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The camera loves lies.

That’s the first thing you learn when your job is to look straight into a lens and convince thousands of strangers that you are soft, sparkly, and fine.

I am none of those things tonight.

“Okay, Rowan,” I mutter to myself, twisting the ring light a fraction to the left. The halo of LED glare catches on the frost lining my apartment window, turning everything—me, the jewelry, the battered walls of my tiny Brooklyn studio—into something almost magical. “Smile. Pretend you don’t hear sirens.”

There’s a distant wail somewhere over the river, the rise and fall of it threading through the old glass like a ghost. I force my shoulders to loosen, lift my chin, and click “Go Live” on the streaming dashboard.

Three… two… one…

The red light on the camera blinks to life. A heartbeat.

“Hey, my lovelies,” I purr, my voice slipping into its practiced warmth. The nerves smooth out as the chat counter starts ticking upward. “It’s Calla Rowan here, with another late-night sparkle session. I brought the good stones tonight—I hope you did too.”

Comments start popping up, a blur of usernames and emojis scrolling along the side of my screen.

✨ First!

✨ She’s glowingggg

✨ Those earrings, oh my god

I angle my body so the camera catches the dangle of the earrings against my neck. The stones are tiny teardrops of smoky quartz, wire-wrapped in silver. Made them yesterday, hands shaking while I pretended the sound of the building’s ancient radiator wasn’t actually the crackle of fire.

“Tonight,” I say, lifting one earring to give it a little sway, “we’re doing a Winter Ghosts collection. All neutral stones, transparent, smoky, icy. If your situationship has you haunted—these are for you.”

Chat explodes with laughing emojis and broken-heart icons.

Girl stop reading my life

Winter Ghosts is such a vibe

Can you do matching chokers??

Who is she spending Christmas with tho 👀

“Matching chokers are already on my bench,” I say, and it’s true. There are three of them laid out beside the laptop, slender strands of silver chain and quartz that catches the light like ice shards. “And as for Christmas…”

I let the sentence hang, turning back to the tray of earrings. The ring light turns my fingers into pale, elegant things instead of what they really are—scarred at the knuckles, callused, skin tight and shiny in places where the burns were worst. I’ve learned to pose them so no one really notices.

“As for Christmas,” I say eventually, attaching the earrings to a display card, “you know I’m a lone wolf. Just me, my tools, and a very judgmental houseplant.”

They spam laughing emojis, little wolves and pine trees. The truth sits heavy underneath: me, my tools, my empty apartment, and a fire escape that used to be my lifeline.

The chat scrolls again, faster now.

We’ll spend Christmas with you

Lone wolf but make it hot

We need a holiday drop, babe

A username I know by heart appears in the flood.

WinterSentinel: Ghosts only haunt what they refuse to leave. Maybe you’re the one with everyone else trapped, angel.

The words hit me harder than they should, like they always do when he shows up.

“Welcome back, WinterSentinel,” I say lightly, even as my pulse gives a weird, traitorous jump. I don’t know his real name, or what he looks like, or what time zone he’s in—but his messages always land like he’s reading my mind instead of my captions. “You’re early tonight.”

WinterSentinel: Didn’t want to miss a second.

Heat crawls up the back of my neck. I tell myself it’s just because I’m sitting too close to the laptop.

“All right,” I continue smoothly, “tonight’s agenda: I’m going to finish this batch of earrings, we’ll talk holiday chaos, I’ll answer your questions, and maybe—maybe—I’ll show you the very first Winter Ghosts choker prototype. But only if you’re nice.”

The chat responds the way it always does—half playful, half feral.

Define nice

Is chaotic neutral allowed

Choker reveal or we riot

I slip into the rhythm of it. Bend a wire here, thread a stone there, laugh at their jokes, dodge the invasive questions, pretend that the flicker at the edge of my vision isn’t the memory of orange light under a door.

The camera loves lies. It loves my lie most of all: the one where I’m fine.

“Okay, question time,” I say, flicking my eyes to the right panel, the one where their comments stream like snow flurries across the dark interface. “Drop your questions in the chat—jewelry, creativity, life crisis, holiday angst. I’m here until the tea runs out.”

What’s the worst custom order you ever got?

Would you ever do in-person markets again or are you full goblin cave now?

How do you stay so calm on camera? I shake like a chihuahua.

Are you really spending Christmas alone again, babe?

I choose the safe ones first. Always the safe ones.

“The worst custom order?” I laugh. “Some guy wanted a necklace made with his ex’s engagement ring melted into it. I said absolutely not. I’m not getting cursed for your drama, sir.”

The chat explodes. I ride the wave of their outrage and amusement, answer the question about markets (carefully—no mention of crowds and fire exits and panic attacks in the middle of vendor aisles), and give practical advice about camera anxiety. Breathe. Plant your feet. Pretend the lens is one person you trust.

I don’t mention that I don’t actually have a person like that.

Then there’s the last question. It sits there, stubborn, unread, until the chat slows just enough that I can’t pretend I don’t see it.

Are you really spending Christmas alone again, babe?

My fingers pause over the tiny pliers. My throat tightens.

Christmas.

Two years ago, my apartment filled with smoke and screams and heat so hot it felt like the air had teeth. Two years ago, I learned exactly how quickly “normal” can turn into “gone.”

I swallow, force my voice to stay light.

“Yeah,” I say, picking up the choker chain and letting it spill over my fingers so the light dances across the links. “Looks like it’s me and Netflix and takeout this year. Again. Maybe I’ll stream. We can have a virtual misfits party. Bring your own snacks.”

More emojis. Relieved jokes. I’m already bracing for the petition: Don’t be alone, come to my city, come to my house—when WinterSentinel’s message slides into the stream like a ghost.

WinterSentinel: Some people like the quiet. Some of us just got good at surviving it.

The breath leaves my lungs in a slow, shaky rush.

He does this. Always. Drops exactly the right line at exactly the wrong time, like he’s in the room, watching my face instead of the curated version the camera shows.

“Guess you speak from experience,” I say, keeping my tone teasing. I thread the quartz pendant onto the choker, letting it swish so the mic picks up the faint clink. “All right, I promised a prototype. You’ve earned it. The Winter Ghosts choker, version one.”

I wrap the chain around my throat, clasping it at the back of my neck. The stone settles in the hollow between my collarbones, cool against the heat of my skin.

The chat goes feral.

OH MY GOD

This is my villain origin story

I need that like yesterday

She put it on. I’m dead.

My phone buzzes once on the desk, face down. I ignore it. On-camera Calla doesn’t flinch at sudden sounds. On-camera Calla does not check the hallway every time the building’s front door creaks.

“What do we think?” I ask, turning my head so the choker catches the light. “Too subtle? Too dramatic?”

Perfect

I’d sell my soul for that

WinterSentinel: Looks like it was made to keep something precious from slipping away.

There it is again—that tiny, sharp pang under my ribs. Stupid. It’s just a screen name. Just text. Just one fan in thousands.

“So dramatic,” I say dryly, even as my fingers instinctively trace the stone. “You all are so dramatic tonight. I blame the snow.”

The window is mostly blocked by a cheap blackout curtain, but I can see the edge of it glowing faintly. Snow in New York doesn’t fall silent; it mutes, smothers, turns the city into something that feels like a memory of itself. I can hear less traffic. More sirens.

I push through the rest of the main stream on autopilot—talking about stone sourcing, pricing, holiday shipping deadlines. I plug my shop, flash discount codes, agree to a New Year’s collection I haven’t designed. By the time I hit “End Stream,” my face aches from smiling and my shoulders feel like I’ve held them up against a blow for an hour straight.

The red light clicks off. My reflection in the dark camera lens is suddenly just… mine. Calla, without the persona. The ring light hums softly, a fake moon.

I should go to bed.

Instead, I sit in the glow of the screen, staring at the clock as it ticks toward midnight, and feel that familiar, itchy restlessness crawl over my skin.

The public stream is done.

The private one is not.

I glance at the little lock icon in the corner of my screen. The other platform. The one where the lines blur. Where Calla Rowan the jewelry designer is still there—but the sweaters slip lower on my shoulder, and the comments get sharper, and the tips come with strings attached.

“Just one hour,” I whisper to myself. “Rent doesn’t pay itself.”

I end the ring light’s harsh white and click on the softer, amber-toned lamp I use for the other persona. Same desk. Same tools. Same girl, rearranged.

My fingers fly over the keyboard, logging into the other account: @GhostRowan. Face partially obscured on the profile pic by my own hair and shadows. Followers consolidated from the main account by whispers and DMs over the last year.

I click “Start Private Stream.”

Fewer people flood in this time. Different names. Different energy. The chat panel is darker, the usernames dirtier, the emojis filthier.

And there, near the top, almost immediately:

WinterSentinel

Of course.

“Hey, strangers,” I murmur, easing back in my chair so the camera captures more of my body this time. Oversized sweater slipping off one shoulder, long bare legs tucked under me. The choker glints in the hollow of my throat like a secret. “Thought I’d sneak in one more set before the storm knocks the power out.”

They light up.

The queen has logged on

Well hello, Ghost

That choker. I am deceased.

WinterSentinel: Storm’s already here. Don’t worry, I’ve got the lights if yours go out.

I blink at the message. It’s nothing, I tell myself. A metaphor. Weirdly phrased comfort.

But it twists in my chest anyway.

“So observant tonight.” I tuck my hair behind my ear, let my fingers linger at the choker’s clasp. “What do you want to see, ghosts? Jewelry, skin, or attitude?”

They vote in the chat, fast and unanimous.

All three

All of the above

WinterSentinel: Start with what makes you feel less alone.

I feel my smile wobble, just for a heartbeat. I shore it up.

“Jewelry it is,” I say, choosing the safe interpretation. “Winter Ghosts prototype tour, you degenerates. Pay attention, there may be a quiz.”

The stream slides into its usual rhythm: softer, dirtier jokes, more intimate questions. I answer what I can, deflect what I can’t. When the sweater slips higher on my thigh and the tips spike, I pretend I don’t notice the way my heart hammers like I’m standing in front of a door filling with smoke again.

At some point, the storm starts to howl louder outside. The building’s ancient radiator clanks and hisses. The overhead light flickers once, a quick stutter that plunges the room into darkness before snapping back.

The chat goes wild.

NOPE NOPE NOPE

Don’t do that, New York

WinterSentinel: You’re okay. Count your breaths. In for four, hold for four, out for four.

I freeze.

There is no way that is a coincidence. That is exactly the breathing pattern my therapist hammered into me. The one I sometimes mumble under my breath when the world smells like burning plastic and Christmas dinner.

I never said the numbers on stream. Not here. Not on the main account.

“Wow, you guys are really committed to the bit tonight,” I say, but my voice is thinner than I’d like. I tug the sweater tighter around myself, the choker suddenly feeling like a collar. “We are not doing guided panic meditations while I’m trying to flirt, Winter.”

WinterSentinel: You weren’t flirting. You were bracing. There’s a difference.

The back of my neck prickles. I force a laugh.

“Well, if you’re going to call me out like that, I’m ending early,” I say, aiming for playful. “You’re killing the mood, Sentinel.”

WinterSentinel: Never want to kill the mood, angel. Just the things that scare you.

There it is again. That weird, sharp glint under the good intentions. Like something in him is leaning forward, watching me more closely than everyone else.

“We’re calling it,” I announce, snapping the laptop closed on the private tab before I can talk myself out of it. The stream ends mid-comment flood. My tiny studio goes silent except for the radiator and the faint whine of the wind.

I sit there in the dim lamp-light, listening to the sudden absence of voices.

The quiet isn’t peaceful. It’s thick, suffocating. The way it was, for a few seconds, after the fire alarms cut out that night and before the sirens got close enough to hear.

I stand abruptly. The choker swings against my throat.

“You’re being ridiculous,” I mutter, sliding off the chair. “It’s just weather. And one over-invested screen name.”

Still, I cross to the window.

The curtain is heavy, cheap, bought from a discount store down the block. It keeps the drafts out. It also keeps the world out. I hook a finger into the edge and peel it back a few inches.

Snow.

It coats the fire escape in thick, uneven layers, softening the rust and the peeling paint. The street below glows under the hazy orange of the city’s streetlights, flakes swirling in the air like ash in slow motion.

For a second, that’s all there is. Snow, and the distorted reflection of my own face in the glass: huge dark eyes, smudged lipstick, the faint white lines of scars on my neck barely visible around the choker.

Then I see him.

A figure stands across the street, half in shadow, half in the reach of a streetlight. Big. Broad-shouldered. A dark coat pulled up against the cold, collar turned high. Head tilted up toward my building.

Toward my window.

My heart slams so hard I feel it in my teeth.

He doesn’t move for a moment. Just stands there, breath fogging around his face in soft clouds, boots haloed by snow. I can’t make out his features from here. It could be anyone.

It could be nobody. A trick of the light. A shape my trauma-brain carved out of the shadows because it expects to see danger.

I think about the things I’ve said on camera in the last two hours. The jokes about being alone for Christmas. The over-the-shoulder shots where the edge of the window frame might have been visible. The way the choker sits on my throat like a promise.

I blink. The figure lifts a hand, just slightly. Not quite a wave. More like… acknowledgment. Then he turns and walks away, boots crunching through the snow, disappearing past the edge of the building.

For a long time, I keep my fingers hooked in the curtain, heart thumping against my ribs.

It’s probably nothing. Probably a neighbor. Probably some insomniac out for a smoke, or a guy feeding the stray cats that haunt the alley.

Probably.

I let the curtain fall back into place. The apartment feels smaller than it did half an hour ago. The shadows feel thicker. The radiator’s hiss sounds a little too much like the rush of oxygen in a burning room.

My phone buzzes on the desk.

A message banner lights up the screen from the streaming app.

WinterSentinel: Sleep. I’ll watch the storm.

The back of my neck goes cold.

I turn the phone face down, as if that will help. I cross the room in four quick steps, flick off the lamp, and crawl into bed without changing, sweater swallowing me whole. The choker presses into my skin when I curl on my side, a tiny stone against the frantic flutter of my pulse.

Outside, snow keeps falling on the fire escape.

Inside, eyes open wide in the dark, I count my breaths.

In for four. Hold for four. Out for four.

Somewhere, faint through the double-paned glass and the hush of winter, a siren wails and fades.

I tell myself I’m alone.

The city, and the storm, and the silent glow of my sleeping laptop say otherwise.
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(Keir)

The thing nobody tells you about firehouses is how loud the quiet is.

The sirens, the radios, the shouted orders—that’s all just noise. You expect it. Your brain files it into the “this is what we do” folder and moves on.

It’s the in-between that gets you.

The hum of the vending machine. The drip in the bathroom sink no one gets around to fixing. The low buzz of the TV in the dayroom playing some rerun nobody’s watching. The soft wheeze of a guy snoring in the bunk across from yours.

And, tonight, the wind.

I lie on my back in the narrow bunk, staring at the slat of ceiling above me while the storm throws handfuls of ice against the glass of the dorm window. We’re supposed to be grabbing sleep between calls, recharging. My crew mostly is. Big shapes under standard-issue gray blankets, boots side by side on the floor, turnout coats hung within arm’s reach.

I’ve been still for an hour.

Still is not the same as resting.

My phone is a rectangle of cold weight on my chest. I can feel the faint vibration of incoming notifications through my shirt, each buzz a tiny question mark in my sternum.

I know exactly what they are.

After a minute, I give up the pretense of pretending I won’t look.

I slide a hand up, thumb unlocking the screen by memory. The glow paints the underside of my jaw in blue-white.

There she is.

The push notification at the top of the screen reads: GhostRowan has started a private stream.

I don’t open it. Not yet. The main app is still pulled up underneath, the replay paused from earlier—her hands holding up a pair of earrings, quartz flashing, commentary chat exploding up the side.

I shouldn’t have saved it.

I shouldn’t have saved any of them.

“Can’t sleep?” a voice mutters across the aisle.

I lock the phone on reflex, the screen going dark.

O’Reilly rolls onto his back, rubbing a hand over his face. Even in the low red of the dorm emergency lighting, I can see the bleary smear of his freckles, the permanent pillow crease slashed across his cheek.

“Thought lieutenants were supposed to be the good example,” he grumbles. “Not doomscrolling at midnight.”

“Storm makes the pipes louder,” I say. It’s half true. “Gotta love hundred-year-old buildings.”

He snorts and flops back over, blanket pulled to his ears. Within thirty seconds he’s snoring again, long habitual inhalations. I wait another minute, counting them, before unlocking the phone with my thumb again.

This time, I tap the private app.

Her feed opens on a slight delay, buffering through the station’s spotty Wi-Fi. Then it snaps into focus, and the world narrows until it’s nothing but grainy light and the woman on the screen.

Calla.

She’s on the same chair she used for the earlier stream, but the lighting’s different now—warmer, softer, amber instead of arctic. Her sweater’s too big for her. One shoulder is bare, smooth skin catching the glow in a way that makes my jaw clench. There’s a strip of black at her throat: the choker. The one she just made.

The stone sits exactly where I knew it would. Where my thumb has wanted to press since I watched her wire-wrap it.

She smiles, a little lopsided, a little tired. The chat panel on the side floods with text, a hundred hands reaching out through glass and distance and bad lighting.

I’m already logged in. My handle glows near the top of the viewer list: WinterSentinel.

Pathetic.

She leans forward, bracing her elbows on her knees. The sweater rides up her thigh, just enough that a different kind of hunger twists in my gut.

“Hey, strangers,” she says, voice lower than it was on the main channel. Thicker. “Thought I’d sneak in one more set before the storm knocks the power out.”

Her eyes look a little bloodshot. She hides it well. If you didn’t know what to look for, you’d just think it was the lighting. I know better. I’ve seen people slap on composure like a bandage. It always pulls at the edges.

The chat surges. Requests, filth, compliments. All of it sliding past on the screen like graffiti on a subway car.

I wait. I don’t jump in right away. It’s better if I don’t look too eager. Guys like the ones crowding her private chat are almost all noise. They come in hot, desperate for attention, then vanish into whatever life they’re trying to crawl away from for an hour. She sees so many of them she probably can’t keep them straight.

Not me.

Never me.

She asks them what they want. They say “everything.” I can hear the smile in her voice when she laughs that off. It’s a good sound. It doesn’t hit the bottom.

When the overhead light flickers, I sit up in the bunk without meaning to.

The station’s power is fine—backup generators, emergency systems. But I can see the light in her apartment stutter on the stream, the way shadows jump across her face. Her eyes go wide for a fraction of a second, there and gone in the space between frames.

Her mouth thins. Her shoulders brace.

It’s muscle memory for me at this point. I don’t think; I just type.

You’re okay. Count your breaths. In for four, hold for four, out for four.

My thumb hovers over the send button for half a heartbeat. I shouldn’t know that she needs that. I shouldn’t know that those numbers matter. But I do. I remember the therapist murmuring those counts at her in the hospital hallway while they wheeled her parents away, cold under sheets.

I hit send.

She freezes when she reads it. Just a second. Then she laughs, brittle at the edges, and makes a joke about “guided panic meditations.”

The chat eats it up. They always do. Most of them don’t see the way she pulls the sweater tighter around her own ribs, like she’s holding herself together.

“You weren’t flirting,” I type, thumbs moving faster than the reasonable part of my brain. You were bracing. There’s a difference.

Her gaze flicks to the chat panel. Back to the lens. She keeps her voice almost level.

“Well, if you’re going to call me out like that, I’m ending early.”

She does.

The screen goes black with a soft electronic sound, like a door clicking shut. For a moment, my reflection looks back at me from the dark glass: short dark hair, stubble I didn’t get around to shaving, the faint white line of a burn scar at the edge of my jaw that never quite fades.

“Smooth,” I mutter under my breath. “Real smooth.”

Out in the apparatus bay, a muted clank echoes—someone shifting on the engine, probably rolling over in their bunk above the rigs. A second later, the overhead speaker crackles to life with static.

“Battalion to Ladder Two, Engine Nine, stand by for a run.”

O’Reilly groans. Another guy curses into his pillow. The habit in me sits up straight.

I’m halfway off the bunk before the dispatcher finishes the address. Not our first-due, but close enough that they want us rolling.

“Report of an odor of smoke, residential. Caller states hallway smells like burning plastic, no active fire visible—”

“Let’s go, let’s go,” I bark, shoving my feet into my boots, yank up the turnout pants in one practiced motion. My brain shifts gears, slotting Calla and her darkened screen into a box marked “Later.”

Later has been waiting two years. It can wait another call.

* * *

The run is nothing. Burned food on the stove, some guy too high to notice his leftovers turned into charcoal until the alarm yelled for him.

We ventilate, check the ductwork, chew him out gently and mark down the report. The engine guys crack jokes on the ride back, half adrenaline bleed-off, half superstition. If you laugh at the near misses, maybe the next one won’t land.

I stare out the side window, watching the snow come down sideways.

We pass her street on the way in.

I feel it before I see it. A prickling under my skin, the way my shoulders straighten.

“Hey, Maddox,” the probie says on the bench seat across from me, following my gaze. “That your favorite block again?”

I don’t look away from the window. “It’s on route.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he says, grinning. “On route from everywhere you ever are to everywhere you’re ever going.”

“Shut up, Ortiz,” O’Reilly says, but he’s smirking too. “Let the man be in love with his hydrants.”

They’re joking. They don’t think I actually have a reason beyond habit and superstition for watching that intersection. That building. The fourth floor, third window from the left, where a sliver of light usually glows behind the curtains at ungodly hours.

They weren’t on the truck the night it mattered.

They weren’t the first one through that door, shoulder bruised from the ram, lungs burning, hand hitting the floor and finding skin instead of carpet.

We roll past. The street is quieter than usual—storm has driven most people indoors. Light glows in a few windows. I can’t see hers from this angle. The fact that I try is its own kind of confession.

Back at the house, the guys peel off to raid the kitchen for what’s left of the lasagna from earlier. Someone cranks the heat up another notch, complaining about the draft through the bay door.

I should be in the office doing paperwork, or in the gym, or in the bunk actually sleeping.

I end up in the watch room instead, standing at the narrow window that overlooks our slice of Brooklyn. The storm makes everything look softer, harmless. It’s a lie.

My phone buzzes.

It’s not a dispatcher this time.

I pull it out, thumb sliding over the screen. Notifications from the private app, the main app. Follows, likes, one new DM. The usual flood.

I swipe them all away until only one remains: the last message I sent before she closed the stream.

Sleep. I’ll watch the storm.

I didn’t plan that line. It just… fit. It’s what I’ve been doing for two winters now. Watching the weather, the alarms, the building inspections, the social media updates. Making sure nothing else sneaks up on her with teeth in its lungs.

I tuck the phone back into my pocket and grab my coat off the hook.

The night shift officer at the front desk raises an eyebrow as I come through.

“Everything all right, Lou?”

“Just checking the neighborhood,” I say. “Storm’s icing fast. Want to see how bad the intersections are getting.”

He glances at the snow slanting past the glass doors, then back at me. “Take a radio.”

I clip the handheld to my belt and push out into the cold.

The air hits like a slap, icy and wet and clean in a way the station never is. I tip my face up to it for a second, letting the flakes sting my cheeks, then pull my hood up and start walking.

The block between the firehouse and her street is a catalog of the city at midnight. A bodeguita’s metal gate rolled down but its neon sign still humming above. A bar with a few drunk stragglers spilling out, breath steaming in front of curses. A delivery guy hunched over handlebars, cursing the slush as his bike skids near a curb.

It’s late enough the traffic’s thin. The snow plows haven’t passed through this section yet; tire tracks are already half filled in. I walk in the ruts anyway, habit dictating the path of least resistance.

Her building comes into view around the corner: a narrow four-story brick job, walk-up, fire escape zigzagging the front like a metal scar. The stoop is a shallow wedge under the slight overhang, steps already frosting over.

I slow. Not enough to look like I’m lingering, if anyone happens to glance out. Just enough that I can check the things I always check when I walk past here: the glow behind certain curtains, the flicker of the hallway light, the way the deadbolt on the front door is set.

The lobby light is on. That’s good. The intercom is still busted; the landlord keeps promising to fix it. The door is locked, at least.

Her window—fourth floor, third from the left—is dark. Curtain drawn shut.

She turned the lamp off after ending the stream. Did she go straight to bed, or did she pace the apartment first, checking the oven twice, smelling the air like she always does when the weather makes the building creak?

I could stand out here and stare at that rectangle of darkness all night and not know.

I stop on the corner, cross my arms, and let myself look up. Just for a second.

She moves the curtain a crack. A slim, pale hand. The hint of her face, nothing more than a shadow against shadow. She hesitates, then looks down.

Even from this distance, even in this light, I know when her eyes meet mine.

She can’t see my face any more than I can see hers. I’ve got my hood up, the collar of my coat turned high. Streetlight hits the falling snow more than it hits me.

Still, something passes between us. A prickle under my skin, a spark across a gap we both pretend is bigger than it is.

I lift a hand. Not a wave. Just a small, acknowledging tilt. Human to human. Neighbor to neighbor.

Girl in the smoke to the man who can’t stop coming back to the scene.

She goes still. A beat. Then the curtain drops, shutting out my view.

Good. She should keep it closed. It’s safer that way. The city is full of worse things than me.

I step off the curb and cross over.

Up close, the steps are a mess. Snow has piled unevenly, turned slick where earlier passersby packed it down. Someone’s dropped a plastic grocery bag, now half frozen into the slush.

I bend and pick it up, tossing it in the trash can by the door. Then I plant a boot on the bottom step and start clearing.

It’s automatic after all these winters. Heel down, scrape backwards, push the snow off the edge. Repeat on the next step. I work my way up to the door, then back down. When I’m done, there’s a clean, narrow path from sidewalk to threshold.

I don’t touch the handle. I used to, the first few times, checking the latch. Then I realized that was a line I didn’t need to cross unless there was smoke curling under it.

Instead, I move to the side and grab the cold metal of the fire escape ladder.

The bottom rungs are clogged with snow. Not enough to make it unusable yet, but enough that someone in socks or bare feet would slip if they had to scramble onto it in a hurry.

I knock the worst of it away with my gloved fist. Ice pellets spray my face. I blink them out of my lashes and keep going until the metal shows dark and slick.

It’s nothing. A courtesy. The kind of thing Old Man Vitale three buildings down does for every stoop on his block, like some self-appointed snow guardian.

I just do it for one.

When I’m done, my fingers are numb and the wind has worked its way through the back of my coat. I step away, give the street one last look, then start back toward the station.

The snow crunches under my boots. The radio at my hip crackles once, then goes quiet. Somewhere in the distance, a car alarm whoops and dies.

My phone vibrates.

I don’t check it until I’m under the awning of a closed laundromat, out of the wind. The screen lights my face in another ghostly wash.

She hasn’t replied. Of course she hasn’t. I didn’t expect her to.

The notification is my own message from earlier, still sitting there in the chat log. The one that made my stomach knot even as I hit send.

Sleep. I’ll watch the storm.

Arrogant. Presumptuous. True.

“Yeah,” I say softly to the empty street. “I will.”

I picture her upstairs, sweater swallowed around her, choker still at her throat because she’s too tired to take it off. Curled away from the window. Fingers twitching in her sleep when a siren wails too close.

I remember her in a different bed, hospital sheets under her, hair stiff with smoke and IV taped to the back of her hand. I remember the way she woke up choking on air that tasted like disinfectant instead of burning plastic and realized the bed next to hers was empty.

I remember not being able to look at her when they told her why.

A steering committee somewhere calls it “line-of-duty trauma.” A therapist calls it “survivor’s guilt displaced into hypervigilance.” The guys at the house call it “Maddox being a control freak about his territory.”

None of them are wrong.

But none of them were in that hallway, either.

* * *

The night she burned is seared into me in pieces.

Dispatch: “Working fire, multiple calls, possible entrapment.” The way the word entrapment makes everyone in the rig sit up a little straighter.

The glow in the sky as we turned onto her street, orange licking at the clouds.

The front of the building belching gray-black smoke, the kind that tells you plastics are going and time is not on your side.

We took the stairs two and three at a time, mask straps snapping against helmets, turnout coats hot before we even hit the main heat layer. Someone shouted that they got one victim out from the third floor already, unconscious. No word on the others.

Fourth floor hallway, low visibility. Heat searing the tops of your ears even under the dome of the helmet. You crawl because that’s where the air is, wading through smoke as thick as dirty water.

I remember my hand hitting something on the floor.

Not carpet. Not plastic. Skin.

She didn’t look like she does now.

Her hair was shorter then, singed at the ends, stuck to her face with sweat and soot. Her lips were blue around the oxygen mask I slapped onto her. Her fingers were clamped around something small and metal, so tight I had to peel them open to make sure she wasn’t grabbing a wire or a pipe.

It was a pendant. A cheap necklace, metal warped from the heat. A tiny pressed flower trapped in resin at the end of it, petals browned from the fire.

She tried to sit up, coughing so hard I could hear it over the roar.

“My parents,” she choked. “My parents are—”

“We’re getting everyone,” I lied. I always lie in hallways like that. You have to. You don’t know yet, and even if you do, you can’t tell them while the ceiling is still raining sparks.

She grabbed my turnout coat with one hand and the melted necklace tighter with the other.

I got her down those stairs like my own life depended on it. Maybe it did. Maybe some part of me knew even then that if I let go, something in me was done.

When we got to the street, they took her from me. Medics crowded, hands, lights, voices. I turned back to the building. There were still lines to pull, searches to complete, hoses to reposition.

They did not get everyone.

Later, when the fire was out and the building was a gaping, waterlogged carcass, I stood in the street and watched the coroner’s van doors close. Two black bags in the back. One with a tag that matched the name on the necklace clasp I’d peeled out of her grip.

Her parents.

She was in the ambulance with an oxygen mask pressed to her face and a blanket around her shoulders, eyes wide and empty. I walked over. I almost put a hand on the door. Almost told her… something. Anything.

I did what we always do instead. I squeezed her shoulder once, hard enough that she’d feel it through the shock. When she turned her head, eyes struggling to focus, I said, “You’re okay. You’re out. Breathe with me. In for four—”

She followed. Barely. Her stare slipped off me like water.

The medics shut the doors in my face.

That should’ve been it.

Sometimes you don’t even get that much. Sometimes you never see them again. You move on to the next siren, the next smoke pattern, the next address.

Except the next day, a reporter ran a story about the “Christmas Eve apartment tragedy.” There was a photo of her at the hospital, hood up, face turned away, parents’ picture inset in the corner along with a fundraiser link to help with “recovery and relocation costs.”

I clicked it.

Her name stared back at me from the page.

Calla Rowan.

There was a little blurb she clearly hadn’t written about her handmade jewelry business, the one she’d apparently been running out of that burned apartment. It talked about her resilience, her talent, her community.

It did not talk about how she woke up screaming every time she heard a siren.

I know this because I heard her.

The station is three blocks from the hospital. We passed it on runs constantly that winter. Every time we went by, a part of me listened for a certain frequency of sound under the others. Once, I heard it. A high, raw sound behind glass. Didn’t have to see her to know.

I shouldn’t have looked up the fundraiser. I shouldn’t have clicked the link at the bottom that said “follow her shop here.”

I did.

Her early videos were shaky, shot on a borrowed phone, jewelry against a bedsheet backdrop. She looked small. Hollow-eyed. Hands careful.

Over months, the backdrop improved. The lighting improved. The way she held herself changed, angle by angle, until the girl in the hospital gown was someone only I remembered.

The rest of the world got Calla the influencer. Calla the brand. Calla the late-night confidante. Calla who talked into the lens about self-care and hustle and “moving forward.”

I got Calla at two in the morning, freezing the frame when her smile slipped and the thing underneath bared its teeth for half a second.

Somewhere along the way, following wasn’t enough.

I told myself I was just checking in.

I told myself I was making sure the landlord did the inspections correctly on her new building.

I told myself a lot of things.

Six months ago, when the opportunity came up to transfer into a unit and catchment area that included her block, I told myself it was coincidence.

I signed the papers anyway.

* * *

By the time I get back to the station, my eyelashes are crusted with ice and the inside of my coat feels like a wet sauna.

The watch officer glances at me as I push in through the front door, stamping snow off my boots.

“Streets all right?” he asks.

“Getting slick,” I say. “Tomorrow morning’s going to be hell for commuters.”

He grunts, marks something on his clipboard, and goes back to his magazine. The TV in the dayroom is still murmuring to itself; one of the guys laughs in his sleep and mutters something about chili.

I shake off my coat and hang it on the hook, then head for the sink. The water in the bathroom comes out lukewarm, smelling faintly metallic, but it does the job. I scrub snowmelt and city grime off my hands, watching the pinkish skin at my knuckles emerge from under the chill. The scar on my left palm, a twisted silver line from an old structure collapse, stands out more when it’s wet.

When I’m done, I lean on the edge of the sink and look at myself in the mirror.

Short dark hair, flattened by the hood. Eyes a little too wired for the hour. Jaw tight.

“You’re not helping her,” I tell my reflection quietly. “You’re helping yourself.”

The guy in the glass doesn’t argue. He just looks back at me like he’s heard this before.

I dry my hands on the scratchy paper towels and head for the bunk room. The others are still out. I slide back into my own, the mattress familiar under me.

My phone buzzes again. For a stupid, wild second, my heart jumps at the idea that she might have responded to that last line. Then my rational brain kicks back in and smacks it down.

She owes me nothing. She doesn’t even know who I am, not really.

I unlock the screen.

No new messages from her. Just the old one from earlier in the main chat log: “Guess you speak from experience.”

She has no idea how much.

I thumb over to the main streaming app. Her public replay is still sitting there in the “Past Lives” section, thumbnail frozen on her holding up the Winter Ghosts choker like an offering.

I could hit play. Hear her voice again. Watch the moment she put it around her own throat, stone settling where my hand has wanted to rest since that night in the hallway.

I don’t.

Instead, I open a different app. Department logs. I scroll through the most recent incident reports for her building: one from six weeks ago about a burst pipe in the basement. One from three months back, code inspection failed, then passed after “necessary corrections.”

I read them like some people read bedtime stories. Checking for monsters.

Satisfied and unsettled in equal measure, I back out of the app and finally kill the phone screen.

The dorm is darker than a hallway full of smoke, but at least this darkness isn’t trying to eat anyone. My lungs expand without resistance. My heart takes a little longer to follow.

I close my eyes.

Outside, the storm keeps hitting the windows, a steady hiss.

Somewhere, three blocks away, a woman curls around the ghost of a fire and a phone that still glows with my last message.

She thinks she’s alone.

I know better.

Sleep when you can, the old-timers always say. You never know when you’ll have to run.

I have a feeling I’ll be running for her for a long time.
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(Calla)

Snow always looks prettier when you haven’t had to walk through it yet.

From my window, the world is all quiet magic and clean white edges. The cars parked along the curb are huddled beasts under soft blankets. The bare branches of the street trees are sugared, delicate, almost delicate enough to make you forget that they’ll snap if too much weight lands on them.

From my doorway, the world is ice.

I stand at the top of my building’s narrow stoop, backpack slung over one shoulder, breath puffing white in the cold. The storm blew itself out sometime before dawn; what’s left is bright and brutal. Sunlight bounces off every surface, blinding. The air is thin and sharp as glass in my lungs.

And my steps are… clear.

Perfectly clear.

Every building on the block has the same problem: piled snow on every stair, thin crust of ice glittering like booby traps. People are emerging one by one, blinking in the brightness as they stomp through it, making their own messy tracks.

My building’s stoop is bare. Not just stomped-down, not just “someone walked through it” bare, but cleaned. Each step scraped down to the concrete in neat, narrow rectangles, as if a careful hand took the time to carve out a safe path.

A weird bubble of gratitude and unease climbs up behind my ribs.

The landlord didn’t do this. He’s more likely to slip on his own ice than lift a shovel. No one else in the building cares this much. We’re New Yorkers. We trudge, we complain, we sue if we break an ankle.

I look left. Right. The street is waking up: a woman in a puffy coat wrestling a stroller out of a building across the way; an older guy with a knit cap tugged low, banging his boots on his own stoop; a dog lifting its leg on a buried fire hydrant.

No one is looking at me.

Still, the back of my neck prickles.

Maybe they cleared all the steps, I think. Maybe some overachieving neighbor got bored at dawn and decided to be everyone’s snow fairy godparent.

I step down one level and peer sideways at the nearest stoop.

The stairs next door are buried. Ice-edged, snow-bloated, completely untouched.

The next building’s look the same.

My apartment is the only one with a path.

“Okay,” I murmur under my breath, tightening my grip on the strap of my bag. “That’s not creepy at all.”

A door above me opens, hinges shrieking like a horror-movie sound effect. I jolt, heart slamming against my ribs, and instantly hate myself for it.

“Cold enough for you?” Mrs. Alvarez from two floors up shuffles out in her neon pink bathrobe, curls wrapped in a scarf, slippers already soaked. She peers past me, eyes creasing as she spots the cleared steps. “Ay, look at that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Lucky us.”

“You do that?” she asks, eyeing me with the suspicion of a woman who has lived long enough to know nothing is ever free.

“Nope.” I force a smile. “Mystery snow elf, I guess.”

She crosses herself like I just invoked a demon instead of a whimsical fantasy creature. “Long as they keep clearing,” she mutters, clutching her mail to her chest. “Last year I slipped on this ice and that bastard landlord told me to take smaller steps.”

She stomps past me, leaving wet footprints and indignation in her wake, headed toward the corner deli. I take the stairs down slowly, testing each cleaned strip like it might collapse under me anyway.

On the sidewalk, the snow is ankle-deep, already turning gray at the edges where cars have plowed through. My boots sink in with soft, reluctant crunches. I glance back once, up at the fire escape where snow still clings in clumps to the railings.

The bottom rungs are strangely bare.

As if someone knocked the snow off them on purpose.

Nope.

We’re not doing that thought spiral at eight-thirty in the morning. We are going to the café like a functional human being and pretending that our life is not a series of mildly terrifying coincidences layered over unresolved trauma.

I tuck my chin into my scarf and start walking.

The air smells like car exhaust and hot metal from the subway grates and the faint ghost of last night’s storm. When the wind shifts, I catch a phantom













































































































































































































































































