me.”

She squeezed the napkin, felt the heat of his hand even after it was gone.

He stood, looming above her, and for a wild second she thought he might kiss her. But he only straightened his jacket and walked to the edge of the balcony, looking down as if measuring the distance to the street.

Heather watched him, heart thumping, every nerve awake. The inside world no longer existed. It was just this, the night, the stars, and his absence.

She heard the party die, the city breathe, the echo of his last line: “If you want to know more—call me.”

She pressed the napkin to her chest. She would.
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Chapter 2: The Confession
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She waited three days before she called him.

When Heather finally dialed, Roberto answered on the first ring, as if he’d been waiting the whole time. He suggested they meet somewhere “north, away from the city,” his voice half-humorous, half-command. He didn’t say why, but she heard something new in his tone—urgency, maybe. Or the certainty that she’d say yes.

They met at a Safeway parking lot at the edge of the Richmond district, fogged in even at noon. He drove a battered black Volvo, seats patched with duct tape, dashboard lined with prayer beads and a single, yellowing photo of a child she didn’t ask about. When she climbed in, he handed her a coffee in a waxed-paper cup, still warm.

“Is this a kidnapping?” she said.

“Only if you ask nicely,” Roberto replied, with a small, crooked smile.

He drove west, then north, following the headlands. The windows fogged, so he cracked his open and let in air that smelled of salt and eucalyptus. Silence for the first few minutes, except for the scrape of windshield wipers.

She watched him drive. His right hand rested loose on the wheel, left hand drumming against his thigh. He looked older in daylight—creases under the eyes, morning shadow shading the line of his jaw. Every so often, he shot her a glance, as if making sure she hadn’t vanished.

After the Golden Gate, the world thinned. Fewer houses, more open, everything drawn in the tones of winter. Heather rolled her window halfway, letting her hair whip around her face. She liked how it stung her cheeks, how the cold made every nerve surface. She wanted to say something, but let him have the first move.

He waited until they’d passed Stinson Beach, the coastline veering sharper, ocean wild and close. Then: “Tell me something you regret,” Roberto said, voice barely above the wind.

Heather snorted, caught off guard. “That’s loaded.”

He nodded, accepting it. “It’s important.”

She thought. “I once stole a diamond earring from a girl in my dorm. Not because I needed it, but because I wanted to see if I could get away with it.”

He smiled at the road. “Did you?”

She shrugged. “She never noticed.”

Roberto seemed to file this away, satisfied. “Everyone’s done something,” he said, “but most people spend their lives running from the memory.”

“You’re not most people?”

He didn’t answer, just pulled the car into a turnout on a bluff above the beach. The lot was empty except for a couple of beat-up trucks, each with sleeping bags in the bed. The sea below was gray and flat, the sky a single, heavy bruise. It felt like the edge of the world.

“Walk?” he said.

They took a path down the cliff—muddy switchbacks, grass slicked and sharp with winter rain. Roberto’s stride was purposeful, but he checked back to make sure she didn’t slip. The sand was cold and clean, marked by only a few prints. Heather dug her boots in with each step, just to feel the ground hold her.

When they reached the water, he kept walking until the wind drowned out all other sound. Then he stopped, turned to her, and said, “I need to tell you something. And you don’t have to stay after.”

Heather waited, arms crossed over her ribs. The chill got inside her dress.

He stared at the water, then at his hands, as if weighing each finger for value. “I was in prison for twenty years.”

She blinked. Tried to gauge if this was a joke, a test. “For what?” Her voice came out thin, even to her own ears.

His lips parted, closed, then parted again. “Armed robbery,” he said. “And a man died. It wasn’t supposed to happen, but it did.”

A wave thudded, too close. Heather flinched, not from the sound, but the words. Her heart kept time with the surf.

She studied his face for a tell—regret, a smile, some crack in the mask. Nothing.

“When?” she managed.

“Seventeen years old,” Roberto said. “Twenty years, with five off for good behavior. They let me out at thirty-seven.”

Heather opened her mouth, closed it. She wanted to look away, but kept her eyes on him, refusing the out.

Roberto’s hands trembled just enough that she noticed; he folded them behind his back. “I know how it sounds. I don’t ask you to forgive. I only want you to know.”

He told it in pieces: desperate kid, a gun borrowed from an uncle, a plan gone to shit. A guard—barely older than him—who panicked and grabbed his own weapon. “It was over in three seconds,” Roberto said. “But three seconds can last a lifetime.”

He turned away, wind flattening his jacket. “Inside, they told me I would never matter. That men like me always end up dead or back inside.” He said it with no self-pity, just fact.

Heather pressed her fingers into her palms. The ocean’s cold, metallic tang mixed with the memory of the coffee, making her stomach turn.

“Do you think about him?” she asked.

“Every day,” Roberto said, immediate. “It’s the first thing I do after I wake up.” His voice thinned, unsteady for the first time. “I wrote his mother letters for years. She never answered, but I did it anyway.”

Heather stared at his profile—how the lines in his face deepened, how his eyelids drooped a little, as if the telling was physical labor.

She dug her shoes into the sand, steadying herself.

“You could have lied,” she said.

“I never do, if it matters,” he replied. “And this—” He gestured, hand open, palm up. “—this matters.”

A flock of gulls spiraled above the cliffs, shrieking, then dissolved into the fog. The whole world felt empty except for the two of them.

Heather breathed shallow, tasting salt. She ran through every story she’d ever heard about men who revealed things too late, who hid themselves and called it love. But this—this was so blunt, so transactional, she almost respected it.

He watched her now, waiting. For fear, for condemnation, for whatever came next.

She tried to picture him at seventeen. Not this man, but some thinner, haunted kid with bad ideas and a worse future.

Roberto shifted, restless. “You can go. I’ll drive you back, if you want.”

She thought of Maeve’s warning: He’s exactly like that. But Heather didn’t move, not right away. She forced herself to breathe, to take up space, to own the moment.

“Why tell me?” she said.

He considered. “Because if you stay, you deserve the truth. Because I never got to explain, not to anyone who mattered.”

Heather didn’t answer, not for a minute. She counted her breaths, five, six, seven. She watched the waves roll, one after the other, infinite and brutal and always the same. She wanted to touch him, just to prove he was real. But she kept her hands to herself.

In the end, she just said: “I’m cold.”

He blinked, unsure. “We can go.”

“No,” she said, then: “Not yet.”

He nodded, grateful in a way that surprised her.

They stood there, silent, as the ocean ground the shore to pieces, again and again and again.

* * *
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The tide inched higher, wind stripping warmth from their skin, but neither of them moved. Eventually, Roberto gestured to a ragged beam of driftwood farther up the beach. They climbed over slick stones to it and sat, bodies bracketed by the immense, empty sky.

He took off his jacket and offered it. She shook her head, jaw set against the cold.

For a while, they watched a dog chase birds down at the waterline, its owner a dot in the distance. The silence was sharp, but not hostile.

Heather picked at a splinter in the wood, twisting it until it cracked. “You don’t look like someone who’s been inside,” she said finally.

Roberto gave a tight laugh. “What does that look like?”

She shrugged. “Meaner, maybe. Or broken.”

He considered this, then shrugged too. “Most people come out smaller than they went in. The rest of us... we just change shape.”

He rolled up his right sleeve. A jagged scar ran the length of his forearm, white and raised, the shape of a river on a bad map.

“Gift from a friend,” he said, holding it out, palm up. “A reminder to be careful with what I trust.”

Heather stared, the urge to touch it rising before she could stop herself. She hesitated—then pressed the tip of her index finger to the scar’s edge. It was hard, slick, strangely cold.

He watched her closely, measuring her reaction. When she didn’t pull away, he closed his fist, letting her hand go.

“In there,” Roberto said, nodding inland, “you learn how to wait. How to breathe through walls.” He scratched his chin, the old prison habit. “I started with meditation. Then ritual. Every morning, I’d sweep the floor with my palm. Every night, I’d count the cracks in the ceiling.”

She smirked, despite herself. “Did it help?”

He glanced at her, one eyebrow lifted. “Would I be here if it hadn’t?”

Heather let that sit. The wind flattened her hair to her scalp, ears burning with cold. She pressed her fists to her thighs.

“Did you ever want to go back?” she said, quiet.

He shook his head. “It’s a slow suicide. No one misses it.”

She believed him.

The ocean was closer now, waves clawing up to the driftwood and then retreating. Her boots were damp, salt crust forming where the seams leaked. She kept thinking about the other man, the guard, his mother. Tried to picture what it would mean to write a letter to someone you could never repay.

She turned to Roberto. “What do you want from me?”

He didn’t answer right away. His eyes moved to the horizon, then back to her. “A future,” he said. “Any kind. With anyone who can see past the worst thing I’ve done.”

She nodded, feeling the words stick and then dissolve.

Roberto slid off the driftwood, extended a hand. “I’m not a monster,” he said, voice almost pleading. “I just want to be alive, like anyone else.”

She took his hand. His palm was callused, but the grip was gentle.

They walked back up the beach, the wind at their backs. Neither spoke for the first hundred steps. When the trail cut left, Heather looked down at the line their shoes had made in the sand—two parallel tracks, wavering, then merging when she’d grabbed his hand.

As they reached the car, she paused, let go, and watched him unlock the door. He glanced back, that same hesitation from before.

Heather felt every molecule in her body vibrating, not from fear, but from something electric and alive. She climbed into the passenger seat, slammed the door, and shut her eyes for one slow, deep breath.

Maybe people didn’t change. But she wasn’t leaving. Not yet.

As they pulled out of the lot, she reached over and laced her fingers through his. She felt the scar, the pulse beneath it, the truth of what he’d done. It was enough—for now.
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Chapter 3: The Manipulation Begins
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* * *

The first time Heather saw the inside of Roberto’s apartment, she thought he’d set it up as a joke at her expense. There was no other rational explanation for the sensory blitz—candlelight, not one but two kinds of incense burning, the windows blocked with thick green cloth, and the air so dense with smoke it made her eyes smart. Shelves sagged under the weight of books, all spines stamped with pentagrams or unpronounceable Latin. One wall was given over entirely to masks—African, Venetian, cheap Mardi Gras with the paint peeling. Another held a map of the world, pinned with colored threads and red thumbtacks.

The space itself was a single room above a bodega, barely wide enough for a mattress, a folding table, and the mess of cushions that served as living room furniture. The floor was linoleum, the color of dried blood. She had to duck to clear a fake archway hung with beaded strands. The moment she stepped inside, Roberto closed the door behind her with a soft but decisive click.

“Remove your shoes, please,” he said, voice pitched low, intimate.

Heather hesitated. She wore boots, lace-ups, and the idea of untying them in front of him felt both childish and exposed. He waited, saying nothing, a patient warden. She kicked them off and left them by the threshold. Her toes curled against the sticky floor.

He gestured at the cushions. “Please, sit. Anywhere.”

She picked one with minimal cat hair, sat cross-legged, tried to keep her knees from knocking into a precarious stack of tarot decks and what looked like dried animal skulls. The cushion gave under her like an old beanbag.

Roberto busied himself with the window—adjusting the curtain, lighting another stick of whatever passed for incense, his movements deliberate. He wore a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled, exposing his forearms and the white, winding scar she’d touched at the beach. He poured water into a tiny, battered kettle, then set it on a single-burner hot plate. A minute later, he carried over two glasses—shot-sized, mismatched—and filled them with thick, black liquid.

“Yerba maté,” he said, passing her one.

She sipped. It was bitter, almost rancid, but hot and comforting. She cradled it in both hands.

He settled onto the cushion opposite, mirroring her pose. For a long moment, he just watched her, the corners of his mouth pressed in a half-smile. The smoke roiled around him, making his features swim.

“You’re nervous,” he said.

She shrugged, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

He folded his hands. “I want to show you something,” he said, the words measured and careful. “But you need to be open to it.”

Heather set down the glass. “Is this where you hypnotize me?”

He laughed—a short, dry bark. “Nothing so vulgar. It’s a ritual for success. I do it for all my students.”

The word landed heavy. She was not his student, not yet, but he was already re-writing the relationship.

He rummaged in a battered wooden box, withdrew a fat bundle of dried leaves and a small bronze dish shaped like a lotus. He placed the leaves in the bowl, then set it on the table between them. He produced a lighter, then a feather, which he waved over the bowl as the leaves caught and began to smolder, belching an acrid, medicinal smoke.

“White sage, for clarity,” he said. “Bay laurel, for memory. Tobacco, to honor the dead.”

He closed his eyes and inhaled, holding the smoke in his chest. Then he blew it toward her. She didn’t cough, but her eyes burned.

Roberto reached for a stack of index cards, shuffled them, then placed three face-down in front of her.

“Turn one over,” he said.

She did, fingers sticky with sweat. The card read: I AM DESERVING OF WEALTH.

He smiled. “Read it aloud.”

She cleared her throat. “I am deserving of wealth.”

“Again. Louder.”

She complied, aware of how hollow it sounded, how much like a bad self-help tape.

He indicated the second card.

She flipped it. I WILL BECOME WHAT I CHOOSE.

He leaned in. “Again, please. With intent.”

Heather resisted the urge to roll her eyes, but spoke it, forcing her voice steady.

The third card was blank.

He waited, letting her stare at it.

“What am I supposed to say?”

He looked at her, eyes flat and bottomless. “Fill it.”

She hesitated, then said: “I will not be small.”

He nodded. “Good.”

Roberto reached into the smoke, took both her hands in his, palms rough and cold. He squeezed just hard enough to hurt.

“Close your eyes,” he said.

She did, though her heart pounded with a slow, animal dread.

He spoke, low and rhythmic, almost a chant: “You are not the sum of your past. You are not the product of your parents or your debts or your doubts. You are possibility. You are will. What you name, you become. What you own, you transform.”

He squeezed harder. She tried to pull her hands free, but he held on.

“You have to want it,” he said, voice taut. “Say you want it.”

Heather found herself saying, “I want it,” though she was no longer sure what “it” was.

He released her, and she nearly fell forward.

“Look at me,” Roberto said.

She opened her eyes.

He was close, close enough that she could see the flecks of gray in his irises, the sweat beading at his temple. “You think this is a trick,” he said. “But every system is a trick, every prayer, every job application. This one just works faster.”

He reached up, placed his hands on her shoulders. Not sexual, not entirely, but as if adjusting her position on a chessboard.

“Trust me,” he said. “Just for tonight.”

She nodded, the room spinning a little.

“Good,” he said. “Now, repeat after me: I am deserving.”

“I am deserving.”

“Of everything I name.”

“Of everything I name.”

He let go of her shoulders, then took a stick of burning sage and traced it around her head, mumbling something in a language she didn’t know.

The smoke curled in her nostrils, in her throat, inside her brain. She felt light, then heavy, then nothing at all.

When the ritual ended, Roberto leaned back, wiped his hands on his jeans. “You did well,” he said. “Most people can’t get through that without laughing.”

Heather flexed her hands, trying to ground herself.

Roberto poured more maté, then said: “This is just the beginning. I can teach you more, if you want.”

Heather nodded, though she didn’t trust herself to speak. She watched the lines of smoke braid and unbraid above the table, the books staring at her from their crowded shelves.

Roberto grinned, satisfied.

She thought of the blank card, the thing she’d filled in on impulse.

I will not be small.

She wondered if it was already too late to take it back.

* * *
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The next weeks vanished, not with drama, but with a slow fade, the way wallpaper peels or shoes lose color. Heather didn’t make the choice to ghost Maeve or any of the others. It just happened, a series of shrugged-off texts, calendar events she forgot to RSVP, voicemails that played out, erased, and left no trace.

When she did see Maeve, it was mostly at the edges—her roommate’s neon hair visible through the bathroom steam, or a flash of green in the kitchen late at night, microwaving a burrito in silence. Conversations compressed to single words, a new system of grunts and door-slams. It was as if they lived on parallel floors, neither willing to admit how the foundation had shifted.

Roberto’s rituals filled the time instead. She found herself in his apartment almost nightly, sometimes arriving straight from class, sometimes skipping class entirely to meet him at odd hours. He always answered the door in a different state—sometimes shirtless and bare-footed, sometimes dressed in three-piece black like a magician. The rituals ranged from the absurdly theatrical (“Money magnetization,” which involved taping coins to her palms while chanting affirmations in a borrowed accent) to the quietly invasive (“Cord cutting,” which left her dizzy and unable to remember what she was supposed to have let go).

He started leaving her instructions. At first, they were simple: Read a specific book (usually occult, sometimes self-help), memorize a passage, or perform a fifteen-minute “grounding” exercise before sleep. Then the demands crept: Log her dreams, track her diet, abstain from caffeine for a week, avoid meat on Wednesdays, limit time spent with “low-vibration” people. “Low-vibe” was his term for anyone not sufficiently self-actualized, which, by his logic, included most of the planet.

He didn’t phrase it as an order. Never once did he forbid her from seeing Maeve, or from returning old calls. But he’d ask, soft and offhand: “Did you talk to anyone interesting today?” If she mentioned an old friend, he’d raise an eyebrow, purse his lips, and say, “I hope they’re not dragging you back into the swamp.” Or: “Don’t let them anchor you to the past. You’re not the same as them, anymore.”

She started seeing it his way, if only out of self-preservation. She told herself it was just a phase, a period of “self-work” before she’d cycle back to normal. After all, she was learning. Every night brought a new trick—an herb, a mantra, a strange breathing sequence that left her arms tingling and her mouth dry. He was teaching her to be more, and wasn’t that the whole point of leaving home, of surviving school, of refusing to be shaped by other people’s expectations?

The rituals blurred. Once, he had her strip to her underwear, then kneel on a salt ring while he traced her spine with a cold obsidian stone, chanting in a language that prickled her skin. Another time, she spent an hour in complete darkness while he whispered questions through the door: “What do you want most?” “Who are you when no one is watching?” “What are you willing to give up to become free?” He never pushed for sex, not directly, though the air between them thrummed with the possibility.

The third week, the rent was due and Heather’s bank account was short by seventy dollars. Maeve texted three times, then left a sticky note on the fridge: “Please tell me you have the rest. Landlord’s on my ass.” Heather ignored it, telling herself she’d figure it out, that something would come through. When Roberto asked how her finances were, she lied and said she was doing fine.

He saw through it. “Money is just another form of energy,” he said, pouring tea into her cup. “If you’re blocked there, it’s usually because you’re clinging to old patterns of shame or lack.” He said this with a knowing smile, as if he could see the overdraft fee still bleeding on her statement.

The next day, he handed her an envelope with five twenties inside, folded once and sealed with a wax stamp—a star inside a triangle. “Advance payment for your next lesson,” he said, like it was the most natural thing. She took it, hands trembling, then told herself she’d pay him back.

The money didn’t solve anything. When she got home that night, Maeve was sitting on the floor, laptop open, bills scattered in a spiral around her. She didn’t look up when Heather came in.

“I’ll have it tomorrow,” Heather said, voice flat.

Maeve’s jaw worked, chewing some internal argument, then: “Okay.” Not thank you, not even a sigh—just a one-word agreement that felt like an end point.

Heather made instant noodles and ate them in her room.

At some point, Roberto started calling himself her mentor. Not to her face, but to others. She overheard him say it on the phone to a friend—“I’m working with a new mentee, very promising, unusually receptive.” The language made her cringe, but she didn’t correct him. Sometimes it was easier to be the object of someone else’s story.

The world outside his apartment faded. She flaked on group projects, skipped calls from her mother, let emails pile up unanswered. She dreamed in symbols: hands reaching for her, mouths sewn shut, tunnels that led to smaller and smaller rooms. In the mornings, she’d write it all down, as instructed, then show it to Roberto at their next meeting. He’d smile, nod, interpret each image as a sign of progress.

“You’re becoming untethered,” he’d say, and she’d feel a burst of pride, even as her GPA circled the drain.

When she questioned the point, or tried to argue, he’d tilt his head, go quiet, then say, “Why are you fighting this? Do you really want to be like everyone else?”

Heather didn’t know the answer, not anymore.

One night, after a particularly intense “manifestation” session—she’d spent half an hour in a forced trance, eyes closed, repeating her desires while Roberto’s hands hovered above her head—she walked home along Valencia, the city washed in sodium light and street garbage. She pulled her phone from her jacket. Eight missed calls from Maeve, six from a number she didn’t know. None from her parents, not that she expected any.

She thumbed through the missed calls, then put the phone back in her pocket.

She realized she hadn’t spoken to Maeve in five days.

In the apartment, the kitchen light was off, but Maeve was there, standing by the sink, arms folded, staring at nothing.

Heather opened the fridge, grabbed a beer, then leaned against the counter.

Maeve didn’t move, didn’t blink. “You know he’s using you, right?” she said.

Heather took a sip, bitter, the taste almost comforting. “Who?”

“You know who.”

A beat. Then: “Maybe I’m using him,” Heather said.

Maeve laughed, but it was a dry, broken thing. “Yeah. Maybe.”

They stood in the cold, dark kitchen, neither willing to leave first.

Heather felt the urge to apologize, but the words wouldn’t come. She finished the beer and went to her room, locking the door behind her.

The next morning, she found a new note taped to the mirror: “You’re not you anymore.”

She stared at her reflection, then at the words, then at herself again.

She couldn’t decide if it was an accusation or a compliment.

Either way, it felt true.

* * *
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Heather burned the spaghetti. She blamed the cheap electric range, but in reality she’d been distracted, watching Roberto carve neat discs of chorizo and line them on a paper towel, each motion surgical. Maeve stood at the edge of the kitchen, arms folded, radiating the kind of energy that made houseplants wilt.

Heather drained the noodles, hoping the smoke would clear before dinner, but the damage was done: a bitter, grayish smell that clung to her shirt. She dumped the ruined batch in the trash and started over, pretending not to notice Maeve’s glare.

Roberto set the table—plates, forks, even mismatched wine glasses he’d brought from his place. “A proper meal,” he said, smiling, as if the act of eating together was a sacrament. He wore a navy dress shirt, sleeves crisp, and an old silver ring on his left hand. He had that contained look again, as if he’d practiced the evening’s script in the mirror.

When they finally sat, Heather poured out the cheapest red, filling her glass too high. Maeve watched with amusement, then poured half as much for herself.

Roberto raised his glass: “To transformation.” He didn’t look at anyone in particular, but the words aimed straight at Heather.

“To not burning the next batch,” Maeve said, and knocked back her wine.

They ate in small, tense bites. Roberto started in on stories—his time in “the library” (he never said prison, just “the library”), how he’d read the entire Tarot canon and half of Jung’s collected works before he turned twenty. He told a story about a cellmate who believed he could astral project, and how they’d spent three weeks meditating until the guy swore he’d visited the Pyramids. “He came back completely different,” Roberto said, “but he could never explain what he saw.”

Maeve stabbed at her pasta. “What about you? Ever project anywhere cool?”

Roberto smiled. “I prefer to keep my travels local.”

Maeve barked a laugh, too loud for the small room. “That’s a first.”

Heather tried to change the subject, but Roberto leaned in, eyes fixed on Maeve. “Have you ever meditated?” he said.

Maeve shook her head. “I prefer reality as-is.”

Roberto nodded, as if that was a perfectly valid response. “The world needs skeptics,” he said. “They keep us honest.”

For a moment, Heather felt a weird gratitude—maybe he’d leave it there. But he didn’t. He launched into a story about surviving on nothing but brown rice and celery sticks for a month, as a discipline exercise. Maeve cut in: “Isn’t that a prison hunger strike?” Her eyes held Heather’s. “Or just some new spiritual diet?”

Roberto grinned. “Sometimes the difference is perspective.”

The stories continued—visions, mantras, the night he saw a ghost in solitary confinement. Heather listened, drawn in, but acutely aware of how Maeve’s jaw clenched with every anecdote. She tried to bridge the gap with small talk, jokes about their neighbors, but everything orbited back to Roberto and his next lesson.

When the meal ended, Roberto stood, stretched, and announced he needed to use the restroom. The moment he left, Maeve dropped her fork with a clatter.

“He’s lying,” she said, voice low.

Heather felt the comment in her stomach, a sick flip. “About what?”

Maeve leaned across the table, the smell of wine strong on her breath. “About everything. About the stupid rituals, about who he is. About what he wants from you.”

Heather’s hands balled into fists. “You don’t know him. You’ve never even tried.”

“I don’t have to. I know the type.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Maeve sat back, crossing her arms again. “It means you’re not the first girl he’s done this to. I did some digging. He’s had, like, four ‘protégés’ in the last two years. It’s all the same pattern—he isolates them, feeds them this magic-man bullshit, and then when he’s bored he moves on to the next one.”

Heather stared at her plate, the taste of burnt tomato sauce thick in her mouth. “That’s not what this is.”

Maeve snorted. “Then what is it?”

Heather shook her head. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Maeve’s expression softened, just for a second. “You used to talk to me,” she said. “Now it’s like you’re not even home.”

A flush climbed up Heather’s neck. “I’m just...busy. School, work—”

Maeve cut her off. “You haven’t been to class in weeks. You quit your job. You don’t answer your own fucking phone, Heather.”

Heather wanted to scream, but all she managed was: “You don’t get it.”

Maeve shoved her chair back and stood. “No, I do,” she said, and walked to her room, slamming the door behind her.

Heather sat alone at the table, wine glass trembling in her hand.

Roberto reappeared, smoothing his shirt. He glanced at the hallway, then at Heather.

“Did I miss anything?” he said, feigning innocence.

Heather shook her head, forcing a smile. “Just girl talk.”

He knelt behind her, hands on her shoulders, kneading gently. “You okay?”

She nodded, eyes fixed on the spatter of sauce on the tablecloth.

“Sometimes people aren’t ready for what we have,” Roberto said, voice low and soothing. “They project their fears onto us. It’s natural.”

He brushed her hair behind her ear, the motion slow and possessive.

“She’s just afraid,” he whispered. “But you— you’re ready. You’re different.”

He let the words hang, heavy in the air.

Heather closed her eyes, letting herself sink into the sensation of his hands, the certainty in his voice. The sound of Maeve’s music started through the wall—violent, atonal, deliberate.

Roberto leaned in, lips at her ear. “I want you to trust me. Trust yourself. This”—he gestured at the table, the apartment, everything—“this is just noise. We’re building something real.”

Heather shivered, unsure if it was from fear or pleasure. Maybe both.

When he left that night, she stood at the window, watching his silhouette recede under the yellow streetlights.

In the other room, Maeve’s music thudded, a dull echo of the life she’d had before.

Heather pressed her forehead to the glass, searching the dark for something she couldn’t name.

She stayed there, waiting, until the city finally went quiet.

* * *
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She arrived at Roberto’s apartment just after nine, the city washed clean by a burst of rain. He greeted her at the door barefoot, dressed in black sweats and a loose T-shirt. The place was different—no smoke this time, but a row of beeswax candles flickered on every flat surface, making the walls ripple with golden light. The heat was turned up high, almost tropical, and the windows fogged so hard the world outside was erased.

He made tea and handed her a cup, then led her to the cushion on the floor, already fluffed and waiting. She sat, knees tucked under herself, watching as he lit a final candle and sat cross-legged across from her. He smiled, but there was an edge to it—a tension she hadn’t seen before.

“I have something important to tell you,” he said.

She nodded, heart thudding a little faster.

Roberto took her hands, holding them flat between his. “I know you sense the connection between us,” he said, voice soft but unyielding. “It’s not random. I’ve felt it since the first night. You have too.”

He waited, letting the silence hang. Heather didn’t answer. She watched the shadow dance across his face.

“In my practice,” he said, “there’s a teaching about soul partners—how certain people find each other across lifetimes. It’s not about age, or circumstance, or the world’s rules. It’s about recognition. About resonance.”

Heather’s mouth went dry. “Is that what you think this is?” she said.

He didn’t smile. “It’s what I know.”

He squeezed her hands, the pressure firm and absolute.

“You see, what society calls morality, or even ‘normal,’ is just an agreement to keep everyone inside a tiny box. It keeps people safe, but it also keeps them small. People like us—” He broke off, his thumb tracing a spiral on her palm. “People like us can’t survive in the box. We burn holes in it.”

She felt her pulse in her wrists. She thought of her mother’s warnings, of Maeve’s glares, of the way her own brain tried to split itself into the girl she used to be and the person she was becoming. “And what if the box is there for a reason?” she said, quiet.
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