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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Stories are living things. They breathe with the pulse of their characters, flicker with the emotions they evoke, and settle into the hearts of those willing to listen. In Echoes and Embers, I’ve brought together three works that emerged from a deeply transitional chapter in my writing journey—the year following my debut. These are the stories of early 2025, a time when I began to navigate the complexity of life as a storyteller, peeling back layers of my craft to uncover truths that resonated in entirely new ways.

      Reflections is a meditation on grief, a tale that wanders through the fragile moments left behind after love is lost. It asks what remains of us when our greatest connections are severed, and whether we have the strength to face the mirror when it feels like all we see is emptiness.

      And In The End journeys into the discovery of a fractured self. It’s a story of solitude, of redefining identity when the person you thought you were no longer feels like home. It’s quiet and raw, but at its heart, it’s about the small moments that piece us back together, one thread at a time.

      Then, there’s Eros, the most daring of the three. This story explores the shadowy undercurrent of literary fame—the intoxicating power it offers and the ethical compromises it demands. It’s seductive and relentless, a reminder that the words we write can carry a weight far heavier than we ever imagined.

      These works are bound by the embers of past losses and the echoes of rediscovery. Together, they showcase a phase of my writing that pushed me beyond the boundaries of where I’d been, forging a path into what comes next. Echoes and Embers is more than a collection—it’s a testament to transformation. Through grief, reinvention, and the fire of creation, I hope these stories leave a mark, just as they’ve left one on me.
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            1

          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I think about V more often than I should. More than anyone else could understand, but there it is. The thought of them lingers in my mind, tucked away like a secret I can never quite forget. It’s not even the memories that get to me. It’s the feeling. The sense that, somehow, we were meant to be. That even after all this time, after everything that’s happened, there’s still this undeniable pull between us.

      I’ve heard people say that soulmates are just a fairy tale. That we meet someone, fall in love, and then move on—sometimes with them, sometimes without. But with V, I’m not so sure. Every other relationship I’ve had, no matter how deep it seemed at the time, always felt like it was missing something. Like there was a part of me that was waiting for something…someone. Someone like V.

      I don’t think I ever stopped believing that we were meant to be together. The way we fit, the way everything felt right when they were near—it was too strong to ignore. Maybe it was all that we didn’t say, all the things that lingered unsaid between us that kept us tied together. Maybe it was the way they knew me, knew parts of me I didn’t even understand, before anyone else could.

      But we broke. We cracked, and instead of fixing the pieces, we walked away, both of us too hurt to really try. I moved on, or at least I tried. But nothing ever felt quite like that. Nothing ever felt like them. I keep thinking about what it would be like to see them again, to hear their voice, to feel that pull between us one more time.

      It’s hard to explain. But I know. I know that no matter where life takes me, no matter how far I go or how many people I meet, it’s V who’s left this mark on me. I wonder if they feel it too. If they think about me in the same way, if there’s a piece of them that’s still waiting for what we once were.

      I don’t know if we’ll ever get the chance to try again, to make it right, or if the universe will keep us apart for good. But I can’t help but believe that we’re supposed to be together. That we always were. And maybe one day, when the time is right, we’ll find our way back to each other.
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            MEETING

          

        

      

    

    
      The clinking of glasses and low murmur of voices formed a comforting backdrop as Alex slid onto the barstool, his shoulders tight beneath his gray blazer. He drummed his fingers on the polished marble surface, waiting for the bartender to notice him. The warmth of the room was a sharp contrast to the brisk November chill outside, but it wasn’t enough to shake the nerves pooling in his stomach. He wasn’t sure if it was the conference that had him on edge or just the idea of being in Washington, DC, a city he hadn’t set foot in since…then.

      “Scotch, neat,” Alex said when the bartender finally looked his way. He didn’t drink much these days—rarely more than a glass of wine with dinner—but tonight felt like it called for something stronger. As the bartender turned to prepare his drink, Alex pulled out his phone, scrolling aimlessly through emails and news feeds he had no intention of reading. Anything to keep his thoughts occupied.

      “Still prefer scotch, I see.”

      The voice came from his left, low and familiar, and it struck Alex like a lightning bolt. He froze, his thumb hovering over his phone screen, before turning his head. There, leaning casually against the bar with the same frustrating confidence he remembered, was Jordan. His tailored navy suit fit impeccably, the knot of his tie slightly loosened as if he’d just come from a long day. Jordan’s hazel eyes locked onto Alex with a mixture of curiosity and caution, the faintest hint of a smirk tugging at the corner of his lips.

      Alex blinked, his mouth suddenly dry. “Jordan.” It wasn’t a question, but it came out like one.

      Jordan raised his glass—bourbon, by the looks of it—and gave Alex a small nod. “In the flesh. Didn’t think I’d run into you here.”

      “Didn’t think I’d see you ever again,” Alex said before he could stop himself. His tone came out sharper than he intended, but he didn’t bother softening it. He hadn’t prepared for this, for him. Jordan, of all people, standing here in this upscale bar like a ghost from a life Alex had tried to leave behind.

      Jordan chuckled softly, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Fair enough.” He turned his gaze to the bartender, raising his glass for a refill. “So, what brings you to DC?”

      Alex took a measured breath, forcing himself to relax. “Work. I’m here for a design conference. Big project launch tomorrow.” He hesitated, then added, “And you? Still chasing stories?”

      Jordan’s lips curved into a faint smile. “You could say that. Political journalism keeps me busy—too busy, most days. My office is just around the corner, so this place is kind of a regular haunt for me.” He gestured around the bar with a slight wave of his hand.

      Of course, Jordan had to make it sound effortless, like his life was a series of polished accomplishments. Alex wondered, not for the first time, if Jordan ever struggled with anything—or if he just kept it all buried beneath that cool exterior.

      “Still the same Jordan,” Alex muttered, not quite meaning to say it aloud.

      Jordan raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Alex’s scotch arrived, and he took a sip, letting the burn settle in his chest before responding. “Nothing,” he said finally. “Just you always had a way of making everything sound easy.”

      Jordan studied him for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Things haven’t been easy, Alex. Not in a long time.” His voice was softer now, the smirk gone.

      The weight of Jordan’s words hung in the air between them, and for a moment, Alex didn’t know what to say. This wasn’t how he imagined their first conversation after all these years—not that he had imagined it much. He’d told himself he was over it, over him, and yet here he was, sitting next to the one person who could still make his pulse race and his stomach twist in knots.

      “You’re right,” Jordan said, breaking the silence. “This is awkward as hell.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, the way Alex remembered him doing when he was nervous. “But since we’re here, we might as well talk, don’t you think? It’s been, what—eight years?”

      “Eight years and three months,” Alex said before he could stop himself. He winced, hating how easily the timeline had come to him. “But who’s counting, right?”

      Jordan chuckled, the tension easing just a little. “Apparently, you are.”

      Jordan moved deliberately, slipping onto the stool beside Alex. The subtle shift in proximity sent a ripple of awareness through Alex, though he kept his eyes fixed on his drink. He could feel Jordan’s presence, the faint trace of his cologne—woodsy, with a hint of spice. It hadn’t changed.

      “So,” Jordan began, swirling the bourbon in his glass. “Graphic design, huh? You always had an eye for details. Guess you finally found a way to make it pay off.”

      Alex smirked faintly. “Yeah, something like that. I work with a studio back in New York. We’ve been growing pretty fast, and I’ve been leading a lot of the branding projects. It’s good. Fulfilling, I guess.”

      “Guess?” Jordan tilted his head, studying Alex like he used to, as if peeling back the layers to find what Alex wasn’t saying.

      Alex shrugged, taking another sip of his scotch. “It’s work. I like it, and I’m good at it. That’s enough, right?”

      Jordan didn’t respond right away. Instead, he leaned back slightly, his eyes scanning Alex’s face. “You always aimed higher than ‘enough,’ though. At least, that’s how I remember you.”

      Alex’s jaw tightened. The comment felt too close to the past, too close to the person he used to be—the person who’d been willing to put his heart on the line, only to have it shattered. He deflected with a question of his own. “And you? Political journalism sounds intense. Is it everything you hoped for?”

      Jordan exhaled, the corner of his mouth twitching into a half-smile. “Intense is one word for it. It’s a lot of chasing leads, endless deadlines, and late nights. But I like the work. It feels like I’m doing something that matters, you know? Even if it doesn’t always show results right away.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said quietly, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “I guess making an impact is worth the stress.” He paused, debating whether to push further. “Do you ever take a break? Or are you still the guy who eats ambition for breakfast?”

      Jordan chuckled, though it sounded hollow. “I’m trying to be better about that. You might not believe it, but I’ve actually started hiking on weekends. Helps clear my head.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “You? Hiking? I remember you complaining about walking two blocks to a coffee shop.”

      “People change,” Jordan said, his tone lighter now. “Even me. Though I still won’t say no to a coffee shop if there’s one nearby.”

      Alex allowed himself a small laugh, and for a brief moment, the tension eased. But it was fleeting, quickly replaced by the heavy silence that had been hovering between them all night. They were both skating around the same invisible line, avoiding the topics that mattered most.

      Jordan broke the quiet, his voice quieter now. “So…New York. How long have you been there?”

      “Five years,” Alex replied. “Moved there after…” He trailed off, his throat tightening as the unspoken words hung in the air. After us.

      Jordan nodded slowly, his gaze falling to his glass. “It suits you, I think. Always felt like you’d thrive in a big city.”

      “It’s fine,” Alex said with a shrug, though the words felt empty. He wasn’t sure why he was downplaying it. His career was successful, his apartment was decent, and his social life was steady. But here, sitting next to Jordan, it all felt… less.

      “Fine, huh?” Jordan’s tone was teasing, but his eyes carried a flicker of something deeper. “You’re not selling it very well.”

      Alex hesitated, then turned to face him. “Why do you care?”

      Jordan’s expression softened, caught somewhere between guilt and nostalgia. “I don’t know. Maybe because I never stopped wondering how you were doing.”

      The words hit Alex harder than he expected, and he looked away, staring at the bar’s polished surface as he tried to steady himself. “That’s a dangerous thing to say, Jordan,” he muttered.

      “Maybe,” Jordan admitted, leaning forward slightly. “But it’s the truth. I thought about calling you. A hundred times, probably. But then I’d tell myself you didn’t want to hear from me, and I’d let it go.”

      Alex laughed bitterly. “You’re right. I didn’t. Not back then, at least.”

      The honesty hung between them, raw and unvarnished, but Jordan didn’t flinch. Instead, he studied Alex like he was trying to figure out what was left of the person he’d loved—and hurt. “And now?” he asked quietly.

      Alex didn’t answer right away. He wasn’t sure he could. Instead, he reached for his scotch, taking a long sip before meeting Jordan’s eyes. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “But I’m here, aren’t I?”

      
      Jordan studied Alex’s profile, the sharp lines of his face illuminated by the bar’s warm glow. Time had refined him, polished away the rough edges that Jordan once found so irresistible. Or maybe it was Jordan who had changed, no longer seeing Alex as the impulsive, idealistic dreamer he remembered. He lifted his glass and took a measured sip, wondering when exactly it had all fallen apart—or if he’d simply let it slip through his fingers.

      “I can’t keep doing this,” Alex had said, his voice trembling with a mix of exhaustion and anger. They’d been standing in Jordan’s apartment, the rain pounding against the windows as if mirroring the storm inside. “Every time you get a lead, you’re gone. Every time I need you, you’re busy. How am I supposed to feel like I matter to you?”

      Jordan had wanted to tell him he did matter. That Alex mattered more than anything. But the words had stuck in his throat, tangled with excuses and the stubborn belief that love didn’t need to be spoken to be real. Instead, he’d said the wrong thing, like always. “You knew what my career would demand when we started this.”

      
      Alex shifted in his seat, feeling the weight of Jordan’s gaze but refusing to meet it. Instead, he stared at the way the scotch caught the light, swirling the liquid absently. He hated that his body still reacted to Jordan’s presence—the subtle tension in his shoulders, the unsteady rhythm of his pulse.

      He thought he’d buried these feelings, left them in the past along with the fights, the loneliness, and the heartbreak. But seeing Jordan again had opened a door he’d worked so hard to close. And behind that door was a version of himself he’d spent years trying to forget: the young man who had stayed up late, waiting for texts that never came; the one who’d felt small and invisible next to Jordan’s ever-growing ambition.

      “I’m not asking you to stop chasing your dreams,” Alex had said during one of their final arguments, his voice breaking. “I just want to feel like I’m part of them.”

      Jordan had looked at him then, his expression unreadable. “That’s not fair,” he’d said. “You’re asking me to choose, and you know I can’t do that.”

      
      Jordan cleared his throat, drawing Alex out of his thoughts. “You’re quiet,” he said, his tone softer now. “That’s not like you.”

      Alex glanced at him, raising an eyebrow. “People change,” he said, throwing Jordan’s earlier words back at him.

      Jordan smiled faintly, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “Touché.” He swirled his bourbon, the silence between them filling with unspoken questions.

      “Why couldn’t you stay?”

      “Why didn’t you fight for us?”

      Jordan knew those questions were there, lingering in the space between their barstools. And he knew he didn’t have good answers, at least not the kind Alex deserved.

      The truth was, he hadn’t been ready back then. Not for Alex, not for the intensity of their relationship, and certainly not for the sacrifices it demanded. He’d been too focused on his career, too caught up in proving himself to a world that never seemed to take him seriously.

      But he’d missed Alex. He’d missed the way Alex could see beauty in things Jordan would’ve overlooked, like the cracks in the pavement after a rainstorm or the way light refracted through cheap glass. He missed the way Alex had made him laugh when he needed it most, and how he’d pushed Jordan to slow down, to breathe.

      For years, he’d told himself that Alex was better off without him—that breaking up had been the right decision. But sitting here now, Jordan wasn’t so sure.

      “Do you ever think about it?” Alex’s voice cut through Jordan’s thoughts, low and uncertain.

      Jordan set his glass down carefully, turning to face him. “About what?”

      Alex hesitated, his fingers curling around the edge of his glass. “Us. The way it ended.”

      The words hung in the air, heavy and raw. For a moment, Jordan considered lying, telling Alex that he hadn’t thought about it much. But what was the point? If this night had taught him anything, it was that he couldn’t run from the truth anymore.

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I think about it all the time.”

      Alex blinked, clearly caught off guard. He’d expected deflection, maybe even denial. But not this.

      “Why didn’t you try to fix it?” Alex’s question wasn’t accusatory, but it still carried the weight of years of hurt.

      Jordan exhaled slowly, resting his elbows on the bar. “Because I didn’t know how,” he admitted. “I thought I was doing the right thing by letting you go. I thought you’d be better off without me holding you back.”

      Alex’s laugh was bitter. “That’s the thing, Jordan. You didn’t hold me back. You just made me feel like I wasn’t enough to keep up with you.”

      Jordan flinched at the honesty, his chest tightening. He’d never meant to make Alex feel that way, but intentions didn’t matter in the face of the reality he’d created. “I’m sorry,” he said, the words barely audible. “I really am.”

      Alex looked at him for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded, as if accepting the apology but not quite ready to forgive. “I guess we both screwed up,” he said finally.

      “Yeah,” Jordan agreed, his voice tinged with regret. “We did.”

      They sat in silence for a while, the noise of the bar fading into the background. It wasn’t a comfortable silence, but it wasn’t unbearable either. It was the kind of silence that came when there was nothing left to say—or maybe too much.

      
      Jordan glanced at Alex, his heart heavy with the weight of everything they’d lost. But beneath the regret, there was something else—a flicker of hope, fragile but insistent. “Do you think…” He trailed off, unsure how to finish the thought.

      Alex turned to him, his eyes meeting Jordan’s. “Do I think what?”

      Jordan hesitated, then forced himself to speak. “Do you think we could ever get it right? If we tried again?”

      Alex’s lips parted, but no words came. Instead, he looked down at his glass, the amber liquid reflecting the light like liquid fire. And for the first time that night, he didn’t have an answer.

      Alex traced the rim of his glass with his finger, his brows furrowing as he tried to sort through the sudden flood of emotions. “You know,” he started, his voice quiet but steady, “after we broke up, I told myself I wouldn’t let anyone make me feel that small again.”

      Jordan winced but nodded, his gaze fixed on the bar’s lacquered surface. “That’s fair,” he admitted, his voice carrying a surprising lack of defensiveness. “I wasn’t exactly great at making you feel seen. I think I thought you were stronger than you were, like you didn’t need me to say it out loud.”

      Alex let out a dry laugh. “You always thought I was so damn strong. Like I could handle anything. But guess what, Jordan? Strong people need love too. And sometimes, they need someone to show up for them when they’re falling apart.”

      Jordan leaned back, running a hand through his hair, his usual composure slipping. “I know. I get that now. But at the time…I don’t know. I was so scared of losing myself that I didn’t see I was losing you.”

      Alex raised an eyebrow, his lips quirking into a sardonic smile. “Losing yourself? You had no problem being Jordan ‘Big Shot Journalist.’ It was the rest of us who had to book time in your calendar just to matter.”

      Jordan chuckled despite himself, a low, rueful sound. “Ouch. Okay, yeah, I deserved that. But you have to admit, you weren’t exactly patient.”

      Alex snorted. “Oh, I was patient. I waited through late-night phone calls that got cut off because you had ‘breaking news.’ I waited for you to show up to my art shows, only for you to cancel at the last second. I waited for you to notice me.”

      Jordan flinched, his throat tightening. “I noticed you, Alex. I always noticed you. I didn’t know how to balance it all. I thought if I worked hard enough, if I made enough of a name for myself, then maybe…I don’t know, maybe you’d be proud of me.”

      Alex blinked, stunned. “Proud of you? Jordan, I was already proud of you. You didn’t need to prove anything to me. I just wanted you to let me in.”

      The weight of those words settled between them, but Jordan wasn’t ready to let the conversation spiral into complete despair. He took a sip of his bourbon, then smirked slightly. “You know, for someone who says he was so patient, you did have a habit of storming out during fights. Pretty dramatic exits, too. Like something out of a soap opera.”

      Alex’s lips twitched, and he rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, maybe if you hadn’t been so damn infuriating, I wouldn’t have needed an audience for my exits.”

      Jordan laughed, the sound breaking through the tension. “Fair point. You always did know how to make an impression.”

      The humor lightened the air between them, but the honesty lingered just beneath the surface. Alex glanced at Jordan, his expression softening. “You know, I wasn’t perfect either,” he admitted. “I think I wanted so much from you because I was trying to fill this hole in myself. Like, if you loved me enough, then maybe I’d feel whole.”

      Jordan’s brow furrowed, his voice quiet. “Did it work? Even for a little while?”

      Alex considered the question, then shook his head. “Not really. That’s the thing, though. It wasn’t your job to fix me. I just didn’t realize it back then.”

      Jordan nodded slowly, his chest tightening. “I think we were both too young to see that. I mean, look at me. I spent all my time trying to prove I could be someone important, and in the process, I forgot to be someone present.”

      “Yeah,” Alex said softly, the word carrying a mix of understanding and regret. “It’s funny, though. I think we taught each other a lot, even if we didn’t realize it at the time.”

      Jordan tilted his head, a flicker of curiosity in his eyes. “Like what?”

      Alex smiled faintly, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You taught me to stand up for what I need. To stop settling for crumbs and to actually demand more—from myself and from the people I let into my life.”

      Jordan gave a small, rueful nod. “And you taught me to slow down. To actually look at what I have instead of always chasing the next thing. I think that’s why I started hiking, you know
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