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The Night He Left Again

Aria Vale hated how quiet her apartment felt after midnight.

The city was still alive outside—sirens in the distance, bass from a car passing below, neon bleeding through the blinds—but inside, everything felt hollow.

Kael sat on the edge of her couch, hoodie thrown over one shoulder, phone glowing in his hand.

She already knew.

“You’re leaving,” she said.

He looked up, surprised, like she hadn’t learned his patterns by now.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to.” She crossed her arms. “You only check your phone like that when you’re about to disappear.”

Kael sighed and stood, pacing once, twice. He always paced when he felt cornered.

“Why do you make it sound like I’m doing something wrong?”

Her chest tightened. “Because it hurts.”

That stopped him.

For a second—just one—she thought maybe this time would be different.

He stepped closer. His voice softened. Dangerous.

“You know I care about you, Aria.”

There it was.

The sentence that never meant what she needed it to mean.

“Then why does it feel like I’m only yours when it’s convenient?” she asked.

He ran a hand through his hair. “I told you—I’m not good at relationships.”

She laughed, bitter. “You’re great at the parts that don’t require staying.”

Silence filled the room, thick and heavy.

He reached out, brushing his thumb along her jaw. Her body betrayed her instantly—leaning in, aching.

“You deserve someone better,” he said.

Her eyes burned. “Then why do you keep coming back?”

Because he liked the way she loved him.

Because she made him feel safe without asking for much.

Because letting her go would mean facing himself.

But he didn’t say any of that.

Instead, he grabbed his keys.

“I just need space.”

She nodded, even though it felt like swallowing glass.

“Of course you do.”

He hesitated at the door, hand on the knob.

For a moment, she thought he might turn around.

Pull her into his arms.

Stay.

He didn’t.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Aria slid down against the wall, hugging her knees, staring at the spot where he’d stood.

She didn’t cry right away.

She just sat there, wondering how someone could make you feel so loved—

and so easy to leave at the same time.

THE FIRST HOOKUP

“Your Place Is Fine”

Aria didn’t plan on the night going anywhere.

That was the lie.

Kael showed up after midnight, hoodie on, eyes already a little unfocused. She noticed immediately—the way his words were looser, his smile easier, his guard cracked just enough to be dangerous.

“You been drinking?” she asked, stepping aside to let him in.

“A little,” he said. “You?”

She lifted the bottle from the counter. “Working on it.”

He smiled like that was the right answer.

Her place smelled like candles and old smoke, music low but steady, something with a beat you could disappear into. The city hummed outside her windows, alive and anonymous.

They drank straight from the bottle at first. No glasses. No pretending this was anything but what it was.

He sat on her couch like he belonged there. Too comfortable. Like he’d been waiting for this without admitting it.

“Why’d you really come over?” she asked, leaning against the counter.

He shrugged. “Didn’t want to go home.”

She nodded. She understood that feeling too well.

Someone pulled something small from their pocket—something casual, like it wasn’t a decision that mattered. Kael hesitated just long enough for her to notice.

Then he didn’t hesitate anymore.

Everything softened after that.

The room. The music. The sharp edges of her thoughts.

They talked about nothing. About everything. Laughing too hard. Sitting too close. His arm resting behind her, not touching, but close enough to feel.

“You always smell like this?” he asked suddenly.

“Like what?”

“Like I shouldn’t be here.”

Her stomach flipped. “Then why are you?”

He looked at her like he didn’t know the answer. Or like he knew it too well.

She kissed him first.

Not slow. Not sweet. Impulsive. A decision made by everything except her better judgment.

He kissed her back like he’d been waiting. Like restraint was overrated. Like tomorrow didn’t exist.

They moved through her apartment in fragments—couch, hallway, bedroom—laughing, bumping into things, knocking something over and not caring.

Time blurred.

After, the room felt too quiet.

Reality crept back in, slow and cruel.

Kael sat up, rubbing his face, already pulling away. The high was fading. The distance was coming back.

Aria watched him from the bed. Naked but somehow already alone.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said automatically.

He reached for his phone. That was the first real cut.

She turned onto her side. “You don’t have to leave.”

He paused. Just a second.

Then: “I probably should.”

Of course he should.

He stood, pulling his clothes back on like armor, like whatever just happened needed to be undone.

“This doesn’t change anything,” he said, not looking at her.

Her chest tightened, but she nodded. “I know.”

She didn’t.

At the door, he kissed her cheek—careful, distant, already gone.

“I’ll text you,” he said.

She watched the door close behind him.

The silence hit harder than the night ever had.

Aria lay back on her bed, staring at the ceiling, heart racing now that everything else was slowing down.

The alcohol was wearing off.

The drugs were fading.

And the clarity was brutal.

She had crossed a line she wouldn’t be able to uncross.

Because now, every time he showed up at her door,

she wouldn’t just want him—

She would remember.

“You’re Not Special. You’re Just Available.”

The kitchen smelled like weed and burnt toast.

Aria sat on the counter, legs dangling, blunt between her fingers, staring at nothing while the smoke curled toward the ceiling fan that barely worked.

Lira leaned against the sink, rolling her eyes while she sparked the lighter again.

“So,” Lira said. “You finally fucked Kael.”

Aria flinched. “Can you not say it like that?”

Lira took a long hit, exhaled slow. “Why? That’s exactly what happened.”

Aria took the blunt back, inhaled deeper than she should’ve. Her chest burned.

“It wasn’t like that,” she said. “It just—happened.”

“Yeah,” Lira said flatly. “That’s how he likes it.”

Aria frowned. “What does that mean?”

Lira looked at her then. No softness. No hesitation.

“It means you’re not the first, and you’re definitely not the last.”

The words hit harder than the weed.

Aria laughed, shaky. “You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, I do,” Lira said. “Because everyone talks. And Kael doesn’t even try to hide it.”

Aria’s stomach tightened. “Hide what?”

Lira snorted. “Aria... he has a girlfriend.”

The room went quiet except for the hum of the fridge.

“No,” Aria said immediately. “He doesn’t.”

“Yes,” Lira said. “He does.”

Aria shook her head. “You’re wrong.”

Lira stepped closer, took the blunt from her, tapped ash into the sink.

“I’m not,” she said. “Her name’s Maya. They’ve been together forever. On and off, but mostly on.”

Aria’s chest started pounding. “Why would he—”

“Because he’s a liar,” Lira cut in. “And because girls keep letting him get away with it.”

Aria slid off the counter, suddenly unsteady. “He told me he wasn’t seeing anyone.”

“Of course he did.”

“He said he doesn’t do this with just anyone.”

Lira laughed. Not amused. “He says that to all of you.”

All of you.

Aria felt heat rush to her face. “That’s not true.”

Lira raised an eyebrow. “You want a list?”

Aria’s throat tightened. “What?”

“I’ve seen him with at least three different girls this year,” Lira said. “Same routine. Late nights. Disappears. Acts deep. Pretends he’s emotionally damaged instead of just selfish.”

Aria pressed her hands to the counter. “So I’m just—what? A hookup?”

“You’re a convenience,” Lira said bluntly. “You’re chill. You don’t ask questions. You don’t demand anything.”

“That’s not—”

“That’s exactly it,” Lira interrupted. “You make it easy for him to feel like he’s not a bad guy.”

Aria’s eyes burned. “He texted me after. Asked if I was okay.”

Lira rolled her eyes. “That’s damage control. Not care.”

The words settled heavy in Aria’s chest.

“So she doesn’t know about me,” Aria said quietly.

Lira shrugged. “She probably knows about someone. Just not your name.”

Aria let out a broken laugh. “I feel stupid.”

“You should feel angry,” Lira said. “Stupid is letting him do it again.”

Aria picked at a chip in the counter. “Why
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