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For every heart that almost hit send.

For every person who learned to make themselves smaller

just to keep love close.

And for the ones still waiting to be chosen in daylight.
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CHAPTER 1

Backspace

◆
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—  MARA  —

The studio clock said 1:12 a.m., like it was proud of itself.

The hallway outside Booth B carried Sloane's laugh, bright and careless, the kind that made people turn their heads without realizing they were doing it.

My fingers hovered over my phone anyway.

The message was already typed. One line, plain. No poetry. No room to hide.

I'm in love with you.

A hard pinch gathered behind my ribs, and my thumb hit backspace.

One letter vanished.

Then another.

I told myself I was fixing a mistake. I told myself I was being responsible. I told myself the world did not need my feelings cluttering up our clean little system.

Backspace. Backspace. Backspace.

Sloane's laugh faded down the corridor, replaced by the soft mechanical whirr of the air conditioner and the low hum of the soundboard.

I stared at the blank text field.

My pulse kept racing like I had done something dangerous anyway.

On the desk, my laptop glowed with the edit timeline for our Pride finale teaser. Neon waveforms. Markers. A dozen micro-cuts I had been tightening for hours.

I was good at edits.

I was good at removing anything that might ruin the final product.

I was good at removing myself.

A notification pinged on my computer. Not the project chat. Email.

I opened it without thinking.

SUBJECT: Pride Week Live Finale. Confirmed.

FROM: Arden Hale, HaleHouse Media

BODY: Contract attached. Final deliverables due in 30 days. Sponsor segment requirements below. Venue is locked. Promo schedule starts next week.

Thirty days.

My mouth went dry.

I scrolled.

More requirements. More deadlines. More little boxes to check.

A live finale special at a major venue. Chicago. Pride week. A room full of people expecting us to be electric, funny, honest, and alive.

Arden's email ended with one line that punched harder than the rest.

We're betting big on you two. Do not miss.

I stared at the screen until the words blurred.

Do not miss.

Do not fail.

Do not make it weird.

My phone sat facedown beside the keyboard like it was ashamed.

I flipped it over.

The empty message field waited, innocent.

My thumb typed without permission, like my body had its own agenda.

I'm in love with you. Not the friend version. The real version.

I stopped.

My breathing went shallow. My ears felt hot. I listened for Sloane's footsteps, for the swing of the studio door, for the moment she would walk in and catch me being exactly what I swore I would never be.

Too much.

Needy.

A complication.

I kept typing anyway, because the words had been living in me for years, and tonight they wanted air.

I keep backspacing myself because I'm scared you'll leave, but I can't keep pretending this is only friendship.

My throat stung.

I read it once.

Twice.

The message looked like a live wire.

I imagined hitting send. I imagined Sloane's phone lighting up. I imagined her face.

Confusion first. Then pity. Then that gentle voice she used when she was trying not to hurt someone.

Mara. You're my best friend.

My thumb hovered over send.

A sound came from the hallway. A door shutting. A muffled voice. Then Sloane's laugh again, closer this time.

My thumb slammed backspace like it was a panic button.

I deleted the last sentence first.

Then the one before it.

Then the whole thing, letter by letter, as if watching it disappear could erase the fact that I had ever wanted it.

My lock screen lit.

A text from Sloane.

You coming home?

The floor seemed to shift under me.

Home.

She said it like it was a simple place we shared. Like it belonged to both of us.

It did not.

Home was her apartment. Her couch. Her spare toothbrush I kept there because she insisted. Her blanket that always ended up on me.

It was her saying, You can be in my space. You can take up room.

But only in the ways she offered.

I stared at her message until the read receipt line threatened to pop.

I did not answer yet.

I slid the phone away and forced myself to look at the contract again, because if I kept staring at my feelings, I was going to do something irreversible.

The sponsor segment requirements were highlighted.

Arden had copied and pasted them directly, like Arden did not trust anyone to interpret anything without being told exactly what to do.

I read the sponsor's notes and felt my jaw tighten.

They wanted more behind-the-scenes content. More "chemistry." More "real friendship moments."

They wanted us to film promo clips that felt intimate.

They wanted the kind of closeness people could point at and say, See. That is the reason I love them.

As if our friendship was a product.

As if Sloane's smile was something they could purchase.

As if my quiet devotion was a camera angle.

I pinched the bridge of my nose.

If we did this right, the live finale would take us to another level. Bigger guests. Better funding. A stable season. A studio that was not held together by duct tape and my refusal to sleep.

If we did this wrong, we would implode in public.

My gaze drifted to the soundboard.

Sloane's mic channel was still labeled SLOANE in bold white tape, because she refused to use her last name on anything. "Too official," she always said, like she was allergic to being pinned down.

My channel was MARA in small letters, tucked under the board where no one looked unless they had to.

It was fine.

I liked being the one behind the curtain.

Until I didn't.

The studio door creaked.

I looked up so fast my chair rolled back.

Sloane Reyes, thirty-one, leaned into Booth B like she owned it, which she did, in the way people owned spaces by filling them with their energy.

She wore black jeans and a faded gray sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up. Her hair was messy, like she had run her hands through it one too many times. A lanyard hung around her neck with a venue badge clipped to it, because she forgot to take anything off when she got excited.

Her eyes flicked to my screen. Timeline. Waveforms. Work.

Then her gaze landed on my face.

"You look like you're about to fight the email," she said.

"I am," I said, because the alternative was admitting I had been fighting myself.

Sloane walked in fully and nudged the door shut with her hip.

The booth felt smaller with her in it. Warmer. More dangerous.

She came up behind my chair and rested her hands on the backrest, leaning forward to see the email.

Her scent hit me first. Clean soap. A hint of citrus. The cold night air trapped in her hoodie.

My lungs forgot how to work for half a second.

"Thirty days," she murmured, reading the line out loud. "Okay. We can do thirty days."

"Thirty days is nothing," I said.

Sloane's mouth curved. "You say that like you're not already scheduling your sleep into five-minute blocks."

I kept my eyes on the screen. "Sleep is flexible."

"Your body would disagree."

She leaned closer, and her fingers brushed my shoulder.

It was nothing. It was a casual touch. It was the kind of thing she did without thinking.

My skin still sparked like I had been shocked.

I took one measured breath.

Sloane's hand lingered for a second, then lifted away, like she had sensed something and didn't know what it was.

"Arden's betting big," she said, reading again. Then she exhaled. "Okay. Cool. No pressure."

Her tone was light, but her eyes were sharp.

She did pressure. She just dressed it in jokes.

"We've done harder," I said.

"Yeah," she said, softening. "We have."

Her gaze shifted to my phone.

It was faceup again, because I had flipped it back without realizing.

The blank message field was still open, the cursor blinking like it wanted attention.

Sloane stared at it for half a beat.

My heart kicked.

She lifted her eyes back to me. "You texting someone?"

"No," I said too fast.

Sloane's eyebrows rose. "That was a quick no."

"It's... nothing," I said.

She studied me.

I could handle Sloane's audience voice. I could handle her stage smile. I could handle her being loud and magnetic in a room full of people.

I was less prepared for her quiet focus when it was just us.

That focus had turned into devotion before, when she defended my work, when she made sure people said my name, when she stayed after recordings to help coil cables even though she hated it.

I knew the shape of her care.

I did not know the shape of her love.

Sloane's phone buzzed in her pocket, and she glanced down at it.

Then her face changed.

Not much. A flicker. Like she had seen something that didn't fit.

"What?" I asked before I could stop myself.

Sloane shook her head. "Nothing."

I did not believe her.

She slid her phone out and tapped the screen once, then again, like she was trying to clear a glitch.

"What," I repeated, more carefully.

Sloane met my eyes. "My lock screen did a thing earlier. Like a preview. Then it vanished."

A clean chill moved through me.

I kept my face neutral through sheer practice. "A preview of what?"

Sloane shrugged. "Probably a spam text. Or your calendar reminder. You're always inviting me to things I forget exist."

My laugh came out wrong.

Sloane's gaze sharpened again.

She looked down at my phone.

The cursor blinked.

The words caught before I could shape them.

I turned the phone face down with one smooth movement like I was just tidying.

Sloane watched me do it.

The silence stretched.

Then she leaned in closer, and her voice dropped.

"What did you just erase, Mara?"

It was a simple question.

It landed like a weight.

I forced myself to inhale and let it out slowly.

I could tell her. Right now. In this booth. With her hands still on my chair and her eyes asking for honesty.

Or I could do what I always did.

Keep her.

Keep the peace.

Keep the friendship intact.

I kept my voice steady. "Nothing. I was about to text Arden about the sponsor notes."

Sloane's mouth pressed into a line.

"You hate Arden," she said.

"I don't hate Arden."

"You hate how Arden talks like a spreadsheet," she corrected.

"That's fair."

Sloane's eyes searched mine like she was trying to decide whether to let it go.

I needed her to let it go.

Not forever.

Just long enough for me to breathe again.

Sloane stepped around my chair and sat on the edge of the desk, facing me.

She kicked her foot lightly against the cabinet, casual.

But her hands were tense in her lap, fingers tapping once, twice.

"Okay," she said slowly. "If it was nothing, fine."

I nodded, too quickly again.

Sloane's gaze dropped to the contract. "Sponsor wants more on-camera stuff."

I hated the way she said it like she already knew.

"They always want more," I said.

Sloane laughed once, without humor. "They want us to be a brand."

"We are a brand," I said, then regretted it.

Sloane's eyes narrowed. "No. We are people. Who tell stories. The brand is the wrapper."

"Fine," I said. "Wrapper."

Sloane leaned back on her hands, the edge of the desk creaking under her weight.

"We can handle it," she said. "We just have to be smart."

Smart.

I could do smart.

Smart was a plan. Smart was boundaries. Smart was making sure Sloane didn't get exploited and our show didn't get swallowed by sponsor demands.

Smart was not confessing I had been in love with her since before the first episode.

I nodded. "We need a schedule. Deliverables. Promo clips. Guest confirmations."

Sloane smiled, relieved. "There you are. Spreadsheet Mara."

I gave her a look. "You love Spreadsheet Mara."

"I do," she said easily.

The word did something to me.

Love.

She said it like it was harmless.

I looked away first.

Sloane's phone buzzed again.

She checked it and frowned.

"What now?" I asked, because apparently I enjoyed suffering.

Sloane turned her screen slightly away, but not fully, like she didn't want to make it a secret.

"It's just Kay," she said. "Sound tech. Asking if we're still on for tomorrow's equipment check."

I drew one careful breath again, a stupid, sharp flare.

Kay was friendly. Talented. Cute in an effortless way. The kind of person who tossed compliments like they were spare change.

Kay also looked at Sloane like Sloane was sunlight.

I had seen it.

Sloane typed a quick reply, thumbs moving fast.

I forced my voice to stay flat. "Tell her yes."

Sloane looked up. "You okay?"

I hated that she could hear it.

"I'm fine," I said.

Sloane hopped off the desk and came to stand beside me again, close enough that her thigh brushed the edge of my chair.

"You're not fine," she said softly.

I kept my eyes on the timeline. "I'm tired."

"Yeah," Sloane said. "We're both tired."

She hesitated.

Then she reached down and tugged my headphones off one ear gently, like she was asking permission without words.

I let her.

Her fingers grazed my jaw for half a second.

My skin lit up.

Sloane's eyes held mine. "Come home."

The way she said it this time was different.

Less casual.

More like an invitation.

More like a request.

My throat closed.

I made myself speak. "I need to finish the teaser cut. Arden wants it by morning."

Sloane's face tightened. "I can stay."

"You have a meeting tomorrow," I reminded her.

Sloane rolled her eyes. "I can handle a meeting."

"You don't sleep," I said. "You turn into a chaos goblin."

She laughed, because she knew it was true.

Then she looked at the contract again, her expression sobering.

"Thirty days," she said quietly. "This is big."

"It's big," I agreed.

Sloane's gaze softened. "We did it, Mara. We built this."

My chest ached.

We.

The word mattered. It mattered too much.

I nodded, because if I spoke, I might ruin everything.

Sloane squeezed my shoulder. Firm. Warm. Familiar.

Then she stepped back.

"Okay," she said, forcing brightness into her voice. "I'll go. But I'm not leaving you here like a haunted Victorian novelist."

I snorted. "Haunted Victorian novelist?"

"You're dramatic when you're tired," she said, grinning. "You start staring into the middle distance like you're about to confess something tragic."

My heart stumbled.

Sloane's smile faltered, just slightly, like she felt something shift.

Then she recovered.

"Text me when you're done," she said. "Do not fall asleep on the keyboard. That happened once and the audio sounded like a demon."

"It was one time," I said.

"One time too many," Sloane replied.

She walked to the booth door, then paused with her hand on the handle.

She looked back.

Her eyes flicked to my phone again, still face down.

Then to my face.

"Mara," she said, quieter. "If something's wrong, tell me."

My pulse hammered.

I could tell her.

I could say, Something is wrong. The wrong thing is I love you. The wrong thing is I keep deleting myself because I'm terrified you'll see me clearly and choose someone else anyway.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Sloane waited.

I forced a smile that felt like cardboard. "Nothing's wrong. I'm just... locked in."

Sloane's eyes searched mine like she was trying to decide if she could accept that.

Finally, she nodded. "Okay."

But her voice sounded unconvinced.

She left the booth.

The door clicked shut.

Her footsteps faded.

Then her laugh floated down the hallway again, softer now, as if she was talking to someone on her way out.

My chest loosened and tightened at the same time.

I stared at my phone.

I flipped it over.

The message field was empty.

But the words still lived behind my ribs.

I exhaled shakily and reopened the text thread with Sloane.

Her last message was still there.

You coming home?

My thumbs hovered.

I typed: Soon.

Then deleted it.

Typed: After I finish.

Deleted it.

Typed: Go to sleep.

Deleted it.

I stared at the blinking cursor.

God, I was predictable.

I typed one final version, the safest one.

In a bit. Save me a blanket.

I hit send before I could backspace.

The message whooshed away.

My stomach flipped like I had done something brave.

It was not brave. It was a blanket.

I leaned forward, hands on the keyboard, and forced my focus back to the edit.

Waveforms did not reject you.

Waveforms did not look at you with gentle pity.

Waveforms did not leave.

I worked fast, cutting the teaser down to the sharpest moments. Sloane's voice on stage. A guest laughing. A single line about chosen family. A beat of silence that felt like truth.

The teaser started to breathe.

So did I.

Then my laptop chimed.

A new email from Arden.

I clicked it, dread already rising.

SUBJECT: Promo Concept: "Besties with Chemistry"

BODY: Sponsor wants a short clip. You two close together. Cozy. Playful. "Real." Can you film something tomorrow?

My jaw clenched.

Close together. Cozy. Playful. Real.

I could film real.

I could not film the kind of real I wanted.

I minimized the email and opened our project drive. I started building a schedule. Because scheduling was safer than feeling.

A notification popped up in the corner of my screen.

SYNC SETTINGS UPDATED.

I frowned.

We had synced devices earlier for the project drive, but I had not touched any new settings.

I clicked into the settings panel.

And there it was.

Sloane's device list. My device list.

Our shared laptop.

Our shared cloud folder.

The Notes app sync.

Everything inside me went weightless for one ugly second.

Notes sync was on.

I stared at it.

I could turn it off.

I should turn it off.

My cursor hovered over the toggle.

A new alert slid onto my screen.

A new message from Sloane.

I picked it up.

Sloane: Wait.

Sloane: Weird question.

Sloane: Did you text me something and delete it?

The room lost all its warmth.

I stared at her words until my eyes burned.

Then my phone buzzed again, not a text.

A system notification.

I watched it appear at the top of my screen like a slow-motion crash.

MESSAGE PREVIEW: I'm in love with you.

My breath left my body.

No.

No, no, no.

I had not sent it.

I had deleted it.

I had backspaced it into nothing.

But there it was, bright and undeniable, on my screen.

And if it was on my screen, it could have been on hers.

My fingers shook as I swiped the notification away.

It vanished.

Too late.

My lock screen lit again.

Sloane calling.

I stared at the incoming call screen like it was a judge.

The studio was silent except for the ringing.

I did not answer.

I could not.

The call went to voicemail.

A fresh alert slid onto my screen immediately.

A text.

Sloane: Mara.

Sloane: Why did your phone just tell me you love me?

◆  ◆  ◆
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CHAPTER 2

Preview

◆
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—  SLOANE  —

The lock screen preview should not have mattered.

It was one of those stupid, half-second flashes you barely register, like a streetlight flicker or a typo you autocorrect without thinking.

Except I did register it.

Because it had my name at the top.

Because it had Mara's icon beside it.

Because the words under it were not a calendar reminder or a sponsor link or one of her dry little jokes.

It was a confession.

And then it vanished.

I stood outside the venue in the cold, staring at my phone like it had betrayed me.

The screen showed nothing now. Just the usual. Time. Weather. Notifications I could handle.

My hands were steady. My stomach was not.

"Okay," I whispered to myself, because talking out loud made things real and I was not ready for real. "Glitch."

My cracked screen caught the streetlight in a way that made the fractures look like spiderwebs.

Glitch. Bug. Swipe. Move on.

I shoved the phone in my pocket and looked up at the building across the street, where the Pride Week banner was already hung even though it was early.

We were doing a live finale. A real stage. A real room. Thirty days.

No room for distractions.

No room for feelings.

My phone vibrated again.

Email.

I pulled it out and checked.

Arden Hale: Call me. Contract details. Tonight.

Of course Arden wanted tonight.

Arden did not believe in sleep. Arden believed in control.

I didn't call back yet. I walked. That was my thing. Move your body until your brain stops screaming.

Chicago at night had that wet-cement smell, like the city was holding its breath.

I crossed the street, then doubled back, then stopped under a streetlight and pulled my phone out again like I was possessed.

No preview.

No text.

Nothing.

A hard pinch gathered behind my ribs.

Mara didn't send random love confessions. Mara sent grocery lists and reminders to drink water and links to obscure audio plugins like that was romance.

If she had meant to send something like that, it would have been a big deal.

If she had not meant to send it, it was still a big deal.

I stared at the screen until my eyes hurt.

Then I did what I always did when I was scared. I turned it into a job.

Thirty days. Deliverables. Sponsor. Promo.

Handle what you can handle.

I opened Arden's email and scanned the attachment again.

Contract. Timeline. Requirements.

And then the sponsor notes hit me like a slap.

More behind-the-scenes.

More "chemistry."

More "authentic moments."

They wanted us to film short clips that felt like we were falling into each other.

I almost laughed.

If they knew what it took for Mara to lean an inch closer than necessary, they'd stop asking for cozy content and start asking for hazard pay.

The device gave another short pulse, this time a text.

Kay.

Kay: Still good for equipment check tomorrow? Also, I found the missing XLR cable. I'm a hero.

I smiled despite myself. Kay was good people. Competent. Fast. Always helpful. The kind of person you wanted on your team when you were trying to do something bigger than you had any right to attempt.

Me: You are a hero. Yes. Tomorrow. Studio at 10.

I hit send, then immediately felt a sharp, stupid awareness.

Kay was always around.

Kay always laughed at my jokes.

Kay always looked at Mara like she was impressed.

And Mara, who did not like compliments, always got quieter when Kay was near.

I had noticed that.

I had filed it away as something I didn't need to think about.

Now my brain yanked it into the spotlight like it was evidence.

No.

Focus.

I put my phone away and headed toward the studio.

I was not going to spiral. I was not going to make that preview into a story.

Not without facts.

Mara deserved facts. Not my anxious imagination.

I walked faster.

The closer I got, the more my chest tightened.

My body already knew what my brain was still pretending not to know.

Mara wasn't just my co-host.

Mara wasn't just my best friend.

Mara was my safe place.

And safe places weren't supposed to threaten you.

The studio building smelled like old carpet and burnt coffee.

The lobby was quiet, except for the hum of fluorescent lights.

I took the stairs two at a time.

At the top, I saw the booth door was shut.

Light spilled from the crack under it.

Mara was still in there.

Of course she was.

Mara lived in that booth when something mattered.

I lifted my hand to knock.

Then my phone buzzed again.

Another email.

I glanced down without thinking.

HaleHouse Media. Sponsor Team: New promo concept. "Besties with Chemistry."

My jaw tightened.

I didn't even open it. I didn't need to.

I could already hear Arden's voice in my head.

Lean into it. People love you two. Give them what they want.

The thing was, I did give people what they wanted.

I gave them the jokes and the warmth and the honesty. I gave them my big emotions packaged into a story arc.

What I did not give them was Mara.

Not in the way I secretly wanted to.

The words caught behind my teeth, and I hated myself for it.

Wanting more was dangerous.

Wanting more was how you lost things.

My sister had taught me that without meaning to.

She had been the brave one. The loud one. The one who took up space like the world belonged to her.

She had been gone for two years, and the hole she left didn't shrink. It just got quieter, like a sound you stopped noticing until the night got too still.

Mara was the one who sat on my floor after the funeral and edited our first episode with me anyway because I couldn't stand silence.

Mara was the one who took my grief and made it manageable.

I would rather set my own career on fire than hurt her.

So why did my stomach twist at the idea of her loving someone else?

Why did that preview feel like a punch and a gift at the same time?

I lowered my hand.

I didn't knock.

I turned away from the booth and walked to the tiny break room down the hall, because I needed thirty seconds to breathe like a normal person.

The break room was empty. Someone had left a half-empty bag of chips on the counter. The coffee pot was dead.

I leaned on the counter and pulled my phone out again.

Still nothing.

I opened my notifications list. Nothing.

I opened the message thread with Mara.

The last thing she'd sent me was earlier, when she asked if I'd eaten and told me to stop "acting like my body is a suggestion."

I stared at the chat.

My thumb hovered over the keyboard.

What did I even ask?

Hey, did you accidentally confess your love to me and then pretend it was a glitch?

I started typing.

Me: Weird question.

I deleted it.

I typed again.

Me: Did you text me something and delete it?

That sounded less insane.

Still insane.

I hit send.

My heartbeat kicked hard.

Now I had to live with the fact that I had asked.

Now I had to face whatever came back.

I waited.

Nothing.

I waited a few more seconds.

Still nothing.

My stomach tightened.

Mara always replied. Even if it was just a single word. Even if she was busy. Even if she was avoiding the emotional content, she still replied.

This silence was a red flag.

Or she was in the booth and didn't see it.

Or she saw it and didn't know what to say.

Or she saw it and was panicking.

I pushed off the counter and walked back to the booth.

This time, I knocked.

No answer.

I knocked again, softer.

Still nothing.

"Hey," I called through the door. "It's me."

No movement.

I pressed my ear closer.

I could hear the faint click of keys. The scrape of a chair. Breathing.

She was in there.

"Open up," I said.

A beat.

Then the door cracked open, just enough for her to look out.

Mara's face was pale.

Her eyes were wide in a way I didn't like. Not fear exactly. More like she'd been cornered by something she couldn't outrun.

"What's wrong?" I asked, immediately.

"Nothing," she said, and her voice was too controlled.

I felt my chest tighten again.

I kept my tone steady. "Can I come in?"

Mara hesitated.

Then she opened the door fully and stepped back.

I walked in.

The booth was warm from equipment heat and her body heat and the kind of tension you could feel in your teeth.

Her phone sat on the desk, face down.

My eyes went to it without permission.

Mara noticed.

Her shoulders lifted slightly, like she was bracing.

That made me angry, quick and sharp.

Not at her. At whatever had taught her to brace for love.

I forced my voice to stay calm. "You okay?"

"I'm fine," she said.

I studied her.

Mara Patel, twenty-nine, audio editor, the most competent person I knew, the one who could fix a corrupted file at 3 a.m. and still remember to leave a granola bar in my bag.

She looked like she was holding a bomb.

I gave myself one second.

I wasn't going to scare her.

I wasn't going to push too hard.

I was going to offer safety.

I took a slow breath. "I got a weird preview earlier."

Mara's eyes flicked up, then down.

So she knew.

I kept going, gentle. "A lock screen thing. It looked like you. Like your name. Like you were texting me."

Mara's jaw tightened.

I could see her fighting the urge to lie.

I hated that she had that urge.

"It was probably a glitch," she said.

There it was. The safe answer.

The answer that kept the friendship intact.

The answer that made my stomach drop anyway.

"Probably," I said.

I stepped closer, careful, like I was approaching a skittish animal.

Mara's hands were on the edge of the desk, fingers digging into the wood.

She was grounding herself.

"I texted you," I said. "Just now."

Mara's eyes widened a fraction.

"I asked a weird question," I added.

Mara swallowed.

"Did you get it?" I asked.

Mara nodded once.

"And?" I prompted softly.

Mara's throat moved.

She didn't speak.

The silence stretched, heavy.

Then, very quietly, she said, "It doesn't matter."

I felt something inside me twist.

"Okay," I said, because if I snapped, she would shut down. "Tell me what you mean by that."

Mara's laugh was sharp and humorless. "I mean it doesn't matter because we have a live finale to deliver in thirty days, and sponsor demands, and promo, and a team who watches everything, and I'm not going to be the reason you lose this."

That hit the center of my chest.

I took another step closer.

"Mara," I said, low. "You are not a reason. You are the reason I have any of this."

Her eyes flashed.

She looked away, like she couldn't handle being seen.

I knew that move. Mara avoided praise like it could burn.

I wanted to grab her face and make her look at me.

I didn't.

I held myself still.

"This isn't about the show," I said.

Mara's shoulders tightened.

"Is it?" she challenged.

Her voice had heat now. Defensive. Proud. Like she was trying to push me away before I could hurt her.

I steadied my tone. "No."

Mara's gaze flicked back to my face.

In that second, I saw it.

Not a glitch.

Not a mistake.

Fear.

I softened. "Hey."

Mara didn't soften back.

She stayed braced.

I glanced at her phone again, face down, and I didn't miss the way her fingers twitched like she wanted to grab it and hide it farther.

A new thought slid in, cold and sharp.

If she was this scared, the preview had been real.

My heart kicked.

I forced myself not to smile, not to look hopeful. Hope would scare her more than anger.

"I'm not here to interrogate you," I said. "I'm here because you looked like you were about to throw up when I walked in."

Mara's mouth tightened.

"Sit," I said.

"I'm fine."

"Mara." I let her name land like an anchor. "Sit."

She hesitated.

Then she sat in the desk chair, stiff.

I perched on the edge of the couch, close enough that if she reached out, she could touch my knee.

She didn't.

Her hands stayed clenched in her lap.

I kept my voice quiet. "I want to make a deal."

Mara's eyes narrowed. "No deals."

"Not like that," I said quickly. "Just, listen."

She waited.

"I'm not going to steal your truth," I said. "If you typed something and erased it, I'm not going to go digging through backups or restores or whatever insane thing my phone thinks it's doing."

Mara's eyes flicked, startled.

That was confirmation enough.

I swallowed and kept going, gentle. "But I'm also not going to pretend I didn't see it."

Mara's breath hitched.

I leaned forward a little. "So here's the deal. You tell me yes or no. Only that. You don't have to explain. You don't have to confess. Just yes or no."

Mara stared at me, wary.

My pulse throbbed in my throat.

I made my voice steady.

"Was the preview about me?"

No one spoke.

Mara's eyes shimmered, fast.

She blinked hard, once.

Then she looked down.

Her jaw clenched.

That tiny movement felt like the loudest answer I had ever heard.

I couldn't breathe.

"Mara," I whispered.

She shook her head, still not looking at me. "Please don't."

The room tilted.

My hands gripped the edge of the couch.

I had wanted this.

I had wanted it so badly it scared me.

And now that it was real, all I could think about was the cost.

If I said the wrong thing, I would break her.

If I ran, I would break her.

If I stayed, I might break myself.

I forced air into my lungs.

"Okay," I said, voice rough. "Okay. I'm not going to push."

Mara's shoulders sagged, a fraction.

Relief.

And that relief stabbed me, because it meant she had been expecting a fight.

I hated whatever had taught her that love came with a price.

The device gave one short pulse.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again.

I ignored it again.

Mara's gaze flicked to my pocket.

"Answer it," she said quietly, like she was trying to be normal again.

"It's Arden," I lied.

It wasn't.

It was the sponsor rep, probably, because they lived to ruin peace.

I pulled the phone out anyway.

It was not the sponsor rep.

It was my own device, being a demon.

SYSTEM NOTIFICATION: Restore available. Deleted items found.

I went very still.

Mara went still.

Our eyes met.

The air snapped tight between us.

"Turn it off," Mara said, voice sharp with panic.

"I didn't do anything," I said, too fast.

"Mara," I corrected myself, softer. "I didn't do anything on purpose."

Her hands trembled slightly as she grabbed her phone off the desk.

Face down, like it could hide.

Like hiding was a habit.

I hated this.

I hated that she was afraid of me knowing.

"Look at me," I said, quiet.

Mara's eyes lifted.

Her expression was controlled, but the fear was right there.

I kept my voice calm. "I'm not going to use it against you."

"I know," she said, but her voice cracked, and that broke something in me.

I moved without thinking, sliding closer on the couch until my knee bumped the edge of her chair.

Mara tensed.

I stopped immediately.

"Can I touch you?" I asked, steady.

We were grown women, old enough to know that wanting did not erase consent and fear did not cancel choice. If I crossed one line with Mara, it had to be because she opened it, not because the room pushed us there.

Mara blinked.

Her throat moved.

"Where?" she asked, voice small.

My chest ached.

"Your hand," I said.

A beat.

Then Mara held her hand out, like she was offering something fragile.

I took it carefully.

Her palm was cold. Her fingers were tense.

I didn't squeeze hard. I just held.

Mara's breath shuddered.

I kept my tone low. "You're safe with me."

Mara's eyes flicked away.

"Say you believe me," I asked.

Mara swallowed. "I want to."

That was honest.

That was everything.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, a text.

Kay.

Kay: Sorry, quick thing. Sponsor rep is in the group chat asking about tomorrow's promo clip. They want a draft script tonight.

I closed my eyes.

Of course.

Of course the world wanted something from us right now.

I opened my eyes and looked at Mara.

Mara looked back, hand still in mine, and I saw the same realization.

The outside pressure was not going to pause for our feelings.

It was going to tighten.

"Draft script," I muttered.

Mara's lips parted slightly, like she wanted to laugh and cry at once.

"Of course," Mara said, very flat.

I held her hand a little tighter, gentle.

I forced myself to stay in control. "Okay. We handle the sponsor. We keep the show safe. We keep the team from sniffing around."

Mara's eyes sharpened. "And we ignore the message."

I hesitated.

Because I could do that.

I could lock it away and pretend it never happened.

That would be the safest move.

It would also be a lie.

And I was tired of living in lies that looked like peace.

I chose my words carefully. "We don't ignore it. We don't weaponize it. We don't let tech force it out in some humiliating way."

Mara's throat moved.

I added, quieter. "We let you decide when it gets said."

Mara's eyes flickered, like something inside her loosened.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I hated how much that word meant. Thank you for not hurting me.

I didn't say that out loud.

Instead I said, "We have thirty days. We can handle both."

Mara's mouth twitched, almost a smile. "You always think you can handle everything."

"I usually can," I said, then softened. "Except you."

Mara froze.

The air went thick again.

I realized what I'd said and felt my cheeks heat.

I didn't take it back.

Mara's voice came out quiet. "Don't say things like that."

I held her gaze. "Why?"

"Because I'll believe you," she said.

I held myself steady so hard it hurt.

I swallowed. "Mara."

Mara pulled her hand back gently, not yanking, just reclaiming space.

I let her.

She stood, pacing once, then stopping by the desk as if she needed the barrier.

"Okay," she said briskly. "Sponsor wants a draft script. We give them something safe. Friendly. Funny. No shipping bait."

"Agreed," I said, and my voice sounded steadier than I felt.

Mara opened the shared laptop and started typing like her life depended on it.

I watched her fingers fly.

She was brilliant.

She was terrified.

She was still here.

I pulled my phone out and typed in the group chat.

Me: We'll send a draft tonight. Keeping it focused on the show, not our personal lives.

Arden replied instantly, because Arden slept with one eye open.

Arden: Sponsor wants "authentic." Keep it warm. People love you two.

I stared at the message and felt rage rise in my throat.

People love us because Mara edits my mess into something meaningful.

People love us because she makes me sound brave.

People love us because she's always there.

They had no idea what she cost herself to be "always there."

I typed back before I could overthink.

Me: Warm is fine. We are not selling intimacy.

Arden didn't reply right away.

Good.

Mara glanced at me, quick. "Don't start a war with Arden."

"I'm not," I said. "I'm setting boundaries."

Mara's mouth tightened. "Boundaries are wars when money's involved."

"That's why they matter," I said.

Mara looked away, like she didn't want to agree with me.

Or like agreeing would mean wanting something she had trained herself not to want.

I sat on the couch again and forced myself to breathe.

I could handle this.

I could handle sponsor pressure. I could handle deadlines. I could handle grief.

I wasn't sure I could handle the fact that my best friend might have been in love with me in secret.

And the fact that I might be too late to deserve it.

My lock screen lit again.

This time, a voicemail notification.

I frowned.

I hadn't noticed a missed call.

I tapped it.

The voicemail transcript popped up, and my stomach dropped when I saw it was from Mara's number.

But the timestamp was wrong.

It was from minutes ago.

A voicemail from Mara when Mara was in the room with me.

That made no sense.

My phone did that thing again, flashing a preview before I could stop it.

TRANSCRIPT PREVIEW: I'm in love with you. Not the friend version.

Air snagged in my lungs.

Mara looked up sharply, like she felt it.

I turned my screen away too late.

Mara's face went blank.

Not calm. Blank.

Like she had just snapped a door shut inside herself.

My voice came out rough. "Mara, I didn't."

"Do not," Mara said, very softly. "Do not look at that."

"I won't," I said immediately.

Mara's eyes were bright. Angry. Humiliated. Terrified.

She had erased herself for years, and technology was dragging her out into the light like it had a right to.

She swallowed hard. "This is why I delete."

I stood slowly. "Okay. Then we stop the sync."

Mara's laugh was sharp. "You can't stop the internet."

"We can stop our devices," I said.

Mara stared at me like she didn't believe in solutions anymore.

I stepped closer, careful. "Tell me what you need."

Mara's lips parted.

Then she closed them again.

Her throat worked.

Finally she said, "I need you to not look at me like that."

I froze.

"Like what?" I asked, quiet.

Mara's eyes flashed. "Like you just found something you want."

I drew one careful breath and kept my face still.

Because she was right.

I did want.

I wanted to pull her into my arms and tell her she didn't have to be brave alone.

I wanted to kiss her until she stopped flinching at being seen.

I wanted to make her feel chosen in a way no sponsor, no audience, no fear could touch.

I wanted her.

And that want scared me so much I could taste it.

I forced my voice calm. "I'm sorry."

Mara looked away.

Then she spoke, fast, like she was trying to outrun her own words.

"We can't do this now. Not with the show. Not with everyone watching. Not with your grief, and my stupid brain, and the sponsor trying to turn us into content."

I flinched at the mention of grief, because it was the knife she always avoided.

Mara didn't use it to hurt me. She used it like a shield.

She kept going. "If you want to talk about whatever you think you saw, we can talk after the finale. After Pride week. After this is done."

Thirty days.

The floor seemed to shift again.

Thirty days of pretending? Thirty days of tension so thick it would ruin the work?

Or thirty days of slow, careful choices that kept us safe?

I searched for the least breakable words.

"Mara," I said softly. "I can't promise I'll be okay waiting."

Mara's eyes widened a fraction.

I hadn't meant to say it like that.

Too honest.

Too raw.

Mara's voice came out tight. "Then don't."

My heart kicked.

"What?" I whispered.

Mara's hands curled into fists at her sides.

She looked like she wanted to run.

She looked like she wanted to stay.

She looked like she was fighting herself.

Finally she said, barely audible, "Don't wait. Date someone. Be fine. Do whatever you want. It won't change anything."

That was a lie.

It was a lie with teeth.

It was a self-erasing lie that made my chest burn.

I stepped closer, closing the distance until we were a breath apart.

Mara tensed.

I stopped again, keeping my hands to myself.

I made my voice steady. "Do you want me to date someone else?"

Mara's eyes flicked down, then up.

Her expression cracked.

Just a little.

Enough.

She whispered, "No."

The word hit me like a shock.

No.

Not a joke. Not a half-truth. Not a draft.

A single, raw truth.

My whole body went still.

I could have pushed then. I could have demanded more.

I didn't.

I nodded once, like I was locking it into place.

"Okay," I said.

Mara blinked hard.

I added, quieter, "Then I won't."

Mara's breath caught.

I could see the fight inside her, the urge to say I didn't owe her anything, the urge to backspace what she had just admitted.

I didn't give her room to erase.

I turned toward the desk.

"We'll handle the sponsor draft," I said, voice controlled. "Then we turn off the Notes sync. Then we go home."

Mara didn't move.

I looked back at her. "Come on."

Mara swallowed, then nodded, a tiny movement.

She crossed the room and sat back down, fingers shaking slightly as she opened a new document.

She didn't look at me.

I sat beside her, close enough that our shoulders almost touched, but not touching. Not unless she asked.

"Promo draft," I said, businesslike. "We keep it short. Warm. Funny. About the show."

Mara's voice was tight. "No hugging. No forced intimacy."

"Agreed," I said.

Mara started typing.

I watched the words appear on the screen, clean and sharp.

Her work voice was steady.

Her heart was not.

I opened the group chat and began shaping a response for Arden and sponsor team.

A fresh alert slid onto my screen.

This time, it was an incoming call.

Arden.

Of course.

I didn't answer.

Arden called again immediately.

Mara looked at my phone and then at me, her eyes sharp. "Answer it."

I hesitated.

Mara's jaw tightened. "If Arden controls the narrative, we lose."

She was right.

I answered.

"Hey," I said, calm. "We're drafting the promo script now."

Arden's voice came through too bright. "Thank God. Sponsor wants it tonight. Also, quick note, they love you two. They want the clip to feel intimate."

Mara stiffened beside me.

My spine went rigid.

I kept my voice level. "No."

Silence on the line.

Arden laughed like I'd made a joke. "Sloane."

"I'm serious," I said. "We will deliver warm, authentic, and focused on the show. We are not selling intimacy."

Arden's tone cooled. "Sponsors pay for engagement."

"They pay for the show," I said.

A beat.

Arden exhaled. "Fine. Send me the draft. We'll negotiate."

I ended the call before Arden could push again.

Mara stared at me like I had done something reckless.

I met her eyes.

"Boundaries," I said simply.

Mara's throat moved. "You'll make them angry."

"I'm already angry," I said, quieter. "I'm just being polite about it."

Mara looked down at the screen, fingers hovering.

Then she typed again, faster.

The draft started to take shape.

Two best friends. Pride week. A live finale. Stories about chosen family and survival and joy.

No bait.

No selling the thing we weren't ready to name.

My phone vibrated one more time.

A system alert.

I didn't look.

I turned the phone face down and slid it across the desk away from both of us.

Mara's breath eased slightly, like the smallest bit of safety mattered.

We worked in silence for ten minutes, the kind of silence that was almost peaceful.

Then Mara's laptop chimed.

A pop-up appeared on the screen.

Notes Sync Alert: Recovered note available.

Title: Backspaced Heart

Mara froze.

I froze.

Neither of us moved.

The pop-up sat there, bright and cruel, like a dare.

Mara's voice was barely a whisper. "Do you see why I erase?"

I made myself breathe through the pressure.

I kept my voice steady. "I see why you're scared."

Mara swallowed. "And?"

I looked at her, really looked.

At the way she held herself like she expected





































































































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SOME MESSAGES
WERE DELETED.
SOME FEELINGS
WEREN'T.

8 Unknown Contact 217 AM
I'm in love with you '

slide to view

A SAPPHIC FRIENDS-TO-LOVERS ROMANTIC SUSPENSE

— S D BARAIYA —





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





