Chapter 2
When you step outside into the cold, Angel is already at your truck, arms folded across her chest, staring at the ground. She doesn't look up when you approach.
You press the key fob. The truck beeps and unlocks. She opens the passenger door immediately and climbs in without waiting, without the usual hesitation. By the time you settle into the driver's seat, she's buckled in and staring straight ahead, that loose strand of hair falling across her face again.
You start the engine, let it idle for a moment. The silence feels heavy.
"I'm sorry," she says quietly, still not looking at you. "I thought you meant... something else."
You smile and turn the engine on. "Like I said, don't worry about it." You pull out of the parking lot and head down the road.
The truck hums steadily along the empty state route, headlights carving twin tunnels of pale light through sleeping fields and dark stands of trees. The world outside feels suspended, caught between dying autumn and coming winter. Corn stubble stands in neat rows to your left, the stalks cut low and frosted silver in the moonlight. To your right, a dense wall of oak and maple presses close to the road, their bare branches reaching overhead like skeletal fingers trying to knit the sky back together.
She watches the dark trees pass outside her window. "I haven't slept in a real bed in months."
The words land heavier than you expect. Months. You glance at her profile—the way the dashboard lights catch the curve of her cheek, the shadows pooling beneath her eyes. "I'm putting you in the guest room. It's got a pretty new bed, relatively speaking. I only furnished it for when family visits, and they don't come by often."
She rests her forehead against the cool window. "I'll believe the bed when I see it."
Your hands tighten on the steering wheel. What am I doing? The question circles back, insistent. Bringing a homeless woman to my house. A woman I met two hours ago at a truck stop. A woman who reads tarot cards and talks about surrender and meaningful coincidences. The rational part of your mind—the part that got you security clearance, that keeps you alive in your line of work—is screaming warnings. You don't know her. She could be anyone. She could be exactly what you're afraid she is.
But another part of you, quieter and older, whispers something different. She's cold. She's hungry. She hasn't slept in a real bed in months. And you have the means to help.
Above, the moon hangs cold and watchful, silvering the asphalt and frost-tinged grass. The cab feels like a small, warm island drifting through a world paused after midnight. With no other taillights or oncoming beams, the road feels liminal and unreal, as if home exists somewhere just beyond the next bend but never quite in this hour. The heater hums softly, filling the space with warm air that smells faintly of leather and pine air freshener.
She turns from the window, gray eyes catching the dashboard's faint glow. "You don't owe me this."
"You're right. I don't." You keep your voice even, trying to sound genuine rather than defensive.
She wraps her fingers around the silver pendant at her throat, worrying it between thumb and forefinger. "I don't know why you're doing this… but thank you."
"You're welcome."
At the turnoff, the highway falls away behind you, and the truck eases onto a narrower road where the trees close in and the darkness deepens. Headlights rake across bare branches and damp leaves, the forest pressing close enough to swallow sound and distance alike, until each slow curve feels measured and deliberate. The asphalt here is older, cracked in places, patched with darker tar that gleams like oil in your headlights. The sense of being between places lingers, but now it's quieter and more intimate, as though the woods themselves are guiding you the last miles home.
The silence between you shifts, becomes less awkward and more companionable. You can hear her breathing, slow and steady now, the rustle of her hoodie as she shifts in her seat. Outside, an owl calls from somewhere deep in the trees, its voice low and mournful.
You're acutely aware of her in the confined space—the way the dashboard light catches the curve of her cheekbone, the faint scent of her that cuts through the pine air freshener. Something floral, maybe jasmine, mixed with the earthier smell of someone who's been living rough. It shouldn't be appealing, but it is. Your hands tighten on the steering wheel.
She touches the window again, breath fogging the glass. "It feels like we're driving into a dream."
You grin, grateful for the distraction from your thoughts. "Rather surreal at this time of night, isn't it?"
She turns to you, moonlight catching the edge of her profile, and you force yourself to keep your eyes on the road. "This kindness... it scares me a little."
"Well, it's a little too late for that." You say it lightly, teasing, but it's the truth. She's put a ridiculous amount of trust in a stranger—a stranger she's alone with, driving toward a location she probably won't be able to find her way back from. A stranger who's quite obviously bigger and more powerful than her. That phone you saw in her purse earlier probably has no battery, so she can't call for help either. If she wasn't at least a little scared, she'd be foolish.
She pulls her hoodie tighter, eyes fixed on the dark tree line. "I know I'm trusting a stranger... but something tells me you're not like the others."
"I don't know who the others are, but no, I'm not like most people." You smile knowingly. "I think you'll like the inside of my home."
The road narrows further, becoming little more than a paved lane with gravel shoulders. Your headlights catch a reflective marker—your driveway. You slow, turning onto the gravel drive that winds through a tunnel of overhanging branches. The crunch of tires on stone is loud in the quiet, rhythmic and somehow final. The trees open gradually, revealing glimpses of dark timber and pale plaster, steep rooflines cutting geometric shapes against the star-scattered sky.
The road narrows further, becoming barely more than a paved lane with gravel shoulders. The trees press closer, their bare branches interlacing overhead like fingers trying to knit the sky back together. Your headlights seem dimmer here, swallowed by the density of the forest.
"Can I ask you something?" Her voice is soft, almost hesitant.
"You can ask. I might not answer."
She's quiet for a moment, considering. "Back at the diner, you said you don't believe in fate. That it was just luck that brought us together."
"I did say that."
"But what if..." She shifts in her seat, and you hear the whisper of fabric against leather. "What if chance is just the language we use to describe something we don't understand? Like, maybe the universe has patterns we can't see, and we call it randomness because we're too small to see the whole picture."
You glance at her, surprised. "That's a convenient way to assign meaning to chaos."
"Maybe." She pulls the Hanged Man card from her pocket, turning it over in her fingers. The dashboard light catches the metallic ink. "Or maybe surrendering to the idea that we don't control everything is the first step to seeing what's actually there. The Hanged Man sees the world differently because he's willing to let go."
The trees thin slightly, revealing glimpses of moonlit sky before closing in again. You're hyperaware of the space between you—maybe two feet of darkness and warm air. You can hear every small sound she makes: the rustle of her hoodie, the soft intake of breath, the slight creak of the seat as she turns toward you.
"So you think we were meant to meet?" You try to keep your tone light, skeptical, but it comes out rougher than intended.
"I think..." She pauses, and you risk another glance at her. She's watching you with those gray eyes, and the intensity of her gaze makes something in your gut tighten. "I think the universe puts people in each other's paths for reasons we might not understand right away. Maybe ever."
"Perhaps."
"I'd rather believe there's meaning in the chaos than accept that everything is just... random collision. Atoms bouncing off atoms with no purpose."
You're quiet for a moment, navigating a sharp curve. The headlights sweep across a deer standing at the edge of the road, its eyes reflecting green before it bounds away into the darkness. "And what happens when the atoms stop bouncing? When the pattern ends?"
She's silent long enough that you think maybe you've pushed too far, gotten too dark. Then: "You mean when we die?"
"Yeah."
"I don't know." Her voice is thoughtful, not frightened. "I'd like to think we go somewhere. That consciousness doesn't just... stop."
You're quiet for a long moment, the words settling into something deeper than philosophy. "I like that idea too," you say, almost to yourself.
She turns to look at you fully, and you can feel the weight of her surprise. "I thought you didn't believe in anything you couldn't measure."
"I don't know what I believe." The admission costs you something. "But I'd like to think there's more than just... nothing."
"Yeah." Her voice has gone soft, warm. "Me too."
The air in the cab feels thicker, charged. You're intensely aware of her proximity, the way her voice has dropped to something almost confessional. Your hands are tight on the wheel, knuckles pale in the dashboard light.
"You're reading a lot into a simple act of kindness," you say, but your voice has gone lower too, rougher.
"Am I?" She's quiet for a beat. "Or are you uncomfortable because I'm right?"
You don't answer. Can't answer. Because she is right, and that terrifies you more than you want to admit. There was something in that moment at the diner, something that made you act against your better judgment. Something that's making your pulse quicken now, in the darkness, with her scent filling the cab and her voice wrapping around you like smoke.
The road narrows even further, and the trees close in until they're almost brushing the sides of the truck. You're deep in the forest now, miles from the highway, from civilization, from anything resembling the normal world. It feels like you're driving into another realm entirely, leaving behind the rules and logic that govern daylight hours.
"This kindness... it scares me a little," she says again, softer this time.
"Well, it's a little too late for that." You say it lightly, teasing, but it's the truth. She's put a ridiculous amount of trust in a stranger—a stranger she's alone with, driving toward a location she probably won't be able to find her way back from. A stranger who's quite obviously bigger and more powerful than her. That phone you saw in her purse earlier probably has no battery, so she can't call for help either. If she wasn't at least a little scared, she'd be foolish.
But when you glance at her, she doesn't look scared. She looks... calm. Certain. Like she's exactly where she's supposed to be.
"I know I'm trusting a stranger," she says, "but something tells me you're not like the others."
"I don't know who the others are, but no, I'm not like most people." You smile knowingly, feeling the truth of it settle between you. "I think you'll like the inside of my home."
Then the house reveals itself fully.
A broad Tudor silhouette rises from the trees like something long settled into the land. Steep gables and dark timbering catch the moonlight in broken angles, the exposed beams forming intricate patterns against cream-colored plaster that glows faintly in the darkness. Tall, multi-paned windows reflect the moon in fragmented pieces, their leaded glass catching the light like dark water. The roofline is complex, asymmetrical, with multiple peaks and a stone chimney rising from the center like a sentinel. Ivy climbs one corner, its leaves black in the night, clinging to the stonework of what looks like a small turret or bay window.
It's not a mansion, but it's substantial—two stories, maybe three thousand square feet, built in a style that suggests the 1920s or 30s, when craftsmanship still mattered and houses were meant to last generations. The foundation is fieldstone, dark and solid, and the front door is heavy oak with iron hardware that looks hand-forged.
You kill the engine. In the sudden silence, the forest closes in again, leaving the house standing solid and patient, a quiet refuge at the edge of the woods. She steps out of the vehicle and walks forward in stunned silence, her mouth slightly open, her eyes wide. As you grab her luggage from the truck bed, she turns to you.
She's impressed. Probably expected I lived in the suburbs.
She takes a slow step toward the house, fingers brushing the cold pendant at her throat. "You live in a storybook."
You chuckle as you haul her luggage up the stone steps. "Like it, do you?" She turns when you speak, and she quickly repositions her purse to cover herself.
Your gaze travels over her—the curve of her breasts beneath the hoodie, the way it drapes over her body—before you catch yourself and focus on fishing the keys from your pocket. Stop it. Not now. Not when she's finally trusting you enough to come inside.
She notices. Of course she does. He's done it all night—at the truck stop, in the diner, in the truck. Quick glances at her chest, her body, always followed by that guilty look away. It's validating in a way that makes her chest tight—he sees her as a woman, attracted to the femininity she's fought so hard to claim. But it's also unnerving. She's alone with him now. About to walk into his isolated house in the middle of nowhere. And he keeps looking. What does that mean for what happens next?
The automatic lights flicker on as you approach, warm yellow light spilling across the front porch and illuminating the carved details around the doorframe—Celtic knots and what might be Green Man faces hidden in the woodwork.
After unlocking the front door, you let her into the foyer.
She steps forward, eyes wide as the red damask walls catch the light. "It's beautiful… like a forgotten dream."
You smile at her words and close the door behind you, the heavy oak settling into its frame with a solid thunk. The deadbolt slides home with an echo that fills the quiet. The foyer opens into the house like a threshold between worlds. Dark timber beams frame the high ceiling, their age emphasized by iron fixtures and carefully restored carvings—acanthus leaves and strange faces that might be angels or demons, depending on the light. A wrought-iron chandelier hangs overhead, its bulbs shaped like candle flames, casting warm light that makes the red damask wallpaper pulse like a heartbeat.
The floor is dark hardwood, polished to a deep shine and partially covered by a Persian runner in deep reds and blues. A carved wooden bench sits against one wall, its surface worn smooth by decades of use. Above it hangs a mirror in a gilt frame, the glass slightly warped with age. To the left, a coat rack made from antlers holds a few jackets. To the right, a small table displays a Tibetan singing bowl beside a curved Gurkha kukri knife mounted on a wooden stand.
You gesture toward the staircase. "The guest room is upstairs. I'll show you—"
But Angel has already drifted toward the arched doorway to your left, drawn by something she's glimpsed beyond. She steps through into the living room, and her breath catches.
You follow, allowing her curiosity.
The living room is richly appointed, its red damask wallpaper lending the space a sense of inherited grandeur and quiet indulgence. Ornate wooden bookcases line the walls, floor to ceiling, filled with leather-bound volumes, foreign curios, and artifacts—some collected from your own travels, others inherited from your grandfather, a Navy pilot who'd brought back treasures from every corner of the Pacific.
Persian rugs soften the dark hardwood floors, layered beneath heavy ottomans and carved sofas draped in blankets and patterned pillows. The furniture is a mix of styles—Victorian, Oriental, an ornate metal Moroccan end table.
A massive stone fireplace dominates one wall, its mantel crowded with candles, crystals, and small statues. Above it hangs a large oil painting of a forest scene, but the trees seem to have faces, and the shadows between them suggest figures that aren't quite human.
Tibetan incense burners hang from discreet hooks, perfuming the air with resin and smoke—frankincense and myrrh. The scent is thick, almost intoxicating, mixing with the smell of old books and wood polish. Canvas paintings in decorative frames depict mythic landscapes and obscure symbolism: a tower struck by lightning, Valkyries galloping on horseback through the sky, a hanged man suspended from a tree.
Wait. You look at that last painting more closely. When did I buy that? Was that Grandfather's?
But Angel has stopped moving. She stands in the center of the room, turning slowly, taking it all in. Her hand comes up to her mouth.
"This is..." She doesn't finish the sentence. Just turns again, her eyes moving from the bookcases to the paintings to the artifacts scattered throughout the space.
You watch her, suddenly aware of how the room must look through her eyes. You've lived here for eight years, and the space has become background noise—just the accumulated weight of your interests and inheritances. But seeing her see it, you remember what it felt like when you first moved in. The sense of possibility. The feeling that you could become someone different here, someone more than what the job made you.
She moves toward the nearest bookcase, her fingers trailing along the spines. Leather-bound volumes, some in English, others in languages she probably can't read. Latin. Greek. Arabic. German. Her touch is reverent, careful, like she's afraid the books might disappear if she presses too hard.
You should get her upstairs. Both of you need sleep. But you don't move. It's been years since anyone looked at your things with genuine curiosity instead of polite indifference or thinly veiled judgment. You're indulging this, and you know it.
"You can touch things," you say. "It's not a museum."
She glances back at you, and there's something vulnerable in her expression. "It feels like one. Like I shouldn't be here."
"You're here. That's what matters."
She turns back to the bookcase, pulling out a volume at random. The cover is embossed with alchemical symbols. She opens it carefully, and you see her eyes widen at the illustrations inside—woodcuts of strange creatures, diagrams of celestial spheres, dense text in what looks like medieval German.
"Can you read this?" she asks.
"Some of it. Enough to get the gist." You move closer, looking over her shoulder. The scent of her hair hits you—underneath the cold and the street smell, something floral. Shampoo from a gas station bathroom, probably, but it still makes something tighten in your chest. "That one's about the philosopher's stone. Transmutation of base metals into gold. The usual alchemical obsessions."
"You believe in that stuff?"
"I believe people believed in it. That's enough to make it interesting."
She closes the book carefully and slides it back into place. Her attention shifts to the shelves themselves, to the objects displayed between the books. A jade dragon, its scales carved with impossible delicacy, coiled around a sphere. She picks it up, weighing it in her palm.
"This is beautiful."
"Qing dynasty. Probably. My grandfather brought it back from Hong Kong in the fifties. Could be a reproduction, could be genuine. I've never had it appraised."
"Why not?"
You shrug. "Does it matter? I like it either way."
She sets it down carefully and moves to the next shelf. A bronze statue of Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom, his ibis head gleaming in the lamplight. She doesn't touch this one, just studies it, her head tilted.
"The god of writing," she says softly. "Magic. Hidden knowledge."
"Secrets. You know your mythology."
"I know what calls to me." She looks at you, and there's something in her eyes that makes you feel exposed. "This whole room... it's like someone reached into my head and pulled out everything I've ever been drawn to. Occult symbolism. Ancient wisdom. Beautiful old things that carry weight."
Too perfect, you think. She's right. This is too perfect.
But you don't say that. Instead, you gesture to the rest of the room. "Keep looking. There's more."
She moves like she's in a trance, drawn from one object to the next. A Tibetan singing bowl that she runs her finger around the rim of, producing a low, resonant hum that fills the room. Her fingers trail along the spines of books until they stop on a thick volume with gilt lettering: The Pictorial Key to the Tarot by Arthur Edward Waite. She pulls it out, surprised.
"You read tarot?"
"No. I find the symbolism fascinating—the history, the archetypal imagery. But I don't read." You gesture at the book. "That's more academic interest than practice."
She flips through it, and you can see the difference immediately. Where you see intellectual curiosity, she sees a living language. "The symbolism is beautiful," she says. "But it's different when you actually work with the cards. When you let them speak."
"I'm sure you're much more versed in it than I am."
She smiles, just a little. "Different kinds of knowledge."
Her attention shifts to another shelf, and she stops, tilting her head. Her fingers trace along a row of matching green spines—the complete Oz series, all fourteen books, from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz to Glinda of Oz. Next to them, Alice's Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, bound together in worn leather. And then the entire Barsoom series—A Princess of Mars, The Gods of Mars, all eleven John Carter books lined up like soldiers.
She pulls out The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, opens it, then carefully slides it back. "These are all the same," she says quietly.
"What do you mean?"
"Stories about people who get spirited away. Transported to another world." She runs her finger along the spines. "Dorothy to Oz. Alice down the rabbit hole. John Carter to Mars." She turns to look at you. "Did you choose these on purpose?"
"Yes." The admission comes easier than you expected. "I've always been drawn to that theme. The idea of being transported somewhere else. Somewhere that might be real, might be a dream, might be something in between."
"Complete sets, too." She touches the spines again, reverent. "That's dedication. Do you have kids?"
The question lands like a stone in still water. "No. I bought them..." You pause, weighing how much to reveal. "I bought them for children I thought I'd have. With a wife I never found."
Her hand stills on the books. When she looks at you, there's understanding in her eyes, not pity. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be. It's just... how things worked out." You gesture at the collection. "I kept them anyway. Still read them sometimes."
"Because you like the theme."
"Because I like the idea that somewhere else is possible. That you can fall through a rabbit hole or get caught in a tornado and end up somewhere completely different from where you started." You meet her eyes. "Somewhere better, maybe."
The words hang between you, heavy with meaning neither of you wants to name. She's quiet for a moment, then turns back to the books, her fingers trailing along the spines one more time.
"Being here feels like that," she says softly. "Like I fell through some crack in reality and ended up somewhere that can't possibly be real. Your home, all of this..." She gestures at the room. "It's too perfect. Too aligned with everything I've ever wanted. It feels like a dream."
"It's real," you say.
"Is it?" She meets your eyes, and there's vulnerability there, raw and honest. "Because it doesn't feel real. It feels like magic."
You don't have an answer for that. Maybe because you feel it too—the surreal quality of this night, of finding her, of bringing her here. The impossible rightness of it.
She turns away, moving toward the mantel.
Above the mantel, the painting of the forest draws her in. She stares at it for a long time, and you watch her face as she processes what she's seeing. The faces in the trees. The figures in the shadows.
"It's unsettling," she says finally.
"That's why I like it."
She turns to look at you, and there's something searching in her gaze. "You like things that unsettle you?"
"I like things that make me think. That challenge my assumptions about what's real."
"And what is real?"
"I'm still figuring that out."
She holds your gaze for a moment longer, then turns back to the room. Her eyes land on a low table near the window, and she moves toward it. On the table: a collection of military challenge coins in a display case, a folded flag in a shadow box, and several framed photographs.
The cognitive dissonance is written all over her face.
"Why?" she asks. "Why would someone like you—someone who collects all this, who thinks about philosophy and magic and the nature of reality—why would you be in the military?"
"I love my country. I want to protect it. I can do both."
She picks up one of the photographs. You in desert fatigues, standing with your team in front of a Humvee. The sun is brutal, the landscape bleached and hostile. You look younger, harder, like someone who hasn't yet learned to question the mission.
"Where was this?"
"Afghanistan. A long time ago."
She sets it down and picks up another. This one shows you in a different uniform, standing in front of a nondescript building with no windows. High walls topped with razor wire in the background.
"What do you do?" she asks, not looking at you. "Really. Not the vague answer you gave before. What do you actually do?"
You consider lying. Consider deflecting again. But something about the way she's standing there, holding that photograph like she's afraid her touch will break the spell, makes you want to give her something real.
"I coordinate operations," you say. "Logistics, mostly. Making sure the right people and equipment are in the right place at the right time."
"Operations." She sets the photograph down carefully, her movements deliberate. "That's still vague."
"It has to be."
She turns to face you fully. "Why?"
"Because what I do is classified. Because I signed documents that say I can't talk about it, even in general terms. Because people's lives depend on operational security."
"But you're telling me you work in logistics."
"I'm telling you I coordinate logistics. There's a difference."
She studies you, and you can see her trying to decide if she believes you. If she trusts you. If any of this is real.
She leans closer, studying the coins through the glass. Each one is different—different insignias, different mottos, different acronyms that wouldn't mean anything to a civilian.
"What are these?"
"Challenge coins. Military tradition. You get them for completing certain missions, for being part of certain units. They're... tokens of belonging, I guess. Proof you were there."
She straightens, wrapping her arms around herself. "So you have this whole life—this secret life—that you can't talk about. And then you come home to... this." She gestures at the room. "Books about alchemy and statues of gods and paintings of forests with faces in them."
"Yes."
"How do you reconcile that? How do you keep those two worlds separate?"
You shrug. "I just do."
She nods slowly, processing this. "Is it dangerous? What you do?"
"For some people."
"Could you die?"
"Anyone could die. I could get hit by a car tomorrow."
"That's not what I asked."
You meet her eyes. "I'm not in danger. I sit at a desk all day looking at satellite imagery and drone footage." Unless I get called back into active service.
She nods slowly, like she's filing this information away. Then she moves away from the military memorabilia, back toward the bookcases, like she needs to remind herself of the other side of you. The side that collects beautiful things and thinks about the nature of reality.
"This is a lot to take in," she says quietly.
"I know."
"You're a lot to take in."
"I know that too."
She turns to look at you, and there's something raw in her expression. "Why did you bring me here, Eric? Really. What do you want from me?"
Everything, you think. Nothing. I don't know.
"I want to help you," you say. "That's all. You needed help, and I could provide it. It doesn't have to be more complicated than that."
"But it is more complicated. You know it is."
"Maybe. But we don't have to figure it all out tonight."
She holds your gaze for a long moment, and you can see the war happening behind her eyes. The part of her that wants to trust you, to believe in this impossible kindness. And the part that knows better than to trust anyone.
Finally, she nods.
"Okay," she says softly. "Tomorrow."
Then you lead her upstairs, acutely aware of her presence behind you. The stairs creak under your weight, and you make a mental note to fix that. At the top, you turn right, down a hallway lined with more artwork—prints of Pre-Raphaelite paintings, a few pieces you picked up at estate sales, things that caught your eye for reasons you couldn't articulate.
The guest room is at the end of the hall. You open the door and flip on the light.
It's a good room. Comfortable. The bed is queen-sized with a thick duvet and too many pillows. There's a dresser, a nightstand with a lamp, a chair by the window. The walls are painted a soft gray-blue, and there's a print of Waterhouse's The Lady of Shalott hanging above the bed—the woman in her boat, drifting toward Camelot, surrounded by tapestries and candles, that expression of serene resignation on her face.
You set her bag down on the chair and gesture to a door on the far wall. "Bathroom's through there. Towels are in the cabinet. There's soap, shampoo, whatever you need."
The guest room is at the end of the hall. You open the door and flip on the light.
It's a good room. Comfortable. The bed is queen-sized with a thick duvet and too many pillows. There's a dresser, a nightstand with a lamp, a chair by the window. The walls are painted a soft gray-blue, and there's a print of Waterhouse's The Lady of Shalott hanging above the bed—the woman in her boat, drifting toward Camelot, surrounded by tapestries and candles, that expression of serene resignation on her face.
You set her bag down on the chair and gesture to a door on the far wall. "Bathroom's through there. Towels are in the cabinet. There's soap, shampoo, whatever you need."
"Thank you."
An awkward pause settles between you. You should leave. You should say goodnight and go to your own room and let her process everything that's happened tonight. But your feet don't move. You stand there, hyperaware of the space between you, of the bed just a few feet away, of the fact that you're alone with her in a room designed for sleeping.
She shifts her weight, pulling her hoodie tighter around herself. She doesn't look at you, but you can feel her awareness of you, the same electric tension that's been building since the coffee shop.
"So," she says finally, her voice uncertain. "What happens tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow we talk," you say. "We figure out the details."
"Details?"
"The arrangement. How long you'll stay. What the rules are."
She looks at you then, and there's wariness in her eyes. "Rules?"
"Nothing draconian," you say quickly. "Just... boundaries. Things we both need to be clear about."
"Like what?"
You lean against the doorframe, trying to seem casual even though your heart is beating faster than it should be. "Like the fact that what I do for work is classified. You can't ask me about it, and I can't tell you. You can't bring people to the house—not without clearing it with me first. And you can't talk about me or what I do with anyone."
She's quiet, processing. "That sounds like I'm a prisoner."
"You're not a prisoner. You can leave whenever you want. But if you stay, those are the terms."
"Why? What are you so afraid of?"
"I'm not afraid. I'm careful. There's a difference."
She studies you, and you can see her trying to decide if this is reasonable or if she's walking into something dangerous. Finally, she nods.
"Okay. What else?"
"You can use the kitchen, the living room, any of the common spaces. You can shower, do laundry, whatever you need. I'll be at work most afternoons and evenings, so you'll have the house to yourself. But mornings... mornings we'll figure out together."
"Figure out what?"
"What comes next. Whether this is temporary or something longer. What you need to get back on your feet."
She wraps her arms around herself, and you can see the vulnerability in the gesture. "And if I can't get back on my feet? If there's nowhere for me to go?"
"Then you stay," you say simply. "As long as you need to."
"Why would you do that? You don't even know me."
"I know enough."
"You don't, though. You don't know anything about me. I could be dangerous. I could be crazy."
"Are you?"
"I don't know. Maybe."
You smile despite yourself. "I'll take my chances."
She doesn't smile back. "You shouldn't. You really shouldn't."
"Too late."
Another pause. Longer this time. She looks at the bed, then back at you, and you can see the question forming before she asks it.
"Can I shower?" she asks. "Tonight, I mean. Or should I wait until morning?"
"You can shower whenever you want. This is your space now."
"My space," she repeats, like she's testing the words. "For how long?"
"We'll talk about it tomorrow. Over breakfast."
"You keep saying that. Tomorrow. Like tomorrow is when everything gets decided."
"Isn't it?"
She considers this. "I guess so."
You push off from the doorframe, knowing you need to leave before this moment stretches into something neither of you is ready for. "I'll let you get settled. My room is at the other end of the hall if you need anything."
"Okay."
You start to turn, then stop. "Angel?"
"Yeah?"
"The door locks from the inside. You're safe here. I need you to know that."
She nods, but you're not sure she believes you. Not yet.
"Goodnight," you say.
"Goodnight, Eric."
You step into the hallway and pull the door closed behind you, leaving it open just a crack. You stand there for a moment, listening to the silence, wondering if you've just made the best decision of your life or the worst.
Inside the room, Angel doesn't move for a long time. She stands in the center of the space, taking it in. The bed with its thick duvet. The painting of The Lady of Shalott above it. The bathroom door, slightly ajar, promising hot water and clean towels and the luxury of privacy.
She pulls the Lovers card out of her pocket and stares at it. The man and woman, naked and vulnerable, standing beneath an angel. The choice. The connection. The risk.
She sets it on the nightstand, then sits on the edge of the bed. The mattress is soft, the duvet thick and inviting. She runs her hand over it, feeling the reality of where she is.
A house in the woods. A room of her own. A man who might be her salvation or her destruction, and she has no idea which.
She lies back, staring at Elaine of Astolat's serene face, and tries to convince herself that this is real.
That she's not dreaming.
That she's not dying in the bushes outside a coffee shop, hallucinating warmth while hypothermia shuts down her brain.
But the bed is soft. The room is warm. And for the first time in months, she feels safe.
She closes her eyes.
And sleep pulls her under like dark water.
The room is exactly the same when she opens them again. Moonlight spills through the window, painting everything silver-blue. The Waterhouse painting hangs on the wall—the Elaine in her boat, drifting down the river toward Camelot, candles flickering around her, her face bearing that expression of serene resignation.
Except.
Except the water in the painting is moving. Just slightly. Rippling.
Angel blinks. The movement stops. She must have imagined it. She's so tired. Her body feels heavy, weighted down by the blankets. The warmth has intensified, pressing against her skin like fever. She tries to shift, to throw off some of the covers, but her limbs feel distant, disconnected.
A soft sound draws her attention to the corner of the room.
A raven sits on the bookshelf. Its feathers are too black, absorbing light rather than reflecting it. Its eyes are white—not the eye itself, but the pupil, glowing like ice. It tilts its head, and its beak opens, but no sound comes out. Just cold air, visible in the suddenly frigid room.
"You're not real," Angel whispers. Her breath fogs in front of her face.
The raven doesn't move. Doesn't blink.
She looks down at her hands. They're pale, almost blue in the moonlight. The warmth she felt moments ago is still there, but wrong now—too hot, burning from the inside out. She knows this feeling. She read about it once, in a library book she'd hidden in before they kicked her out.
Paradoxical undressing. The last stage of hypothermia, when your body thinks it's overheating. When you strip off your clothes in the snow because you're convinced you're burning alive.
When you're dying.
"No," she says aloud. "No, I'm inside. I'm safe. Eric brought me here."
Eric. She needs to find Eric. He'll prove this is real.
She tries to stand, but the floor isn't where it should be. Her feet touch something soft and yielding—not carpet, but snow. Fresh snow, the kind that squeaks under your weight. The bedroom is still around her, but frost is spreading across the walls like veins, like cracks in reality. The Waterhouse painting is frozen solid now, ice crystals blooming across the Lady of Shalott's face.
The raven spreads its wings. There are more of them now—three, five, a dozen—perched on the furniture, the windowsill, the headboard. Their white eyes watch her with something that might be pity.
"Eric?" Her voice sounds thin, distant. "Eric, please—"
He appears in the doorway. Relief floods through her, so intense it's painful. He's here. He's real. This is real.
But his face is wrong.
The features are his—the sharp jawline, the dark eyes, the slight smile—but they don't quite line up. His mouth moves but the words come out as wind, as the howl of a storm. His hand reaches for her and she sees that his fingers are too long, jointed in too many places, and when he touches her shoulder his hand passes through her like smoke.
"You were never here," the wind-voice says. "You're still in the bushes. You never left."
The bedroom shatters.
She's on the ground, curled on her side, her body pressed against frozen earth. The truck stop parking lot stretches out before her, empty except for the distant glow of the building's lights. Snow is falling—when did it start snowing?—landing on her face, her hair, melting against the false heat of her skin.
She can't feel her fingers. Can't feel her toes. The numbness has spread up her arms, her legs, creeping toward her core like frost on a window.
But she's so warm. So comfortable. She could just close her eyes and sleep.
No. No, she has to stay awake. She has to—
The house is still there. She can see it, superimposed over the parking lot like a double exposure. The warm bedroom, the soft bed, Eric's concerned face. The ravens circle overhead, their wings cutting through both realities at once.
She reaches for it. Reaches for the Lovers card, for Eric's hand, for anything solid and real. But her arm won't move. Her fingers are locked in place, curled against her chest. She can see them—blue-white, frost gathering in the creases of her knuckles.
This is real. The cold is real. The house was the dream.
Of course it was. Of course it was too good to be true. Wealthy, handsome men don't rescue homeless trans girls from truck stops. They don't have beautiful houses filled with art and books and guest rooms with soft beds. That's a fairy tale. That's a hallucination your dying brain creates to make the end easier.
The tarot cards spill from her pocket, scattering across the snow. The Lovers lands face-up, but the figures are frozen now, locked in ice, their angel turned to frost. The Tower burns in the distance. The Hanged Man swings from a tree made of icicles. Death rides a pale horse across the parking lot, and when he looks at her his face is kind.
"It's okay," the wind whispers in Eric's voice. "You can let go now."
The house fades like smoke, like breath, like a dream you can't quite remember upon waking. The warmth intensifies, becomes everything, becomes the only thing she's ever known. She's not cold anymore. She's never been cold. She's drifting, carried by something gentle and inevitable, her hands folded across her chest, her face serene.
A raven lands in the snow beside her. Its eyes are black now, normal, real. It cocks its head and makes a soft croaking sound, almost gentle.
Everything goes white.

Angel jolts awake with a gasp that tears through her throat like broken glass.
She's tangled in the covers, soaked with sweat, her heart slamming against her ribs so hard it hurts. The room is dark—real dark, not dream dark—and for several long seconds she has absolutely no idea where she is.
The bed. She's in a bed. But is it real?
Her hands scramble across the nightstand, knocking something over—the Lovers card, it skitters across the wood—and she grabs it, clutches it, feels the worn cardboard edges bite into her palm. Solid. Real. But the snow felt real too. The cold felt real.
She's shaking. Her whole body is shaking, tremors running through her muscles like aftershocks. She touches her face—warm, alive, wet with sweat and tears she doesn't remember crying. She touches the blanket, the pillow, the wooden headboard. All solid. All real.
But so was the other thing. The dying thing. That felt more real than this.
She swings her legs out of bed, her feet hitting carpet—not snow, carpet—and stands on trembling legs. The moonlight through the window is gentle now, normal, illuminating the dark shapes of trees outside. Real trees. She presses her palm against the glass. It's cool but not cold, solid, fogging slightly from her breath.
The Waterhouse painting hangs motionless on the wall. The Lady of Shalott drifts in her boat, forever dying, forever resigned. No ice. No movement.
Angel's breath comes in short, sharp gasps. She's hyperventilating, she realizes distantly. She forces herself to slow down, to breathe deeper, but her hands won't stop shaking.
Which one was real? This? Or that?
She looks at the Lovers card, still clutched in her hand. The figures gaze at each other, unchanged, un-frozen. The angel blesses them from above. It's just a card. Just ink and cardboard. But it's here. It's solid.
She sits on the edge of the bed, her legs too weak to hold her. The house is quiet around her—the settling of old wood, the distant hum of the heater, the whisper of wind against the windows. Real sounds. Living sounds.
But the dream felt more real than this. The cold felt more true than this warmth.
She wraps her arms around herself and waits for dawn, too afraid to close her eyes, too afraid to find out which reality will be waiting when she opens them again.
