
  
  
      
        
          Hey, Roomie!

          The Fractured Soul Saga: Book Two

		      
          Ametra S. Rayford

        

        
          [image: ]

          Arrayed Formats

        

      

    


  
  Hey, Roomie! © 2025 by Ametra S. Rayford. All Rights Reserved. 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote brief excerpts in a review.
Cover typography and layout by Arrayed Formats™
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are inspired by actual events and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is intentional and presented as fictionalized for the purposes of this story.
Published by Arrayed Formats™






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        DEDICATION
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        PROLOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        ASHES
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        CHAPTER NINETEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        EMBERS
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        INFERNO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        AUTHOR’S NOTE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        Book One: Duality
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  DEDICATION


To the masters of mayhem, the architects of chaos, and the virtuosos of villainy whose real-life antics inspired this tale: Thanks for the material, you unwitting muses. May your deeds remain confined to these pages.








  
  PROLOGUE


Reality 
Michael Cavanaugh set the tumbler of bourbon down on the sleek marble table, his fingers lingering on the cool glass. The quiet drone of the heating vents filled the luxury suite, a low hum beneath the sound of snow tapping against the balcony’s glass doors.
The suite was a haven of modern abundance. Textured walls in muted gray and taupe framed the space, anchored by a king-sized bed dressed in crisp white linens and furniture that radiated understated opulence. A wall of windows reaching the ceiling stretched across one side, showcasing a breathtaking view of the snow-covered city. The balcony extended just beyond, its frosted railings faintly visible through the glass. A grand piano occupied one corner, its polished surface reflecting the soft glow of the minimalist chandelier above.
On another night, the setting might have felt like a refuge. But tonight, it only made the room feel colder, shrinking with every passing moment.
He rubbed his temples, his dark hair falling over his fingers. His phone, sitting on the nightstand, buzzed for the third time in as many minutes. Chelsia. He didn’t have to check the screen to know. The warmth of her earlier messages echoed in his mind—reminders of the meal she’d been planning for weeks, a surprise she’d hinted at without fully revealing. Tomorrow marked their one-year anniversary. A year that, despite his usual pattern, had been a good one.
Yet tonight, Chelsia wasn’t the one sitting across from him.
With legs crossed, his guest reclined in the armchair, her raven hair framing her pale face like ink on paper. Her eyes—piercing, as if charged with an otherworldly light—were fixed on him, unblinking, relentless. She was the storm within this room, a cold pressure that threatened to break him.
“You’ve hardly said a word,” she remarked with an edge to her tone. “Am I supposed to apologize for wanting to see you?”
Michael’s jaw clenched. “You followed me here. You flew across the country without telling me and then just popped up out of nowhere. What did you expect me to say?”
She shrugged, her long black trench coat shifting with the movement. “I wanted to surprise you. I thought you’d be happy.”
“Happy?” He let out a dry laugh and got up, pacing toward the window. Outside, the streets were eerily quiet, the snow muffling the usual chaos of downtown Portland. “How am I supposed to be happy about this? This is an ambush. You know… you know what tomorrow is.”
The woman’s lips curved into a smile, though it lacked warmth. 
“Chelsia’s big anniversary dinner?” she asked, her voice dripping with mock sweetness. “Don’t pretend that’s important, Michael. We both know she’s just… a phase.”
Michael turned to face her, his blue eyes narrowing. “Don’t. Don’t do that.”
“What? Tell the truth?” She stood, approaching slowly. Her presence filled the room like a shadow, refusing to fade. “Look, maybe I’ve made mistakes. I’m here now, though. I’m ready. I want us—us—to work.”
He shook his head, stepping away from her. “You don’t get to just show up and say that. After everything—”
“After everything,” she interrupted, her voice sharp now, “we deserve a real shot. No more casual flings. I want forever with you.”
Her words hung in the air, suspended and fragile. Michael’s chest tightened. Memories of their volatile past—the hiding, the fights, the passion, the apologies that never quite stuck—flashed in his mind. He thought of Chelsia’s laughter, her unshakable optimism, and the way she’d carefully planned their anniversary, down to the wine pairing and a dessert she’d been perfecting for weeks. And yet… the presence of the woman in his suite stirred something deep and complicated inside him, a pull he couldn’t deny.
She stepped closer, her trench coat shifting to reveal the bodice of a simple black dress. She reached for the belt, loosening it in a fluid motion before letting the coat fall to the floor. Beneath the dress, which clung to her skin, a shimmer of lace hinted at something calculated.
“I’m done waiting for you to figure this out,” she breathed, her voice a dangerous mixture of vulnerability and seduction. “We both know you can’t resist me. You never could.”
“Look—” Michael started, his voice hoarse. She silenced him with a single finger pressed to his lips.
“Stop fighting it,” she whispered. “Stop fighting me.”
Her hand moved to his collar, brushing against his neck, and Michael froze. It was as if the cold seeped into his skin, battling with the heat of her touch. His breathing quickened, his resolve weakening under the weight of her proximity.
For a moment—just a moment—he let his eyes close, the memory of their past colliding with the reality of the present. Her scent, her presence, the intensity of her focus—it was intoxicating. He hated her for it. He hated himself more.
When he opened his eyes, she was closer than ever, her lips a breath away from his.
The phone buzzed again, as if louder this time, demanding his attention. Michael jerked back, stepping away from her and toward the nightstand. His heart pounded as he grabbed the phone, not even looking at the screen.
“Answer it,” the woman said, her voice laced with quiet triumph, “and tell her you’re with me.”

      ***Reflection
Though the morning started with the promise of sunny skies, the horizon had shifted beneath menacing dark clouds that made it appear to be much later in the day than it was. 
The foreboding sky seemed a fitting backdrop for the somber occasion as Michael, renowned violinist and one-third of the group Tourists of Dreams, played softly with his group—Devin Early on the piano and Joran Talbert on the cello—as the unseasonable rain pounded against the windows. Even the heavens seemed to grieve the loss of the woman they had all come to pay their respects to.
A pang of guilt plagued Michael as he played. He didn’t know Lavinia Blake. He hadn’t even heard of her until Joran told the group about the request made by Lavinia’s husband, Edmund. The Blakes were, apparently, great fans of the group and intended to see several of their shows during their current tour when Mrs. Blake suddenly fell ill.
Edmund Blake had come to Joran personally, likely because he was the leader of Tourists of Dreams, to ask that the group play at the memorial. Joran was only too happy to agree for whatever reason. It surely couldn’t have been because of the rather hefty sum of money that Blake offered, especially since Joran didn’t take a cent. Instead, he divided it between Michael and Devin.
That Joran could be a weird one.
Michael shook his head, trying to clear his mind. This was not the time or place to be thinking of money. He needed to focus on the music, on honoring the memory of the woman who had touched so many lives.
As the notes of the mournful piece drifted through the church, Michael’s mind wandered yet again. He’d been hiding something from the rest of the group for months and wondered whether it could end up blowing up in his face. Michael wanted to tell them. He especially wanted to talk with Joran about it; however, he could never quite muster the courage to do so.
At first, Michael thought it was because Joran was still so invested… so affected by the recent disintegration of his marriage. Though he and Katherine hadn’t been married for very long, theirs was a very passionate coupling. Katherine was six foot one inch of wavy raven hair, skin with a lustrous pearlescent sheen, and colorless eyes that made her seem almost otherworldly.
At six-foot four, Joran Talbert was lanky yet strong, with golden blond curls and green eyes.
Together, they were visually stunning. Emotionally, they were a mismatched disaster. By the time Katherine walked out on him, the change in Joran was clear. Physically, his once-toned frame withered beneath the weight of grief. The vibrancy in those green eyes, previously a reflection of shared dreams, dimmed to a haunted emptiness. His shoulders, formerly squared with confidence, now stooped under the burden of fractured vows.
For weeks, he was a shell of the man they once knew. Neither Michael nor Devin knew how he’d survive the tour that he’d insisted they undertake. Music had always provided an escape for one or another of them over time, so they went with it. The money they stood to make also helped.
To the combined surprise and relief of both Michael and Devin, Joran gradually rebounded in spectacular fashion. The slump in his shoulders straightened, as if the heaviness of the past had lifted, and his gait carried the confident cadence of renewed hope. He was a portrait of joy reborn, not just the Joran that they once knew—somehow stronger and more energetic. 
The spark in Joran’s eyes, dulled by past disappointments, reignited with a flame of passion and connection, and one day he finally confided in both Devin and Michael the reason… and the name of the woman responsible.
Michael stirred in his sleep, a thin line of sweat on his brow as he frowned. He remained in the clutches of the dream, and he could still see himself playing at the funeral of Lavinia Blake all those months ago. Michael couldn’t remember the name of the woman with whom Joran had found love. He couldn’t remember what she looked like, even though he’d stolen several glimpses of her as she sat at the back of the church in a lovely black dress and then later, when the service had ended and Joran took a moment to talk with her. Michael knew with everything in him, she was breathtaking. Trying to recall any aspect of her visage seemed impossible.
As Michael Cavanaugh struggled in slumber, he could only remember two things.
He remembered how desperate he was to figure out when it would be a good time to tell Joran what had gone on behind his back… and that, before he could do so, Joran Talbert left Tourists of Dreams and disappeared.

      ***Return
“I guess I’ll have to tell her myself.”
Michael looked into the wide, deeply set eyes of the beauty that lay beside him in the plush king-sized bed. She was long and lean, her body chiseled in some places and deliciously curved in others. Her hair, despite being mussed and slightly damp from recent exertions, framed her oval face in dark, silky waves as she gazed at him through resplendent eyes.
He reached over to caress her cheek as the gravity of their conversation took shape. 
“No,” he said firmly. “I told you I’d take care of it.”
“Really?” she replied, her eyes flashing with an intensity that made Michael catch his breath. Despite the tension in their conversation, the energy between them stirred something primal within him. He snaked an arm around her waist to pull her closer. She briefly surrendered to his nuzzling before extracting herself from his grip. “When? How much longer am I supposed to wait?”
“Come on, Katherine,” Michael said, smoothing back a lock of her dark hair. “Why the sudden change of heart, hmm? This is how it’s been for ages. I wanted only you from the beginning! You said that it would look suspicious to Joran if I was never with anyone, so I started seeing other people.” 
“That hardly matters now,” she interrupted with a roll of those glorious eyes. “Joran Talbert is old news, so he shouldn’t be living rent-free in your head anymore.” Katherine chuckled, though there was no mirth in it. “He tucked tail and scurried out of town, leaving you and Devin to pick up the pieces of the group while he dawdled in regret and self-pity.”
Michael said nothing. There was nothing to gain by arguing, and Katherine seemed to relish the idea of Joran in decline. His thoughts wandered back to the dream he’d had during the night and the months leading up to Joran’s abrupt departure from their lives.
It was true that Joran initially dangled on the precipice of despair after Katherine left him. Michael never shared with her how Joran had rebounded, finding solace and joy in someone else. He’d always known that detail would wound her pride more deeply than any betrayal ever could.
References to Joran’s mysterious new love crept into conversations during the last days of Tourists of Dreams, though Joran never divulged much. What little Michael had seen of her—mostly from a distance—had been enough to make an impression, even if her face remained frustratingly elusive in his memories. It was clear from Joran’s demeanor that his adoration of the mystery woman had surpassed anything he’d ever experienced with Katherine, something Michael knew Katherine would find offensive. 
Thoughts of Joran and his enigmatic paramour haunted Michael, unsettling him in ways he struggled to articulate. Even now, with Joran long gone and the group functioning as a duo, those memories lingered.
“Are you even listening to me?” Katherine’s voice broke through his reverie, snapping him back to the present.
“What?” Michael blinked, focusing on her.
“We’re not done talking about that little girl you need to dump,” she said, her tone icy.
“She’s not a little girl,” Michael shot back. He exhaled, closing his eyes briefly. “This hasn’t been easy. I wasn’t… I wasn’t expecting this to happen. She knows something is wrong. I keep telling her it’s only about the tour, but…” 
Katherine arched a perfect brow. “But nothing. Fix it, Michael. I mean it. I don’t care how you do it. It just needs to be done.”
“And if it’s not?” he asked, his voice low, almost defiant.
Katherine leaned closer, her eyes glowing with an unsettling mix of satisfaction and menace.
“The last thing you want is for the three of us to end up in the same room together. It wouldn’t end well… I can promise you that.”






  
  ASHES










  
  CHAPTER ONE


November’s icy breath coated the streets of Portland, Oregon, with frost, snowflakes dancing and disappearing as the morning sun rose. The chill seeped into every crack and crevice, forcing those who braved the outdoors to bundle up against it. 
Inside the cozy pharmacy on Hawthorne and 12th Street, the frigid weather had no power. Warm air swirled through the space, carrying the scent of antiseptic and the rustle of paper bags being filled with prescription orders.
Chelsia Toussaint stood behind the counter, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she worked. Her deep chocolate eyes flicked up to survey the area, taking in the neatly stocked shelves and the drone of the refrigerator storing temperature-sensitive items.
She noticed her coworker, Moira Bevins, efficiently packing medication into small white bags for pickup. When Gillian Falconeri’s voice interrupted her concentration, she snapped to attention.
“Chelsia, can you check our inventory for Mr. Crawford’s medication? I forgot to make sure we have enough for his appointment tomorrow, and if we need more, I want to know now,” Gillian said in her soft yet commanding tone.
“Absolutely, Gillian,” Chelsia responded with a smile.
Gillian, owner of Falconeri’s Apothecary, had been a fixture in the neighborhood for decades, her presence as colorful as the pharmacy itself. Beneath a crisp white lab coat, she sported a floral scarf in vivid magentas and greens, which clashed spectacularly with the oversized bow perched atop her bleached-blonde hair. Her fashion sense—a garish hybrid of Aunt Pittypat’s Southern charm and Baby Jane Hudson’s theatrical eccentricity—always made an impression. Her flushed cheeks and carmine lipstick completed the look.
Behind the lace, colorful petticoats, and oversized bows, Gillian Falconeri was one of the most skilled pharmacists in town.
Falconeri’s Apothecary had been a staple in the Hawthorne district for over a century, with a reputation for personalized care, fair prices, and a wide selection of homeopathic remedies. Despite its weekday-only hours, the community valued it, often preferring it to larger chain pharmacies.
The pharmacy’s brick exterior stood proudly on the corner, with its vibrant green door welcoming customers seeking refuge from the cold. Within, it was a welcoming haven rather than a store. Antique shelves lined the walls, displaying an array of carefully labeled tinctures and ointments beside more well-known and commercially made products. Potted plants added a touch of warmth to the space as they sat on windowsills, filtering the harsh winter light that poured through the glass.
Chelsia moved into the storage room, where the cluttered rows of shelving formed a labyrinth of mismatched containers, half-empty boxes, and bottles strewn without rhyme or reason. Finding what she needed always took a little longer than it should, but she had long since accepted that organization wasn’t a priority here.
Scanning each label, she found what she was looking for. Retrieving the bottle, she moved to one of the counting tables and reached for nitrile gloves, snapping them on before opening it.
Counting the stock, her mind drifted briefly to Michael. Tomorrow marked their one-year anniversary, and a flicker of warmth settled in her chest. An entire year. It felt like something worth celebrating—something steady, something certain. She exhaled, snapped the bottle shut, and tucked it under her arm, letting the quiet hum of the storage room settle her nerves before she returned to the counter. 
“We’ve got plenty of the medication, Gillian,” Chelsia announced as she returned to the counter, tossing the gloves into the trash. Her eyes met Moira’s before both women looked away.
“Thank you, Chelsia,” Gillian replied with a kind smile, her soft blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “I knew I could count on you.”
Chelsia couldn’t help returning Gillian’s smile as she reflected on the incredible things yet to come. Tomorrow would be wonderful—it had to be. But somewhere in the back of her mind, a thought stirred, as fleeting and sharp as an icy wind through a cracked window. She pushed it aside and focused on the warmth of the moment instead.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Chelsia sat at the break room table, her thoughts drifting as she looked through the small window overlooking the alley. The frost on the glass sparkled in the winter light. 
A pang of nostalgia washed over her, drawing her to the day she first arrived in the city. She hadn’t planned to stay long when she stepped off the bus outside Union Station on that overcast April afternoon. Life, she thought, would continue as it always had, with no family, no close friends, just the occasional temp job and a room rented week by week. Within a month, however, what was temporary had quietly turned into something more.
Portland had a way of pulling her in. Maybe it was the quiet rhythm of the city, the way the mist settled over the Willamette River each morning, or the unassuming charm of its neighborhoods. Or simply that work was steady enough and the modest paychecks felt like a step toward stability.
One morning, the temp agency sent her to Falconeri’s Apothecary as an inventory clerk and occasional cashier. She told herself she’d leave once she saved enough. Fate had other plans.
Surviving one day at a time made it easier to stay than to leave. Starting over somewhere else felt daunting, even with her savings slowly growing. In Portland, she wasn’t happy, though she wasn’t failing either. For now, that seemed to be enough.
Days turned to weeks, and Gillian offered her a full-time position. More unexpectedly, she found a connection with Moira. They had started as strangers—Chelsia, the new girl in town, and Moira, the reliable presence at the pharmacy’s front counter. Between shared lunches and quiet conversations over coffee, they found something in each other neither had expected.
When Moira suggested Chelsia move into her sprawling, inherited house, it had been a kindness Chelsia hadn’t seen coming.
“It’s not like I’ve never been alone before,” Moira had said, her voice tinged with sadness. “It’s just… I’ve never carried a burden of silence in a place that’s supposed to feel like home, you know?”
The words struck a chord with Chelsia, who had been searching for something she couldn’t name. Moving in together made sense, and for a time, it worked.
One afternoon, Moira surprised Chelsia with tickets to see Tourists of Dreams perform at the Crystal Ballroom, complete with a meet-and-greet after the show. Known for their hauntingly beautiful sound, a fusion of orchestral and rock elements, the band’s original compositions had earned them a devoted following.
Central to their success was Joran Talbert, a brilliant yet enigmatic composer whose eventual departure left fans reeling. Rumors of personal struggles and his mysterious disappearance only deepened the band’s mystique. In his absence, Michael Cavanaugh, the band’s violinist, stepped into a leadership role, guiding them forward while preserving their legacy. The performance that evening was part of a limited tour—a statement of resilience under Michael’s direction, a bridge between what the band had been and what it was becoming.
At the meet-and-greet, Moira was star-struck, her attention fixed entirely on Devin Early, the band’s pianist. Meanwhile, Chelsia drifted away from the crowd and found herself in Michael’s line of sight. His piercing blue eyes met hers, and for a moment, the chaos of the room seemed to dissolve. Their conversation was brief yet charged with energy—a connection that changed her life.
Within weeks, Chelsia had moved into Michael’s sleek, modern loft, leaving behind the cluttered comfort of Moira’s home, and, unintentionally, the friendship they’d built. Though Moira tried to hide her hurt, it seeped into their interactions, coloring even the simplest conversations with resentment.
“Hey, what are you thinking about?” Moira asked, breaking through her thoughts as she entered the break room.
“Nothing,” Chelsia lied. Admitting she had just finished eulogizing their friendship would do no good. She sighed and looked away from the window. “Just excited about Michael’s visit.”
Moira rested against the counter, her red hair catching the light like a fiery halo. “Right,” she said flatly. “The famous musician is gracing you with his presence. Ring the alarm bells.”
“Subtle as always, Moira.”
Moira shrugged, turning to reach for the coffeepot on the counter. “I call it like I see it, and I don’t see how you can truly know someone when you’re miles apart most of the time.”
“Which might have made sense at the start, but we’ve been together for a year, Moira! A year!”
“A year of him coming out here maybe half a dozen times and you going out to see him—how many? None.” Moira poured herself a cup of coffee, the clink of ceramic breaking the quiet.
Chelsia’s brow furrowed. Before she could fire back, Moira spoke again, her voice low. 
“I get it. He’s charming, successful, talented. A real catch. Sometimes people aren’t who they seem, though, Chelsia… even when they’re standing right in front of you.”
The words settled in the air, thin and cold, like the edge of a blade. Chelsia’s hand stilled briefly around her mug, her breath catching before she forced down a retort with a sip of tea. Michael. She had to mean Michael.
Her lips twitched into a small, polite smile, just a little too controlled around the edges.
“What’s that supposed to mean, Moira?”
Moira shrugged one shoulder, her eyes flicking briefly to her coffee cup. “Just an observation. Hey, what do I know? Maybe you and Michael are the exception.”
The remark slid past Chelsia like a needle under the skin—thin, almost imperceptible, but impossible to ignore. She forced herself to look away, her attention dropping to the steam curling from her tea. It rose in slow, lazy tendrils, fading into nothing.
Chelsia’s lips drew into a thin line, her voice brittle as glass when she finally spoke.
“I should get back to work.”
Moira turned away without replying, her focus on the coffeepot as though the conversation had already dissolved into steam and silence.
But as Chelsia rose from her seat and walked out of the break room, a thought settled somewhere deep in her chest. Moira’s words clung to the air, like a ghost brushing against the edges of her mind. And though she shoved them away, locking them behind the same doors where she kept her other unwelcome thoughts, the chill remained.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Standing at the front counter, Chelsia watched bundled-up pedestrians drift by outside. The familiar rhythm of the pharmacy—customers trickling in, the rustle of paper bags, and the occasional buzz of the phone—helped steady her mind after the recent exchange with Moira. 
“Chelsia, can you grab some 50,000 IU vitamin D capsules for the Yambao order while I put the rest of her stuff together?” Moira’s voice was polite yet distant.
“Sure thing,” Chelsia replied, forcing a friendly smile as she went to the storage room, though Moira’s words from earlier clung to her like static.
She found the bottle easily, carrying it back to the front before handing it over. Moira only nodded curtly in thanks, her attention already back on the order.
“Another busy day, huh?” Gillian remarked as she joined them behind the counter, her voice warm and light. She glanced at the clock, then at the small stack of remaining orders. “We’re almost there.”
“Definitely,” Chelsia replied. She glanced over at Moira, her tone deliberately bright. “We make a great team, don’t we?”
“Yeah, I suppose we do,” Moira said, so carefully that it almost felt rehearsed. Her hands stilled briefly on the prescription bag before she continued packing the order without looking up.
Gillian’s eyebrow rose, her silent scrutiny moving between the two women. 
“Well, I certainly couldn’t keep this place running without you both,” she said finally.
A grateful smile touched Chelsia’s lips, but she felt the weight of Moira’s animosity—a subtle hum only she could feel.
Even with the pharmacy’s unchanging routine, an unspoken awkwardness persisted between Chelsia and Moira. At one point, Moira brushed past her to grab a prescription bag. She gritted her teeth, willing herself not to react. It was Gillian who eventually broke the simmering silence. 
“Chelsia,” she called out from behind the pharmacist’s counter, where she was signing off on orders, “you can cut out early. I know you’re excited about tomorrow, and I’m sure you’d much rather be home putting final touches on things.”
“Are you sure, Gillian?” Chelsia asked, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice even as she caught Moira’s wide-eyed look out of the corner of her eye. “I’ve already got tomorrow off, and I have no problem staying.”
“Of course!” Gillian said. “There are only a couple hours ‘til closing, anyway. Moira and I can manage.”
“Thank you so much!” Chelsia said, slipping out of the short white lab coat. 
She hurried to the back, securing the garment on one hook while grabbing her coat from another. In her hurry to zip her coat, the fringe at the end of her scarf caught between the zipper’s teeth.
“And, Chelsia,” Gillian said, noticing the snag and choosing to leave it be, “once Michael’s trip is done and things return to normal, we really should talk about whether you intend to apply for that pharm tech license. You’d be amazing at it, and it would keep me from having to hire a tech through the agency.”
“I’m still thinking about it, Gillian,” Chelsia promised as she finished bundling up, careful to avoid looking over at Moira.
Moira had applied for her own pharmacy technician’s license months prior and was denied. The criminal background check required as part of the application process uncovered a multitude of transgressions. A series of shoplifting offenses in her mid and late teens was part of the reason Moira was sent to Beaverton, Oregon, to live with her grandparents. Heaven forbid anyone back home found out that Moira Bevins, the only child of the ‘country club’ Bevins of Atherton, California, was a thief. 
“All right, I’m heading out!” Chelsia announced, her voice filled with anticipation.
“Have fun with your rockstar boyfriend,” Moira said as she packed the next prescription bag with unnecessary force. Her voice was light, almost sing-song, but it failed to hide the brittle edge underneath.
“Thanks, Moira, I will!” Chelsia answered with a smile so dazzling it seemed to be made of sunshine. 
Moira turned away sharply, her shoulders stiff, her face hidden as she busied herself with the order.
“Enjoy your time together, Chelsia,” Gillian said genuinely, placing a reassuring hand on the younger woman’s shoulder. “You’ve earned this break.”
“Thank you, Gillian,” Chelsia said. “I’ll see you both on Monday.”
With gratitude, she left the pharmacy, her heart full of anticipation for the days ahead. Her footsteps lightly crunched against the snowy pavement as she headed home, ready to embrace whatever the long weekend had in store.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Chelsia stood by the window, her breath fogging the glass as she gazed at the delicate snowflakes fluttering down from the sky. They drifted gently, their silent descent matching the pulse of her anticipation. A small smile tugged at her lips, her heart swelling as she thought of Michael. Tomorrow, he would finally be here. 
“Everything needs to be perfect,” she whispered to herself, pulling away from the chilled pane.
The apartment was perfect, yet she felt the need to examine every detail again. She moved through the living room like a conductor, fine-tuning her orchestra. The throw pillows were fluffed and aligned just so. Picture frames, already straight, received a final, almost ceremonial adjustment. 
One frame held her attention, her fingertips softly tracing the glass. The photograph captured her and Michael during one of their rare vacations—a sunlit beach, their faces aglow with laughter and happiness. Her crown of natural curls, usually carefully coiled, was voluminous on that day, tumbling around her face in dynamic spirals that complemented the glow of her smooth chocolate skin. Her dark eyes sparkled in the photo, reflecting the easy joy of the moment as her full lips stretched into an effortless smile.
For a moment, Chelsia lost herself in the memory, warmth blooming in her chest. This was the life they were building together, one cherished moment at a time. This was the life she’d only dreamed of when she arrived in Portland on that dreary day in April.
With a satisfied nod, she continued into the kitchen. A thick cookbook lay open on the counter, its well-loved pages marked with sticky notes. A photo of creamy mushroom risotto, which she planned as the main course, stared back at her. Chelsia’s menu was a labor of love: pan-seared scallops for the appetizer, the risotto as the entrée, and a decadent chocolate soufflé to end the evening. To balance the richness of the meal, she planned to make a vibrant spinach and berry salad. On the counter sat two bottles of red wine, their labels elegant, promising undeniable indulgence.
“Only the best for him,” she murmured, smoothing the corner of the cookbook’s page.
She transformed the usually quiet dining room into an intimate space. Fine china gleamed in the soft glow of the overhead light, flanked by crystal glasses that caught the fading sunlight like prisms. A small vase of red roses graced the center of the table, their buds just beginning to open. Unlit candles nestled in silver candlesticks stood ready to illuminate the night with their soft glow.
Her excitement bubbled like champagne, effervescent and impossible to contain. Tomorrow, Michael would see the effort she had poured into every detail, from the table settings to the menu. She could already imagine his smile, the way his eyes would light up when he tasted her cooking.
“Tomorrow,” Chelsia whispered, her voice imbued with hope and happiness. “Finally.”
The evening sun dipped below the horizon, casting the apartment in a golden glow before retreating into twilight. Chelsia sank into the plush cushions of the couch, clutching her phone. Her heart raced with anticipation as she dialed Michael’s number, the sound of ringing on the other end seeming to echo in her chest.
“Hey, Chelsia!” His voice, warm and familiar, immediately soothed her nerves.
“Michael, hi!” she replied, the excitement in her voice spilling out like an unguarded secret. “How was your day? Are you all packed? Are you sure you don’t want me to meet you at the airport?”
He chuckled, a low, comforting sound. “You know you don’t have a car, right? Don’t worry about it. I’ll be just fine. Besides, I’ve got… a few errands to run between the airport and the loft.”
Chelsia hesitated, curiosity sparking at his mention of errands, though she decided not to press. “All right,” she mumbled. “Just promise me you’ll call when you’re close.”
“Of course. I can’t wait to see you either, Chels. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Michael.”
As the call disconnected, Chelsia set the phone down and reclined against the cushions, her thoughts a kaleidoscope of joy and anticipation. Tomorrow would be perfect.

      ***The city lights twinkled through the floor-to-ceiling windows, casting reflections across the sleek surfaces of the hotel suite. Michael sat on the edge of the leather armchair, his phone resting on the glass-topped table beside him. He exhaled slowly, rubbing his temples as the pressure in his chest refused to ease.
“You said you’d break things off with her.” Katherine’s voice sliced through the quiet.
“Katherine, please,” Michael replied, his tone strained. He glanced at her, his brow furrowed with frustration. “Just stop. I don’t need you drilling this into my head on repeat. It’ll get taken care of.”
Katherine, seated with casual elegance on the couch across from him, regarded him coolly. The room’s light glinted off the deep maroon silk of her blouse as she crossed her legs. Her stare was unrelenting, her posture poised and formidable.
“It had better,” she said impatiently.
With his elbows resting on his knees, Michael peered intently at the floor, seeking answers. A suffocating stillness hung in the air between them. Outside, the snow fell silently, a stark contrast to the storm brewing in the room.






  
  CHAPTER FIVE


The shrill ring of a phone shattered the stillness of the early morning. Chelsia groaned as she rolled over, fumbling for her phone on the bedside table. Squinting at the screen, she saw Gillian’s name. Her stomach dropped. 
“Hello?” she croaked, her voice thick with sleep.
“Chelsia, I’m so sorry to bother you on your day off,” Gillian began, her tone filled with regret. “You see, Moira called in sick, and… well, I need you to come into work today.”
“What?” Chelsia was suddenly wide awake. Her pulse quickened, tension tightening in her chest. “Gillian, you know what today is and why I’m scheduled off. Can’t you find someone else? Maybe from the temp agency?”
“Believe me, I’ve tried,” Gillian replied, sounding genuinely apologetic. “No one is available on such short notice. The agency said they’d try. I’ve been waitlisted, and there’s no guarantee, especially with this weather. Deliveries are coming in today… you know how Fridays can be. I swear I’ll make it up to you. It’s just that, right now, I really need your help.”
Chelsia sighed, frustration prickling at her. “Fine,” she said flatly. “I’ll be there.”
“Thank you, Chelsia. And again, I’m so sorry.”
The call ended, leaving Chelsia staring blankly at her phone. Her thoughts raced—Michael, their plans, the sheer unfairness of it all. A nagging suspicion crept in, one she couldn’t shake. Had Moira done this on purpose?
Taking a deep breath, Chelsia dialed Michael’s number. When it went to voicemail, she hesitated, then began typing a text instead.
“Hey babe, bad news… Moira called in sick, and I have to go into work today. I’m so sorry! I’ll try to get off as soon as I can. Please understand. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. Let me know when you land, okay? Please.”
She pressed send and stared at the screen, hoping for an immediate response. None came. With a sigh, she got ready for work, the excitement of the day replaced by a dull ache of disappointment.

      ***Though Chelsia typically found the low buzz of the pharmacy’s activity soothing, today it bothered her. She moved mechanically, greeting customers warmly even as her thoughts drifted. She rang up purchases, answered questions, and smiled through her frustration, knowing that it was a mask.
“Hey, there’s a bit of a line forming,” a customer mentioned, snapping Chelsia back to the moment.
“Sorry about that!” she said, flashing an apologetic smile. With renewed focus, she worked quickly to catch up, despite the anxiety gnawing at her.
In between customers, she checked her phone obsessively, hoping for a response from Michael. The silence was deafening. She reminded herself that he was likely busy, first on his flight and then running the errands he’d mentioned, but the lack of communication was concerning.
“Chelsia, is everything okay?” one of their regulars, Mrs. Mead, asked kindly as Chelsia handed her a bag of purchases.
“Yes, of course,” Chelsia said, forcing a brighter smile. “Thanks for asking.”
After the morning rush cleared, Chelsia stole another glance at the clock, wishing for a miracle.
“Chelsia,” Gillian said softly, approaching from the consultation area. Her hands were clasped, her blue eyes filled with sympathy. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about all this. I know it’s not fair to you.”
“Thanks, Gillian,” Chelsia replied with a tired smile. “It’s just… not exactly how I thought this morning would go, you know?”
“Believe me, I understand,” Gillian said, wringing her hands. “If there was any other option, I wouldn’t have asked. Moira’s absence really put us in a bind.”
“Is she really sick?” Chelsia asked, finally voicing the thought that had nagged her since the phone call.
“She swore she was, and Moira’s never lied to me before,” Gillian said, her voice softening slightly as she glanced toward the window, her hand fidgeting with the frilled cuff of her sleeve. “I don’t know what else to tell you… I promise we’ll figure this out.”
Chelsia silently nodded, her thoughts too muddled to sort through.

      ***By late morning, Chelsia had stopped checking her phone and thrown herself into her tasks. Sitting at the back counter, she labeled prescription bottles with efficiency, setting each one aside for Gillian’s final review. The repetitive action was almost comforting, yet the ache in her chest remained.
“Chelsia,” Gillian said gently as she approached, “you don’t live far from here, so how about taking a longer break?”
“Really?” Chelsia’s eyes widened in surprise.
“Of course,” Gillian said with a small smile. “Michael should be in by now, right?”
“For a few hours already,” Chelsia admitted.
Gillian nodded. “You can go see him for a bit and come back afterward.”
“Thank you,” Chelsia whispered, her voice trembling. “This means more to me than you know.”
“Go on, then,” Gillian urged, her smile encouraging. “I’ll manage here for a little while.”
Chelsia hurried to change into her coat, already imagining the warmth of Michael’s embrace and the sound of his voice. She stepped out through the pharmacy’s rear exit and into the brisk air, her breath curling in the cold as she walked down the alley.

      ***Not long after, Gillian frowned as she spotted Chelsia in the stockroom, surrounded by the morning delivery. Pill bottles and boxes covered the shelves in various stages of unpacking, chaos Chelsia navigated easily.
“Chelsia?” Gillian asked, confused. “What are you doing here? I thought you went home.”
Chelsia hesitated, her hands pausing mid-motion before she picked up a bottle of blood pressure medication. She glanced at Gillian and bit her lip. 
“I couldn’t do it,” she admitted quietly. She set the bottle aside with a sigh. “A few minutes wouldn’t be enough. Things will keep until after my shift.”
Gillian’s eyes softened. “I get it
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