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    To Jody.  The one that got away.
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The diner closed at midnight, but Stephanie stayed until one, counting tips and wiping down tables that didn't need wiping. The neon sign outside flickered—buzz, pause, buzz—casting red shadows across the empty booths. She liked this hour. The world felt suspended, caught between one day and the next, and for a little while she could pretend time didn't exist.

When she finally locked up and stepped into the November cold, Jaden was waiting across the street, leaning against his car with his hands shoved in his jacket pockets. The streetlight above him hummed—a low, persistent frequency that made the air feel dense. He looked up when she approached, and his smile came slow, familiar, like he'd been practicing it for years.

"You're late," he said.

"I'm always late." She tucked herself under his arm, feeling the warmth of him seep through her thin jacket. "You could've gone home."

"Nah." He kissed the top of her head, and she felt the quiet thud of his heartbeat through his chest. "Not without you."

They'd been together for two years, three months, and sixteen days—not that she was counting. Okay, she was counting. But only because every moment with him felt borrowed, like time had made a mistake in letting them find each other and might correct itself at any moment.

They walked toward the pier, where the city opened up into water and sky. The boardwalk was empty, shops shuttered, the ocean rolling dark and restless beneath them. Above, meteors streaked across the night—silver lines cutting through the darkness like cracks in the universe.

"You're quiet tonight," he said.

"Just thinking."

"About?"

She hesitated. How could she explain the strange weight that had been pressing on her chest for weeks now? The sense that something was ending, even though nothing had changed. They were happy. They were good. But lately, when she looked at him, she felt a flash of something she couldn't name—recognition tangled with grief, as if she were remembering him from a dream she'd forgotten.

"About how much I love you," she said finally, because it was true even if it wasn't the whole truth.

He stopped walking and turned to face her, his hands finding hers. His eyes—green, bright even in the dim light—searched her face with an intensity that made her breath catch.

"You say that like it's a problem," he said softly.

"No. It's just—" She looked down at their joined hands. "Sometimes it scares me. Loving someone this much."

"I know this," he said, squeezing her hands gently. "I know us. And I know I'm not going anywhere."

They kept walking, hand in hand, taking the long way home because neither of them wanted the night to end. The city stretched quiet around them—dark storefronts, parked cars, street lamps casting pools of yellow light.

That's when she saw the figure.

Standing at the corner where the streetlight had burned out. Just standing there, motionless, facing their direction. Something about the way it stood made her skin prickle with recognition she shouldn't have had.

"Jaden," she said quietly, her hand tightening on his.

He followed her gaze. "Let's cross the street."

But as they moved to cross, the figure moved too. Not toward them exactly—just adjusting position, keeping the same distance.

The figure stepped into the light.

Not a man. Or not quite. Something about it was wrong—the proportions off, the movements too fluid. And its face was obscured by shadow, even though it stood directly under a street lamp. Light seemed to slide off it, refusing to illuminate what was underneath.

The figure raised something aimed in their direction. A weapon—but wrong. Too bright, too liquid, like light itself made solid.

Stephanie's instinct screamed danger. Without thinking, she stepped forward, putting herself between the figure and Jaden.

"Steph, no!" Jaden lunged after her.

The light discharged. Hit her chest. And as the warmth spread through her body like recognition—like her soul remembering something it had forgotten—she realized: it had always been meant for her. The angel had been waiting for her choice.

She heard Jaden screaming her name. Felt his arms catch her as she fell.

"Stay with me," he was saying. "Please. Please stay."

She looked up at him, and the love in his face was so fierce it hurt. She wanted to tell him she was okay. Wanted to tell him not to be afraid. But the words wouldn't come.

The figure stood over them now, and she could finally see what it truly was. Wings—or something her brain tried to interpret as wings—unfurling behind it. Light and shadow woven together, existing slightly out of phase with the rest of the world.

An angel.

"I protected you," she managed to whisper, her voice barely audible. "I love you, Jaden."

His face blurred above her, tears streaming down his cheeks. "No, this can't—you can't—"

The angel spoke, its voice coming from everywhere and nowhere, ancient and ageless at once:

"She chose love. Now she will learn what love means."

The street around her began to fracture. The pavement, the buildings, even the air itself seemed to splinter into a thousand different versions. Through each crack, she could see... elsewhere. Other versions of this moment. Other versions of herself, living different lives, making different choices.

"I don't understand," she tried to say, but Jaden couldn't hear her anymore. He was fading, or she was, the distance between them growing even though he still held her.

The angel reached toward her, its hand passing through her chest to touch the light within. "You will live many lives. Learn many lessons. And when you understand, you will choose."

"Choose what?" she whispered.

"Whether to return whole to the one you love—or to remain scattered across infinite possibilities."

The light expanded, swallowing her vision. The last thing she saw was Jaden's face, broken with grief, calling her name.

Then she felt herself falling—not down, but through. Through layers of time and possibility, through lives lived and unlived, through every choice she might have made.

Her last coherent thought was not of fear.

It was simply: Find your way back to him.

And then she was somewhere else entirely. Waking up in a body that was hers but different, in a life she'd never lived. The memories of Jaden and the angel and that moment on the street—they were there, but distant. Like a dream she couldn't quite grasp. Fading even as she reached for them.

Only a strange sense that she was looking for something.

Or someone.

The first fragment had begun.
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The Night Everything Changed

Jaden

The meteor shower wasn’t supposed to peak until two in the morning, but Stephanie wanted to see it anyway. She always did things like that—acted on impulse, chased beauty like it might disappear if she waited too long. I loved that about her. Hell, I loved everything about her.

“Look,” she said, pointing up at the sky as we walked through the empty streets. “You can already see some.”

I looked. Silver streaks cut across the darkness, brief and brilliant, like cracks in the universe showing the light underneath. The city was quiet at this hour—past midnight, the bars closing, the last trains running. Just us and the stars and the sound of our footsteps echoing off the pavement.

“Beautiful,” I said, but I was looking at her.

She caught me staring and laughed, nudging me with her elbow. “You’re supposed to look at the sky,Jaden.”

“Why? I’ve got a better view right here.”

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. That smile. God, it could light up the whole damn city. She threaded her fingers through mine, and we kept walking, taking the long way home because neither of us wanted the night to end.

We’d been together two years now. Two years, three months, and—I didn’t know how many days exactly, but too many to count and not nearly enough. Every day with her felt like borrowed time,like I’d stumbled into someone else’s good fortune and was just waiting for the universe to realize its mistake.

But tonight, under the meteor shower, with her hand in mine and her voice soft and happy, I let myself believe we had forever.

“You ever wonder,” Stephanie said, her voice drifting like smoke, “what happens after?”

“After what?”

“After everything. After life. Do you think we just... stop? Or do we keep going somehow?”

I squeezed her hand. “Where’s this coming from?”

“I don’t know.” She tilted her head back, watching the meteors. “I’ve just been thinking about it lately. About time. About... what we leave behind.”

“We’re too young to be thinking about that stuff,” I said, trying to keep it light. “We’ve got decades ahead of us.”

She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yeah. Decades.”

Something in her tone made my chest tighten. I stopped walking and turned to face her, both her hands in mine now. “Hey. You okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m good. I promise. Just one of those weird moods.”

I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her. She fit against me perfectly, her head tucked under my chin, her breath warm against my neck. “You know I love you, right?” 

“I know.” Her voice was muffled against my chest. “I love you too. More than anything.”

We stood like that for a while, just holding each other in the middle of the empty street. Above us,the meteors kept falling—silver streaks against the black, each one a tiny death and rebirth of light.

When we finally started walking again, she was quieter. More thoughtful. I wanted to ask what she was thinking, but something stopped me. Some instinct that said if I pushed too hard, she might crack open and show me something neither of us was ready for.

So we walked in comfortable silence, our footsteps syncing up into a single rhythm. The city stretched around us—dark storefronts, parked cars, street lamps casting pools of yellow light.

Normal. Safe. Ours.

We were three blocks from her apartment when I noticed him. A figure ahead of us, standing at the corner where the streetlight had burned out. Just standing

there, motionless, facing our direction. Something about the way he stood made my skin prickle.

“Steph,” I said quietly. “Let’s cross the street.”

She looked up, following my gaze. I felt her tense beside me. “Okay.”

But as we moved to cross, the figure moved too. Not toward us exactly—just adjusting position,keeping the same distance. The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

“Jaden,” Stephanie whispered. Her hand tightened on mine.

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Just keep walking. We’ll—”

The figure moved into the light. Not a man. Or not quite. Something about him was wrong—the proportions off, the movements too fluid. And his face— It was covered. A mask, I thought at first. But no, not a mask. More like his features were obscured by shadow, even though he was standing directly under a street lamp. Light seemed to slide off him,refusing to illuminate what was underneath.

“Run,” Stephanie said. Not to me. To herself.

And she did.

She let go of my hand and ran. Not away from the figure—toward it. Like she’d made some decision I didn’t understand, some calculation in a split second that told her this was the right move.

“Steph!” I lunged after her, but she was faster. Always had been.

The figure raised something. A gun. The realization hit me like ice water.

“No!”

The shot cracked through the air, impossibly loud, echoing off the buildings. I saw Stephanie stumble, her body jerking with the impact. But she didn’t fall. Not right away.

She turned to look at me, and in the dim light, I could see the shock on her face. The confusion. Then something else—understanding, maybe. Or acceptance.

Her lips moved. I was too far away to hear, but I could read them: I love you.

Then the world went strange. The meteors above us—they stopped moving. Froze mid-streak, silver lines suspended in the black. The streetlights flickered and hummed with that same frequency I’d been hearing all night, now amplified into something that made my bones vibrate.

And Stephanie— She was glowing. Not like a flashlight. More like... like she was becoming light itself. Silver light, the same colour as the meteors, radiating from somewhere deep inside her chest where the bullet had hit.

I reached her just as she collapsed. My arms caught her, and the light was so bright I had to squint. It didn’t burn—it was warm, almost gentle. But it was pulling her away from me. I could feel it.

“Steph, stay with me. Please. Please stay.”

Her eyes found mine. So much love in them. So much sadness.

“For once I wasn’t self-protective,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the humming that filled the air. “I love you, Jaden.”

“What? What are you talking about? Steph—”

But she wasn’t there anymore. Not really. Her body was in my arms, warm and solid, but her eyes had gone distant. Looking at something I couldn’t see. Somewhere I couldn’t follow. The light intensified, spreading outward in waves. The meteors overhead shattered—actually shattered, like glass breaking—and the pieces hung suspended in the air, each fragment reflecting a different version of this moment. I saw us in a hundred different configurations: different streets, different cities, different clothes. But always the same two people. 

Always her dying in my arms.

“No,” I choked out. “No, this can’t—you can’t—”

The masked figure was still there, watching. But I realized now it wasn’t threatening. It was waiting. Behind it, something else was taking shape—taller, brighter, its outline shimmering like heat waves. Wings, maybe. Or something my brain was trying to interpret as wings because it couldn’t process what it was actually seeing.

––––––––
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A VOICE SPOKE, THOUGH I couldn’t tell if I heard it with my ears or something deeper: She chose love. Now she will remember why.

“Who are you?” I screamed at it. “What did you do to her?”

But the being didn’t answer. It reached toward Stephanie with one hand—or what passed for a hand—and touched the light pouring from her chest. The connection sparked, flared, and suddenly the street was full of images.

I saw her standing in an art gallery. I saw her holding a baby. The same age but different,wearing different clothes, different hair, different smile. Living in apartments I’d never seen,walking streets I didn’t recognize, loving people who wore my face but weren’t me. Living. Again and again and again.

“What is this?” I whispered.

Mercy.

The images collapsed back into Stephanie’s body. The light dimmed. The humming faded. The meteors started moving again, resuming their paths across the sky as if they’d never stopped. And in my arms, Stephanie took one last breath. Then she was gone.

Not dead. I could see her chest still rising and falling, her pulse fluttering at her throat. But empty. Like someone had scooped out everything that made her her and left just the shell behind.

I held her and screamed until my voice gave out. Until sirens wailed in the distance and footsteps pounded toward us. Until someone pulled me away and loaded her into an ambulance, their voices urgent and clinical and completely failing to understand that they were trying to save someone who wasn’t there anymore.

The masked figure was gone. The angel—if that’s what it had been—was gone. Everything was normal again except for the hole in my chest where my heart used to be and the certainty, absolute and terrifying, that somewhere else, somehow else, Stephanie was waking up.

Without me.

***
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THE HOSPITAL KEPT HER for three days. Coma, they said. Traumatic brain injury from the bullet that had somehow missed every vital structure. A miracle, they said. She should be dead, they said.

But she wasn’t dead. She was just... not there.

I sat by her bed and held her hand and talked to her about everything and nothing. I told her about the detective who came to take my statement, how confused he’d looked when I couldn’t describe the shooter beyond “masked figure.” I told her about her parents flying in from Minnesota, how her

mom cried for six hours straight while her dad just sat there, numb and silent.

I told her I loved her. Over and over. As if saying it enough times might pull her back.

On the third day, she woke up.

I was alone with her when it happened. Her eyes opened slowly, unfocused at first, then sharpening on the ceiling tiles above her bed. She blinked. Drew in a deeper breath. Turned her head toward me.

“Steph,” I breathed, standing up so fast I knocked my chair over. “Steph, you’re awake. Oh my God,you’re—”

She looked at me. Really looked. And I knew. She didn’t recognize me. Not the way you’d expect from amnesia or confusion. This was deeper. Her eyes were her eyes, but they were looking at a stranger. Looking at me the way you’d look at someone you’d just met.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice hoarse from disuse. “Do I—do I know you?”

The words hit like a second bullet. 

“It’s me,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “It’s Jaden. Your—we’ve been together for two years. You—you know me, Steph. You know me.”

She studied my face, and I could see her trying. Really trying to find something familiar in my features. But it wasn’t there. Whatever connection we’d had, whatever recognition had sparked between us the first time we met—it was gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, and the pity in her voice broke something in me that I didn’t think could break any further. “I don’t remember. I don’t remember anything.”

The doctors said it was normal. Post-traumatic amnesia, they called it. Retrograde, not anterograde—she could form new memories, just couldn’t access the old ones. Temporary, they said. It would come back, they said.

But I knew better.

I’d seen what happened on that street. I’d felt her leave. And now someone else was looking out through Stephanie’s eyes—someone who’d never met me, never loved me, never whispered my name in the dark.

The Stephanie I loved was somewhere else.

Living another life. With another version of me. And I was left here, holding the hand of a stranger who wore her face, trying to figure out how to live in a world where the person I loved most had disappeared without dying.

I sat back down. Picked up the chair I’d knocked over. Took her hand again—this stranger’s hand.

“It’s okay,” I lied. “We’ll figure it out. I’ll help you remember.”

She squeezed my hand gently, gratefully. Like you would with someone trying to help. Not like you would with someone you loved.

And outside the hospital window, invisible to everyone but me, I could have sworn I saw a shimmer in the air. A distortion, like looking through water.

Watching. Waiting. I didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t know what any of it meant. But I knew this: whatever had taken Stephanie from me, whatever cosmic force had fractured her soul into a thousand different lives— I would find a way to bring her back.

Even if it took forever.

Even if it broke me.

Even if I had to follow her through every life, every fragment, every version of us that existed across time and space. Because that’s what love means.It means you don’t give up.

Not ever.
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First Fragment

James

I’d been drawing the same face for three weeks before I met her. At first, I thought it was just practice—figure studies, variations on bone structure, the way light falls across a cheekbone. That’s what I told myself when I filled page after page of my sketchbook with her features. The curve of her jaw. The particular arch of her eyebrows. The way her hair would fall if she tucked it behind her left ear.

But I knew better. This wasn’t practice. This was obsession.

The weird part? I’d never seen her before. Not in person, not in a photograph, not even in passing on the street. She existed nowhere except in my head and on these pages, rendered in charcoal and graphite with a certainty that made no sense. 

My roommate Marcus thought I’d lost it. “Man, you’ve drawn the same girl like fifty times,” he said one morning, flipping through my sketchbook while I made coffee. “This is serial killer behavior.”

“Give me that.” I snatched the book back.

“No, seriously. You okay? You’ve been weird lately. More than usual.”

I wasn’t okay. But I didn’t know how to explain the dreams. They’d started about a month ago—vivid, cinematic things that felt more like memories than imagination. In them, I was someone else. Older maybe, or just... different. And she was always there. The girl from my drawings. We’d be walking through a city I didn’t recognize, or sitting in a diner at midnight, or watching stars fall from the sky. And every time, the dream ended the same way: with light. Blinding, silver light that swallowed everything until I woke up gasping, my chest aching like I’d lost something I couldn’t name.

“I’m fine,” I told Marcus. “Just working through some ideas.”

He gave me a look that said he didn’t believe me, but he let it drop. Marcus was good that way.

That Thursday, I had my evening figure drawing class at the community arts center. I’d been teaching it for about six months—mostly to pay rent, but also because I liked it. There was something meditative about spending three hours watching people learn to see, really see, the shapes and shadows that made up the human form.

I got there early, like always, and set up the easels in a semicircle around the model’s platform. The room smelled like turpentine and old paint. Late afternoon light slanted through the high windows,turning the floating dust particles gold.

Students trickled in—the usual mix of college kids looking for an easy art credit and retirees trying to finally learn something they’d always wanted to do. I was setting up my own easel, more as demonstration than anything else, when the door opened again.

And there she was.

The girl from my drawings. From my dreams. Standing in the doorway with a canvas bag slung over her shoulder and an uncertain smile on her face, looking around the room like she wasn’t quite sure she belonged there.

My heart stopped. Actually stopped for what felt like three full seconds before slamming back into motion hard enough to hurt. She was real. Same hazel eyes I’d drawn a hundred times. Same way of standing, weight slightly on her right foot,

head tilted just a fraction to the left. Even her hair—shoulder-length, catching the light in exactly the way I’d tried to capture with careful pencil strokes.

She caught me staring and her smile faltered. “Um, hi. Is this the figure drawing class?”

I realized I’d been standing frozen, mouth slightly open, probably looking like an absolute lunatic. “Yes. Sorry. Yes, this is—” I cleared my throat, tried to sound professional. “First time?”

“Is it that obvious?” She laughed, but it sounded nervous. “I’ve never done this before. I mean, I’ve drawn things, but not... people. Not from life.”

“You’ll be fine,” I said, and somehow my voice came out normal. “Just grab any easel. I’m James, by the way. I’m the instructor.”

“Stephanie.” She moved toward an empty easel near the back. “Thanks.”

Stephanie. The name settled into my chest like something that had been missing clicking into place. I knew that name. I’d never heard it before in my life, but I knew it.

The class started. Our model tonight was Gerald, a retired postal worker who’d been posing for us for months. I went through my usual opening spiel about gesture and proportion, about learning to see negative space, about how the goal wasn’t perfection but understanding.

But I couldn’t stop watching her.

She drew carefully, tentatively, erasing more than she kept. Her brow furrowed in concentration. Every few minutes she’d tuck her hair behind her left ear—exactly the gesture I’d drawn so many times—and my skin would prickle with recognition that made no logical sense.

I circulated through the room, offering guidance, making corrections. When I got to her easel, I had to force myself to look at her drawing instead of her.

“You’re being too careful,” I said, keeping my voice level. “See how you’re making these tiny, precise marks? Try loosening up. Let your whole arm move, not just your wrist.”

She looked up at me, and our eyes met, and something passed between us. Not quite recognition— she didn’t know me any more than I should have known her—but something else. Some deeper current running underneath the surface of this moment. 

“Like this?” She made a broader stroke, and I had to step closer to see properly. I could smell her shampoo—something floral, maybe jasmine—and the proximity made my head spin.

“Exactly,” I said. “Much better. You have good instincts.”

She smiled, and it was the same smile from my dreams. Warm, a little shy, with a hint of something sad underneath.

I moved on to the next student before I could do something stupid like tell her I’d been drawing her face for weeks.

After class, most students cleared out quickly. Thursday night, people had places to be. But Stephanie stayed, cleaning her charcoal-stained fingers with a wet wipe, moving slowly like she was in no rush to leave.

I was packing up my own supplies when she approached.

“Hey,” she said. “Thanks for the help today. I know I’m probably your worst student.”

“Far from it,” I said. “You’ve got potential. Just need to trust yourself more.”

She nodded, but didn’t leave. Just stood there, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Finally, she said, “This is going to sound weird, but... have we met before?”

My heart kicked up again. “No. I’d remember.”

“Yeah. Yeah, of course.” She laughed, embarrassed. “I just... you seem familiar somehow. Like—”

She stopped, shook her head. “Never mind. That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not,” I said before I could stop myself. “I mean—you seem familiar to me too.”

She looked up, surprised. “Really?”

“Really.”

We stood there in the empty classroom, late afternoon turning to evening outside, and the moment stretched into something significant. Something that felt like a beginning, even though part of me insisted it was a continuation.

“Well,” she said finally, hitching her bag higher on her shoulder. “I guess I
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