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The final match ended without much ceremony.

The bell rang. The referee stepped in. The fighters separated.

That was it.

The first bracket was over.

The crowd didn’t leave all at once. It stretched out slowly, voices fading into the open space as people made their way toward the exits.

Clovis stood near the tunnel, gloves hanging from his hand, sweat cooling against his skin.

Above them, the announcer’s voice echoed through the arena.

“First bracket concludes tonight. Second bracket resumes next weekend.”

A brief pause.

“Fighters advancing—prepare accordingly.”

Clovis let out a quiet breath.

Next weekend.

Which really meant two weeks.



They left together, walking through the hallway without much urgency.

Posters lined the walls—fighters frozen mid-strike, mid-fall, moments that meant everything to someone at some point.

Now they were just images.

“Whole week off,” Alex said. “Didn’t expect that.”

Clovis didn’t answer.

“Not really off,” Alex added. “Just waiting.”

That word stuck.

Waiting didn’t feel like a break.

It felt like something building.



They stepped outside into the night.

Cool air hit immediately. The city moved like nothing had changed—cars passing, people talking, lights stretching across the street.

“If you both win next week...” Alex started.

Clovis already knew.

“...you and Avion.”

The name landed and stayed there.

Not loud.

Just heavy.

Clovis gave a small shrug.

Flat. Controlled.

Alex looked at him for a second. “That’d be a big fight.”

Clovis nodded. “Yeah.”

They walked a little further before Clovis stopped.

“I’m heading out.”

The group slowed with him.

“Out where?” Alex asked.

Clovis shrugged. “Just need some time.”

He didn’t look at them when he said it.

Didn’t need to.

They could already see it—the shift.

“You sure?” Alex asked.

“Yeah.”

No hesitation this time.

Clovis adjusted his grip on his gloves. “I’ll be back.”

It didn’t sound like a promise. Just something to close the moment.

Alex nodded. “Alright. Don’t disappear.”

Clovis almost smiled.

Almost.

He turned and walked before anything else could be said.

The noise from the arena faded behind him with each step. The crowd, the voices, the energy—it all started to feel distant.

Like it belonged to something he’d already stepped away from.

Avion.

The name came back again.

Clearer now.

Not just talk.

Not just a possibility.

A point ahead of him.

Clovis rolled his shoulders, breathing steady.

Two weeks.

Too long.

Too short.

Enough time to sharpen everything.

Enough time to think.

Too much time to think.

His hands flexed at his sides as he walked.

There was something there already.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Something heavier.

Quieter.

Like a weight sitting behind his ribs, not moving—just waiting.



Streetlights stretched across the pavement, breaking under his steps.

Cars passed. Voices drifted by.

None of it stuck.

Everything kept moving.

He didn’t feel part of it.

If he won next week—

No.

When.

When he won, it would be right in front of him.

No distance left.

Clovis tilted his head slightly, looking up.

The sky was empty. No stars. Just haze swallowing everything above.

He exhaled.

“Good.”

Less to focus on.

He kept walking without direction.

Didn’t need one.

Movement was enough.

The fight wasn’t here yet.

But it wasn’t far either.

And that was the problem.

It sat ahead of him.

Unmoving.

Unavoidable.

So he focused on his steps.

On his breathing.

On the rhythm.

Control what you can.

But even then—

It stayed.

That weight.

Quiet.

Waiting.

​
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The streets felt different on the way back.

Brighter.

Louder.

Quinton noticed it first.

“...You see that?”

Alex looked up from his phone.

Lights stretched across the street ahead of them—colorful, shifting. Music carried through the air, mixed with voices and laughter.

“...Festival?” Alex said.

Quinton nodded slightly.

It hadn’t been there earlier.

Now it filled the block.

People moved in clusters, stalls lined the sidewalks, rides set up further down. The whole place felt alive.

For a second, neither of them said anything.

Then—

“We should go.”

Alex looked at him. “...Right now?”

Quinton shrugged. “Yeah.”

It came out casual.

But something else sat behind it.

A thought.

A memory.

Maya.

Alex studied him for a second.

Then smirked slightly.

“...Alright.”



They stepped into the crowd.

The energy hit immediately—music louder, lights sharper, movement everywhere. People passed them on all sides, conversations overlapping, the smell of food drifting through the air.

It felt... normal.

Too normal.

Quinton’s eyes moved through the crowd, scanning without thinking about it.

“...You looking for someone?” Alex asked.

Quinton didn’t answer right away.

“...Maybe.”

They walked deeper into the festival.

Past food stalls.

Past small games.

Past groups of people moving in every direction.

Then—

Quinton slowed.

“...There.”

Alex followed his gaze.

A familiar face.

Maya stood near one of the booths, talking to someone behind the counter.

She turned slightly—

And saw him.

Her expression changed instantly.

Surprise first.

Then—

A small smile.

“You actually came,” she said as he got closer.

Quinton let out a short breath. “Yeah... I guess I did.”

It sounded honest.

Like he hadn’t fully decided until now.

Maya stepped out from the booth area.

“You caught me at work,” she said. “I’m helping out here tonight.”

Quinton nodded. “Didn’t know you worked here.”

“Part-time,” she said. “Whenever they need help.”

Then she glanced down beside her.

“Oh—right.”

She stepped slightly to the side.

A little girl stood there.

Quiet. Observing.

Maybe six.

Dark hair. Focused eyes.

“This is my daughter,” Maya said. “Epiphany.”

Quinton blinked slightly.

“...Epiphany?”

The girl looked up at him.

Didn’t say anything.

Just watched.

Maya smiled faintly. “Yeah. Unique, I know.”

Quinton nodded slowly. “It’s... cool.”

He meant it.

Alex crouched slightly, bringing himself to the girl’s level.

“Hey,” he said. “You like rides?”

Epiphany didn’t answer right away.

Then gave a small nod.

Alex smiled.

“Yeah? I saw one over there that looks fun.”

He glanced back at Maya.

“You mind if I take her? We’ll stay close.”

He gestured toward a ride still clearly in view.

Maya hesitated for a second.

Then nodded.

“That’s fine. Just don’t let her go too far.”

Alex gave a quick grin. “I got you.”

He stood, holding his hand out slightly.

Epiphany looked at it.

Then took it.

Quietly.

Quinton and Maya watched as they walked off toward the ride.

Not far.

Still visible.

Still within reach.

The noise of the festival filled the space again.

Music. Laughter. Movement.

But for a moment—

It felt quieter.

Maya folded her arms lightly, watching her daughter for a second before looking back at Quinton.

“I didn’t think you’d actually come,” she said.

Quinton shrugged slightly. “Yeah... me neither.”

A small pause.

Then—

“I’m glad you did.”

It was simple.

But it landed.

Quinton glanced toward the ride again.

Alex was already talking, pointing something out. Epiphany stood beside him, still quiet, but listening.

He looked back at Maya.

“...You’re out here working with all this going on?”

Maya smiled faintly. “Someone’s gotta keep it running.”

Then, softer—

“And it’s not a bad place to be.”

Quinton nodded.

The lights reflected across her face.

The noise surrounded them.

Everything felt... normal.

For once.

But even then—

Something in the back of his mind stayed alert.
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Quinton watched as Alex and Epiphany reached the ride.

Alex was already talking, pointing something out. The girl stood beside him, quiet, but listening.

“They’ll be fine,” Quinton said.

Maya glanced at him. “You sound pretty sure.”

He nodded. “You can trust him. Alex is... probably one of the gentlest people you’ll ever meet.”

Maya raised an eyebrow slightly.

“Gentle?” she repeated.

Quinton shrugged. “Yeah.”

A small smile pulled at her lips.

“Aren’t you two fighters?”

Quinton let out a quiet laugh. “Yeah. We are.”

“That doesn’t really scream ‘gentle,’” she said.

“Depends,” he replied. “It’s not the same outside of it.”

Maya studied him for a second, then shook her head lightly.

“I’ll take your word for it.”

They stood there for a moment, watching the ride start up.

Lights flickered. Music picked up. The structure creaked slightly as it moved.

Epiphany didn’t look scared.

Just focused.

Quinton glanced back at Maya.

“...So,” he said, “Epiphany.”

She looked at him.

“That’s not a name you hear every day.”

Maya smiled faintly.

“No, it’s not.”

“What made you choose it?”

For a second, she didn’t answer.

Her eyes drifted back toward her daughter.

Then she exhaled quietly.

“I wasn’t in a good place,” she said.

Her voice didn’t change much.

Still calm.

Just a little quieter.

“When I found out I was pregnant... things were already falling apart.”

Quinton didn’t interrupt.

“My husband and I—we were already separated. Legally.”

A pause.

“I thought... maybe the baby would change something.”

She shook her head slightly.

“It didn’t.”

The ride spun slowly in the distance. Laughter carried through the air.

Maya’s gaze stayed fixed on it.

“I told him,” she continued. “Thought maybe it would bring us back together.”

Another small pause.

“It didn’t do anything.”

Quinton shifted slightly, listening.

“We finalized the divorce not long after that,” she said. “Even with everything going on.”

Her tone stayed even.

But it landed.

“I remember thinking that was it,” she added. “That I’d hit the lowest point I was going to hit.”

She let out a quiet breath.

“For a while... I didn’t really know what I was doing anymore.”

The lights from the ride reflected faintly in her eyes.

Then—

“It changed when she was born.”

Her voice softened just slightly.

“Everything did.”

Quinton looked back toward Epiphany.

She was still there with Alex, small hands gripping the bar, eyes focused ahead.

“I remember holding her for the first time,” Maya said. “And it just... clicked.”

She tapped lightly against her chest.

“Like something I didn’t understand before suddenly made sense.”

Quinton didn’t say anything.

Didn’t need to.

“I wasn’t lost anymore,” she continued. “I just... needed her to show me that.”

A small smile formed.

Real this time.

“That was my epiphany.”

Quinton nodded slowly.

“...That makes sense.”

Maya glanced at him. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He looked back at
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