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    No one is in charge of your mind and body but you.





Happily After When is a 12 book series, inspired by fairytales and the ugliness of real life.


Books are sequential and highly recommended to be read in publication order.


Jazz An Aladdin Retelling


Aria A Little Mermaid Retelling


Cara A Cinderella Retelling


Sachi A Snow White Retelling


And more to follow...
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Cara moves like there is a spotlight on her. Not wanting praise. Not wanting attention. More than anything, she does not want to be seen.

Always on guard, she makes decisions like every eye is watching her. This way there are no mistakes. This way no one will catch her.

The music from the DJ booth pulsates through the walls of the nightclub and jolts the floor. The neon lighting illuminates the patrons in purples and blues as they drink cocktails and grind on the dancefloor. Behind her dark tinted aviator sunglasses, Cara sees every individual perfectly. With years of training, she learnt to focus and rely on her peripheral vision. The added darkness is like a security blanket. Calmed by no one’s ability to look directly into her eyes.

Cara scans the room and gauges the intoxication levels. Sometimes when her prey is too wasted, it is harder to complete the job. Their bodies flail unpredictably, and if she gets caught, they meet her with a mess of slurred and aggressive words. Something she rather not deal with.

Her eyes land on two preppy men, clinking pints of beer together. They lean against a cocktail table and throw their heads back with laughter. Cara’s hands tingle with the urge to pick their pockets, as the men overtly leer at women, wanting a hook-up.

They deserve this.

She tilts her head as they provoke each other to approach another girl. 

If I play the part of drunk girl, maybe they’ll flash their cash on some food? It’d be good to eat something before moving on to other targets.

Cara sighs into a slump. She hates playing the drunk girl angle. It involves communicating with the creeps and letting them think they can have her. She twists her oily blonde hair over her shoulder, as she dips her dark shades slightly lower on the bridge of her nose. Her hips swing as she saunters over to them.

One guy nudges the other, a huge, cheesy grin taking up two-thirds of his face. Both men stare at Cara like a piece of meat.

Her stomach drops, but she ignores it as she scrutinises them. They wear light jackets, which will be easy to feel for anything of value in the pockets. Their tailored trousers have the signature two pockets at the front and none at the rear. The worst kind to sneak into.

Ick.

But they always let her. The fake drunk-girl-kinda-interested play is by far the easiest. It’s like these guys are begging for her to do it.

“Hey there,” one of them says. His dark blonde hair is slicked back and there is not a trace of stubble on his too clean face. 

He’s so shiny.

His friend is just as wax-looking, and pulls an arm around Cara to bring her close.

“Hey guys, what’s up?” Cara says, so bubbly she can’t stand it. She throws in a giggle and wants to punch herself.

Waxy guy’s hand slides down her back, and Cara’s insides shudder. She has learnt to mask her reactions on the outside, but is yet to master turning off inside. After years at this game, she’d hoped to deaden that part of her. Her gut will never let her. Always on guard. Trusting no one.

Cara slides a hand along his waist and taps the back of her hand against the inside of his jacket. Mobile phone, wallet, loose cash. Easy, done.

“Things are looking up now that you’re here,” Waxy says, smirking.

“What are you doing with these?” Shiny says, reaching for her glasses.

“Don’t,” she snaps.

They stare at her, dumbfounded.

She’s quick to add a smile. “I love to add some mystery when meeting new people.”

Shiny folds his arms and his smile slides left, intrigued. “Oh, mystery girl, ay. I like the sounds of that.”

Cara traces a finger in a circle on Waxy’s t-shirt. “You guys eating? I’m kinda down for some food.”

“Pfft.” Waxy scoffs. “Food’s no good. It doesn’t let the drinks work fast enough.”

“Hey, I’m down for more drinks too,” Cara says, moving her arm from the inside of Waxy’s coat, and leaning on Shiny. “I just want a burger too.”

“Girls eating burgers is hot,” Shiny says, enjoying Cara’s body pressed against his.

Coins, gum packet... two mobile phones? Why does he need two?

“This place doesn’t do burgers,” Waxy says, somewhat agitated. Obviously pissed Cara’s now leaning on his friend instead of him.

“Like duh,” Cara says playfully. “There’s the food truck out front. Let’s eat, then you can buy me cocktails.”

She giggles like she’s had four martinis and slips her hand to Shiny’s trouser pocket.

Shiny likes this a little too much for Cara’s liking, and grabs her bum and squeezes hard.

Ouch, arsehole.

Her teeth grind, but she has perfected smiling over the top of it.

Shiny’s face dips by hers, and he whispers with beer-stained breath, “Well, we can go outside, and ditch him in here.”

“You’ll get me that burger?” she whispers back.

“I’ll give you all the meat you want.”

Gross. He’s wasting my time. I’ll have to rob him because all he wants is me in an alley on my knees. 

Not happening, Bucko.

Cara smiles at Shiny and slips back to Waxy. She leans into Waxy, and whispers, “And you’re sure you don’t wanna come?” as her hands pilfer his pockets. 

His wallet slides out as her leg rubs against his. She flicks her wrist, and the wallet slides into the heavy-duty pocket of her bomber jacket. She takes the loose cash and phone. People notice the weight difference of a half-empty pocket, but not an empty one. 

She works on the other pocket, leaning in closer so Shiny doesn’t see her hands. 

“Damn, girl, you seem like fun,” Waxy says, grinning.

Cara giggles and pushes back to press against Waxy. Behind her, her hands dig in his pockets, unnoticed as the guys goofily laugh at each other.

“Will you fellas let me freshen up before we leave?”

“Do what you gotta do,” Waxy says, salivating.

“I can’t wait for the meat,” Cara says, girlishly.

“Why wait?” Shiny whispers harshly in her ear, hands all over her bum. “We can head into the bathroom with you.”

“It’ll be worth the wait,” Cara whispers back, sliding away.

He grabs her wrist and jerks her back. 

Cara almost loses balance, but this isn’t her first time in this dance. She turns her wrist over and twists his arm into a position where he’s forced to let go. As soon as he does, she’s quick to move. With her head down, she gets lost in the sea of purple and blue bodies that thump with the beat.

On her way, she unclips bracelets, flicks off watches, and picks pockets for loose cash.

She busts into the janitor’s closet by the bar, scales the shelving, and swings herself up and through the broken window. For six months this window has been broken. For six months she has robbed the patrons. For six months, no one notices her re-offending.

The game is getting too easy.

Oof!

Cara’s is slammed against the brick wall of the alley. Two tattooed men with neon-coloured hair hold her back. Cara pouts as Dean approaches with a slow walk.

“Sup?” she says with a nod.

“I thought we had a deal, Girl,” Dean says, dragging on a cigarette. “We are business associates, but then I find out, you’re not holding up your end of the deal.”

“What are you talking about?” Cara replies, playing it cool.

“For two weeks you haven’t brought us clients,” Dean says, blowing smoke in her direction. “How long did you intend to screw us around?”

“I’m not screwing you.”

“Dyke,” one of Dean’s henchmen coughs.

Cara’s eyes roll.

“I need buyers,” Dean says, angling the ashy cigarette at Cara’s cheek.

Cara swallows roughly. She’s seen him do it before. A cigarette burn to the cheek would really make her memorable. She can’t have any distinguishing marks in her line of work.  

“How do you expect me to run a successful business and expand without more clients?” Dean says, angling his head so his strip of neon pink hair flaps against his shaved scalp. 

“There are two guys inside,” Cara says, calm and collected. “They’re gonna be pissed because I took their stuff. One had two phones, so obviously living some double life. They look like they are Province kids. Probably at university. The three phones are in my pocket.”

The henchman fishes inside her jacket pockets and pulls out phones, jewellery, and cash.

“The cash is mine,” Cara snaps. “You can sell the phones or use them against the dudes to get them hooked.”

“We’re taking everything,” Dean says, dragging his cigarette again. “Consider it payment for the last two weeks.”

“I haven’t worked for the past two weeks,” Cara pleads. She had more pressing matters than finding people for The Neons to sell drugs to. “I need the cash.”

Dean instructs the henchmen to let her go, and they move down the alley with her loot.

“Not my problem, sweetheart,” Dean whispers with his gravelly, nicotine-damaged voice. “You wanna survive on these streets? You play by my rules.”

He walks away with another puff of his cigarette and Cara wants to clock the back of his head. She balls up her fists and internalises the anger. A good rule of thumb is, don’t deck the head of a street gang. It won’t end well for you.

Shit. I really wanted that damn burger.
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Cara stretches her neck and shoulders, preparing to hit the next club. 

She moves to the back of the alley but stops when her stomach growls.

Damn, I need to eat.

She had laid low in The Limits after a job turned south. It meant not eating for four or five days. She lost count after her stomach twisted in on itself. Then choosing to she shut off her mind to what she was depriving her body. 

Cara pulls open a busted back door of a club that’s always dark. Easy targets are a must. She’s too hungry to play around. Underneath her jacket, she rubs her tender shoulder where Dean’s guy restrained her. She knows better than to run from Dean. They don’t need to make a big show for her to stop and listen to him.

But I guess they know how easily I could slip past them. They aren’t as dumb as they look.

The club has minimal lighting, casting everyone in dark shadows. Even darker behind her glasses. No neon lighting, but the occasional strobe light. Cara uses the strobes to identify unguarded pockets, abandoned bags, and wasted clientele. The bar sounds like a perfect nightly target.

She wishes.

The patrons never hold much cash, making it hard to get a decent haul from this club alone. Kids from the top end of town are never here. Cara hates robbing these people. Desperate times call for desperate measures. Hopefully, someone is carrying drugs she can give to a Neon to sell. Even ten percent of the sale is a great payday for her.

Cara raids the pockets of two different couples in distracted embraces. She slides onto a stool and lays her head on the cocktail table. Her head throbs from a mixture of hunger and not being in the clubs for a week. She needs to get her head back in the game. The clubs are the only way she can survive living on the streets.

“Buy you a drink?” a voice offers beside her.

Cara angles her head to view the face the voice belongs to. It’s near impossible to make out the figure between her dark glasses and the lack of light. 

Cara could not care less and doesn’t respond.

“You ok, love?” the voice comes through as female.

Cara has an urge to fall asleep.

“You need some water? Food?”

A lazy smile spreads on Cara’s face.

“C’mon,” the voice says, patting Cara’s back. “I’m heading for a slice. Wanna join me?”

Cara rubs her head and turns to the shadowy face. “Burger?”

A hint of laughter plays against the loud music. “Sure. I can handle a burger.”

The woman helps Cara up, but she’s not into having someone else’s hands on her, and busts ahead to the front doors.

“Hey, what’s up?” the voice calls behind her when she reaches the midnight street.

Cara turns around and almost stumbles backwards as her shaded eyes land on one of the sexiest women she’s ever seen. Her dark, curly hair is loosely pulled back. She wears a slim-fitting black t-shirt, a light jacket, and body-hugging leather pants. 

There’s just something about leather.

“What?” she says, looking Cara up and down.

“You still keen on a burger?” Cara asks, grinning.

Leather-girl nods as she moves closer, the streetlights dazzle her grey eyes.

“C’mon,” she nods. “I know a good food truck.”

“If it’s the one by The Doghouse you do,” Cara says, following.

“Really? The one on Bleaker Street is always good.”

“Nah-uh. Bleaker Street is nothing compared.”

“I’m Pippa,” the girl in leather introduces herself.

Cara’s steps hurry. Her go to strategy when avoiding her name.

“What made you come out tonight?” Pippa continues, two steps behind Cara.

“I’m always out,” Cara replies quickly.

“I had an urge for vodka and darkness,” Pippa says. “I didn’t intend to come back out on the streets this soon.”

Cara huffs, kicking her feet as she marches in an angry brisk pace. 

“You can just go back inside then,” Cara grumbles. “You’re the one who suggested we get food.”

“I wasn’t going to let you pass out on the table.”

Cara scoffs. “I wasn’t gonna pass out. I was just taking a minute to rest.” Cara turns around to view Pippa eyeing her. She grumbles again and turns away. “Why don’t you just leave me alone? I’ve got better things to do.”

“You always wear dark glasses at night?” Pippa questions.

“What’s it to you?”

“Just curiosity.”

“Piss off.”

“The Doghouse is at the end of the block,” Pippa says. “I’m going. You can either have your bitch fit or come with me.”

At this, Pippa’s pace quickens, and she breaks past Cara, storming ahead.

Cara’s pace drops, and she stands, watching the confidence in Pippa’s stride. Her eyes land on the perky curve of her bum, and Cara’s legs get moving again.

She meets Pippa at the food truck as she orders two burgers with the lot.

Thank Christ.

Pippa looks to Cara with a raised eyebrow. “Calmed down?”

Cara’s eyes narrow. “Why do I have to be calm?”

“How else are you going to take in what’s around you if you’re not calm?”

“What, like the two hobos behind us playing tic-tac-toe? The girls turning tricks on the top corner, contemplating beating our arses so we don’t steal their attention? Or the kid moving in the alley for a place to sleep or to buy drugs? I haven’t worked out which he’s after.”

Pippa steps back, her mouth slightly ajar, as she takes Cara in.

“Don’t tell me I’m not paying attention,” Cara whispers harshly.

When their burgers are ready, they take one each and unwrap the paper. Cara takes a bite, and her insides light up with gratitude. 

“Oh yum,” Pippa moans. “You’re right,” she says with a mouthful of burger. “So much freaking better.”

Cara smiles while taking another bite. 

She eats half the burger and then wraps up the rest and places it in her jacket pocket.

“How could you stop eating?” Pippa asks, salivating. “You couldn’t pay me to stop.”

Cara smirks. “I just eat in small bursts.”

Pippa shrugs, lifting the burger to her lips. “Suit yourself.”

“Well, thanks for the food,” Cara says with a wave. “I’ve gotta head off.”

Pippa eats the last of the burger and throws the wrapping in the trash while hurriedly wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“What do you mean?” Pippa says, catching up with her. “Where are you going?”

“I need to hit another club.”

“Which one? I’m not ready to go home yet. Where should I go?”

“I’m not looking for someone to hang off me.”

Pippa sniggers. “Like I’m going to cramp your style?”

Cara flicks her eyes at Pippa’s body. Her style would only be a distraction. I can’t afford to be distracted.

“C’mon. I’ll buy you that drink now,” Pippa suggests.

“I could do with a beer.”

“Not a cocktail girl?”

“Do I look like a cocktail girl?”

“Ha, no. Are you going to tell me that name now?”

“I’ll see how I feel after that drink,” Cara says as she pushes open a door to a club that’s heavy on the neon and warm bodies with loaded pockets.

Pippa moves towards the bar, and Cara taps her shoulder, shouting over the music that she’s heading to the bathroom.

Cara moves to the rear of the club and scopes the talent in the room. The Province university crowd haven’t disappointed. They are ripe for the picking.

She pushes through the line for the ladies’ bathroom and girls squawk at her for cutting in, ready to pull hair or kick her with their stiletto heels. 

Cara runs into one lavishly dressed Barbie doll who shrieks and spills her cosmopolitan. 

“I’m so sorry,” Cara says, helping the girl to stand while dipping the hand into her open purse. She slips the cash and pills into her pocket. Hoping it’s something more than aspirin that she can trade for cash.

“Get away from me, you freak!” the Barbie yells.

Cara moves away from the line, swiping cash a guy left sitting by his drink as he chats up an intoxicated girl. She moves further into the club to the dancefloor. The easiest place to pick pockets because people are already eager to be felt up.

Cara slips between couples, searching for prime targets. A girl and guy grind against each other, and Cara notices a bulge in the guy’s back pocket. He’s so busy looking at her cleavage, he’ll never notice.

She approaches the couple, but a hand pulls at her hip. Alarmed, she turns around and is met by the determined eyes of Pippa.

“What’s up, love?” Pippa asks, close to Cara’s ear.

“I was gonna meet up with you.”

Pippa shrugs, her lips tugging into a smile. “I’m here now.”

Pippa’s arms slide around Cara’s waist. 

Cara has an immediate reaction to push Pippa away, but something in her gut tells her not to. She takes in the bold and striking features of Pippa’s face and can’t look away. She pulls her arms around Pippa and moves her body against hers.

Her eyes glue to Pippa’s sharp jawline and her lips wet with anticipation.

Pippa pulls in even closer as they dance together, and Cara feels her breath below her ear.

She is so sexy.

Cara’s hands run under Pippa’s jacket, down her t-shirt, and sit on the top of her leather pants.

Pippa’s lips tease Cara’s earlobes, and for the first time all night, Cara shuts her eyes. Tingles run down her body and make her toes curl. Cara doesn’t hold back as her lips taste Pippa’s tantalising jawline.

Pippa combs her fingers through Cara’s hair as she angles her head to meet her lips. 

Cara kisses Pippa like she’s the only thing she’s hungry for. She presses her hands against Pippa’s back, her t-shirt rides up, and nudges Pippa off the dancefloor. Cara pushes Pippa against the wall and intensifies their kiss.

Pippa bites Cara’s lower lip. She pulls out of the kiss, cupping Cara’s face in her hands. They stare at one another until Pippa’s eyes droop.

Cara dips her shades and stares into Pippa’s round, grey eyes.

Pippa’s face brightens as she stares into the topaz of Cara’s eyes. Cara slides her shades up and kisses the spot below Pippa’s jaw. Pippa’s hand fishes under Cara’s shirt and her fingers tease Cara’s skin with tickles.

“Come back to my place,” Pippa whispers breathlessly.

Cara runs a hand over Pippa’s bust and her knees grow weak. She kisses Pippa’s cheek and nods, “Ok.”

Pippa locks hands with Cara and pulls herself off the wall. She laughs and then asks, “Did you want your beer? I left our drinks on a table.”

Cara doesn’t need words to answer when she squeezes Pippa’s hand and pulls her towards the door.

Pippa laughs again, happily following Cara out.

They bust into the street, a tangle of hands and lips. Cara slips her hand down the back of Pippa’s pants, and Pippa moans in their kiss.

“Ok,” Pippa whispers barely out of their kiss. “I’ve gotta get you home. How dare you still be wearing clothes.”

Pippa hails a taxi, and when Cara slides onto the backseat, her gut flips. She desperately wants to share a bed with this girl, but she also really likes her. She’s tough and confident. The sexiest qualities in Cara’s mind. Whenever she goes home with someone, she uses them for a bed and a shower, and when lucky, also food and money. 

She doesn’t want to use Pippa.

Before she can commando-roll out of the taxi, Pippa props a finger under her chin, and turns her head to come face-to-face. Pippa’s kiss is soft and yet just as passionate as the kisses in the club. 

All thoughts of leaving float away as they drive out of the Nightclub District.

The taxi stops at a high-rise apartment complex in Province.

“Shit,” Cara whispers, looking up at the building. “You live here?”

Pippa smiles and takes Cara’s hand, leading her out of the taxi and towards the building. Pippa swipes a card by the front glass doors, and they slide open.
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Cara walks into the foyer with Pippa and her stomach drops. She pulls her hand away and stands still. Usually, an evening in this area of Maiden City feels like a golden ticket. An awesome payday, sending the guy or girl into the bathroom to freshen up, and then taking any cash and small pricey items, and getting the hell out of there.

But this girl is different.

There’s something about Pippa that draws Cara in. She doesn’t want to rob her. 

“What?” Pippa asks in a small voice that’s almost fragile.

Cara grits her teeth and swallows hard. She can’t bring herself to remove the glasses, but she does one better. “My name is Cara.”

Pippa’s demeanour softens, and she reaches out her hand again. Cara takes it and they move into the elevator. Pippa stands close, tracing her finger along Cara’s jaw and moving it into her hair. The doors ping open and Cara follows to apartment 1606.

When the door opens, the girls connect like magnets. Their hands race into each other’s hair, lips mashed together, and explore each other’s bodies.

Pippa pushes Cara against the wall, and it’s rough and playful like Cara likes.

Cara strips Pippa of her jacket and pulls her t-shirt over her head. She kisses her collarbone and paws over her bra.

Pippa rips off Cara’s jacket and moves to her shirt. 

She pauses, and it throws Cara off balance. They stare at each other and Pippa’s hands raise to Cara’s face.

“Why do you hide your face?” Pippa whispers, taking a hold of Cara’s dark glasses.

Cara presses against the wall as she allows Pippa to take them off. She closes her eyes, and after two quick breaths, she opens them.

“Your eyes are beautiful,” Pippa says, folding the glasses and sitting them on a nearby table.

Cara shifts her clothes, and says, “I’m kinda gross. Mind if I take a shower first?”

A cheeky grin dashes Pippa’s lips. She walks backwards, curling her finger for Cara to follow. “Let’s scrub up together,” she suggests.

Cara laughs and follows Pippa, pulling off her top and unbuttoning her jeans.

Pippa’s body is as phenomenal as her tight clothes suggested. Delightfully, there was no deceiving padding in her bra, and her skin is stunningly tanned and glossy under the running water of the shower. They kiss as water cascades between their faces. Cara holds Pippa against her and for a moment forgets the stress that is her life.

Pippa gives her a towel and a robe when they leave the shower. Cara dries her hair as she follows Pippa through the apartment. It’s very modern and clean. There is minimal furniture and nothing hanging on the walls except a large television. 

“Want a beer?” Pippa asks, pulling open the fridge. “Coffee? Water?”

“Nah, I’m good,” Cara says, still taking in the open-plan room.

Pippa walks towards her, drinking from a small bottle of orange juice. “Tired?” she asks, grinning.

Cara pulls Pippa in by her robe’s collar and presses her lips against hers.

Pippa nudges to the left. “I’ll show you to the bed. I dunno if I’ll let you sleep though.”

Cara lays her eyes on a double bed. When she crashes, it’s just as heavenly soft as expected. The girls lay in each other’s arms, listening to the sounds of their happy, exhausted breath. 

Cara strokes the wild waves of Pippa’s dark hair as her head rests on her shoulder. Holding Pippa, Cara’s body is in a state of calm. She looks at the ceiling and around the walls. 

Could life be easy?

She rolls onto her side and hugs Pippa tighter. 

Could I stay with a girl like this?

Pippa’s fingers walk along Cara’s spine, creeping towards her head. Her index finger slides along the raised scar at the base of Cara’s neck.

“What is that?” Pippa asks, moving to view the back of Cara’s neck.

“Nothing!” Cara blurts, pushing away and balancing on the edge of the bed.

“Love,” Pippa whispers gently, holding out her hand. “It’s ok. I won’t look. Come back over. I won’t hurt you.”

Cara blinks hard at Pippa. A hot pain sizzles through her forehead as a memory tries to burrow its way out of her subconscious. She rubs her head and huffs as she falls back on the bed.

“You ok?” Pippa whispers, cuddling beside her.

“I’ve got a monster headache.”

“Hangover trying to get you already?”

“Every day is a hangover,” Cara grumbles.

Pippa laughs. “You are a party girl.”

“No, just nocturnal.”

“D’you mind if I catch some zees?”

Cara smiles at Pippa and kisses her cheek. “Go for it. I bet you’re pretty when you sleep.”

Pippa laughs as she yawns. “Either means I’m ugly awake, or you will creepily stare at me when I sleep.”

“Way to turn something into a negative.”

Pippa grins, eyes closed, and rolls her body against Cara’s.

Cara slides her hand down Pippa’s back and squeezes her bum. She looks at her face, illuminated by the city light shining in from the window, and smiles. 

Yep, beautiful.

Stretching her arms out wide to get comfortable on the bed, Cara’s eyes fall on the table by Pippa’s bed. Darkened photo frames and canisters sit askew. Cara angles her head to allow the outside lights to expose the items.

Something bronze sits on the table. It’s palm size. Curious, Cara narrows her eyes and leans closer.

Pippa moans sleepily, her hands pressing into Cara’s waist. “What’s wrong?” Pippa mumbles.

Cara gasps. No way! She blinks and squints at the object. A police badge?

“You’re a cop?” Cara accuses, her voice raised.

Pippa pulls herself up, moving to view Cara’s face. “Huh?”

Cara points to the object. “What’s that badge doing there?”

“I’m a cop, but why are you––”

“––Get off me!” Cara snaps, shoving Pippa away and leaping out of the bed.

“Cara, stop,” Pippa says with alarm, scrambling to get out of the bed. “Where are you going? I want you to stay here.”

Cara steamrolls as she picks up her clothes from across the apartment. Over the years, she’s become exceedingly good at dressing in a hurry. Her jeans are on in one swoop, and her shirt flicks over her head and down her body. She swings her jacket on, snags her glasses, and ignores Pippa’s requests for her to calm down and talk to her.

Slipping on her heavy black boots, Cara reefs the front door open and slams it behind her. She runs past the elevator and busts into the fire escape. She has at least a minute up her sleeve. Pippa was still in her robe and Cara assumes she won’t run through her apartment building practically naked.

She’s a cop? One of those dirty pigs?

How could I be so stupid? How did she fool me so well?

Cara flies down the stairwell and runs into the streets. She runs three blocks and then slows her pace, confident she’s zigzagged enough to be off Pippa’s radar.

With adrenaline wearing off, her body aches for sleep and her eyes droop. She scuffs her boots into the Nightclub District and eventually makes it to her hideout. Standing by the piles of garbage and wrestling rodents, she pulls out the half-burger from her pocket. She stares at the wrapping and contemplates eating the contents.

Pippa’s face clouds her vision. 

Anger swells inside her. Her fist crushes the burger.

How could I be so stupid!

She hates herself for slowing down. For letting herself dream of an escape from this life.

Never again.

She tosses the burger on the garbage pile. “I’d rather go hungry.”

She picks up a putrid bag of garbage and carries it up the rickety fire escape to her hideout. She hops through the open window and tosses the garbage over the rotting pile already in her abandoned apartment. 

Trudging through the mess, she makes her way to the faux wall and opens the hatch. She crawls inside and closes herself into the wall cavity. Her knees pull to her chest and she breathes out, relaxing into being alone. She rests her head against the wall in the hatch and closes her eyes. 

Just some sleep and then back to work tomorrow.
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Cara kicks her boot against the faux wall of the hatch. Daylight streams in from the open window and highlights the dump of an apartment. She’ll never get used to the stench.

Cara crawls out of the hatch and closes it behind her. She rubs the back of her neck and rolls her shoulders in rough circles. Shaking out her limbs, she makes her way to the window. She sits on the ledge and dangles her legs out and towards the first steps of the rusted fire escape. Blowing out a steady breath, she pulls her glasses from atop her head and sits them on her nose. She folds her arms and sits back, looking over the sullen skyline of the Nightclub District. The area is so gloomy during the day. Without the neon lights and the moving bodies, it’s an empty shell of broken people and lost dreams.

With a groan and a stretch of her back, Cara makes it down the stairs and hits the pavement, ready to start her day. A rustling noise grabs her attention, and she moves around the piles of trash to see two girls pilfering the area.

One girl peels back the wrapper of the burger Cara discarded last night. It makes Cara’s stomach flip. The girls pick at the burger, huddled together without noticing Cara’s presence, despite the clanging she made down the steel steps.

“Hey!” Cara snaps, crossing her arms and jutting her hip.

The girls jolt
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