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The knock came just as I was pulling my shirt over my head. Not polite. Confident, three raps and a pause, like whoever was on the other side knew they’d be let in. Like they expected it.

I froze; fingers still hooked in the collar and glanced at the clock: 7:42 PM. Too early for a hookup. Too late for someone innocent. I planned to go out and try to hook up with the last guy on my list, Tanner. But seemingly I have other plans. 

Barefoot, I padded across the hardwood, dragging the hem of my shirt down over my stomach. I opened the door and only managed, “Are you—” before the words jammed in my throat.

“Aspen?”

“In the flesh,” he grinned, arms out like he was waiting for applause. “You miss me?”

There he was, messy black hair, sunglasses shoved into his curls, that cocky smirk glued to his face like he hadn’t changed a damn bit. Aspen always moved like the world belonged to him and it just hadn’t gotten the memo yet.

Next to him stood someone taller, leaner. Cooler. His expression gave nothing away, but his eyes. Razor sharp.

“Hey,” the other guy said.

My mouth went dry. “Damien?”

“Surprise,” Aspen chimed, clapping Damien on the back like he was a prize he'd just won. “Look who I found loitering at the gas station downtown.”

I stared too long. “You two... know each other?”

“Yeah, turns out the world’s stupid small,” Aspen said. “We got to talking, figured out we both know you, and I was like, shit, let’s all catch up. Don’t tell me you had plans?”

Aspen points at my outfit, waiting for an answer. I stepped aside without a word and let them in.

Inside, the air was cooler, laced with mint and traces of cologne. My place was clean but lived-in, books stacked in corners, jacket over the couch, records lying around like half-remembered thoughts.

Damien walked in slow, eyes sweeping the room like it stirred something in him. It probably did. I wondered if the two of them had discussed what I had done with each of them. The secret may be out, but I doubt it reached Damien, let alone Aspen. Damien’s cocky demeanour seems to have disappeared and I’m questioning what everyone’s motives are. 

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Aspen said, low and almost amused. “Still got that vintage record player?”

I nodded. “Still doesn’t work.”

Aspen dropped onto the couch like it owed him rent. “God, it’s like stepping into a time capsule. Nothing’s changed.”

“Wouldn’t know. Did get far enough to get invited back,” Damien murmured. His cockiness back. I caught the look he gave me, sharp, quick, gone too fast to hold. 

“So, what’s the occasion?” I asked, folding my arms to steady myself. “You just miss my sparkling company?”

“Something like that,” Aspen said. “I just got back from a weekend away with the fam. Needed a break. Damien’s been here for a couple of weeks. Some event?”

“The gala,” Damien confirmed, eyes still locked on me. “ But I’m leaving in a few days.”

“And naturally, I had to play tour guide,” Aspen said, throwing an arm over the couch like he lived here. “Show him the very best of our humble little town. First stop? You.”

“Lucky me,” I said, dry. 

Damien laughed low, real, like he knew something I didn’t. “Still sarcastic as hell. Some things really don’t change.” Something buzzed under my skin. Aspen didn’t notice. Or he did and just didn’t care. I sat across from them, choosing the chair that kept space between us.

“So, you guys are... hanging out now?”

Aspen shrugged. “We vibe. I told him about some of the wild shit we used to get up to. He didn’t believe half of it.”

Damien smirked. “Still not sure I do.”

“Give it time,” Aspen said. “This town’s got a way of dragging you into its chaos.”

I arched a brow. “And you came here willingly?”

“Please,” Aspen said, “chaos and I are on a first-name basis.”

I turned my gaze to Damien. “And you?”

His smile flickered. “I guess I wanted to have new experiences. The ones I have seem... unsatisfying and it ended too soon as well.”

There it was again. That edge. That meaning under the words. That almost-flirt curled inside something casual.

I shifted in my seat, trying not to fall back into instinct. I remembered how Damien used to look at me when he was trying to get me at the hotel. The irony doesn’t get lost on me that I basically manifested him to pop up here. Now here he is, like he was trying to memorize something he'd never admit to wanting.

“So,” Aspen stretched out, legs sprawled like he owned the room. “What are we doing tonight? I didn’t come here to sit around like a sad reunion episode.”

“I had plans,” I said before I could stop myself. I was preparing to go out and sleep with the last guy on my list but no. Here comes 2 I already crossed off. 

“Oh?” Aspen perked up. “Hot date?” I glanced at Damien. He tilted his head slightly, watching. Waiting.

“Not anymore,” I said.

Aspen groaned. “God, you’re welcome. We saved you from a probably mediocre night.”

“You’re assuming a lot,” I said.

Aspen grinned. “Have I ever not?”

There was a pause. The air thickened again. Damien leaned back in the armchair, legs spread loose, hands steepled. Watching me. And I caught it, that look in his eyes. This wasn’t coincidence. Damien came here for something.

And I didn’t know whether to let it happen or stop it before it started.

The low thrum of music buzzed from the speaker in the living room, something Aspen had hijacked the moment he spotted it. He was sprawled on the couch like some lounging monarch, humming off-key and scrolling through his phone like he hadn’t just casually steamrolled his way into my entire night.

I needed a minute. Or a drink. Maybe both.

I slipped into the kitchen and flicked on the softer overhead light, the one that always cast everything in this soft amber haze. Familiar. Too familiar. The clink of glass calmed me slightly as I pulled two from the cupboard without even thinking. My hand found the bottle of whiskey like muscle memory. I had it halfway uncapped when I heard the footsteps behind me.

“So, this is where you stay,” Damien said. “Would have been nice to have gotten an invitation.”

I didn’t have to turn. I could feel him, leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, too casual to be accidental.

“So you are aware I didn’t invite you. That’s good,” I muttered, unscrewing the cap. “Did you tell Aspen anything about...” I instigated. 

“No. Just that we met at the hotel. Lost contact. Etc. Clearly, he wasn’t aware of something, and I don’t think it was my place to say.” He stepped further into the room, letting the door drift half-closed behind him. It would be funny if he knew what Aspen and I did not long after I left him in his room.

I glanced up and passed him one of the glasses. “So why are you here?”

He gave me a half-smile. That same crooked one that used to sneak under my skin. “I met Aspen doing one of his ridiculous stunts. He invited me over. And with my luck I find a photo of you and him at his house. What are the odds? Universe tempting us again.” 

“Your jokes have gotten stale Damien.” We stood there for a second, both holding our glasses, not drinking. The warm light made the kitchen feel smaller, more enclosed. Outside the window, the sky had dropped into a deep, inky blue. Summer humidity pressed against the glass like it wanted in.

“So,” Damien said, swirling the amber liquid, “Aspen has no idea, huh?”

I didn’t blink. “About?”

He gave me a look, the kind that stripped past bullshit. “Come on.”

“I’m not in the habit of telling everyone everything about me.” I glanced at him. “Still don’t.”

He looked at me harder then. Like there was something etched on my face, and he was just trying to decode it. “You planning on pretending it didn’t happen?”

“It didn’t happen.” I decided to poke. 

A beat passed. He didn’t flinch.

“Interesting tactic,” he said, his voice a little lower now.

I met his gaze. “Your word against mine.”

He took a slow sip of whiskey, like it steadied him. “You kissed me.”

“You kissed me first.” I said it quiet, but the tension under it was a live wire. Not angry. Not playful. Just true.

“You didn’t stop me.”

“I should have stopped it earlier.” I grinned. 

“That makes two of us.” I look over to Damien. He has the same grin. Trying to play me with my own game. In any event, I’m going to pretend nothing happened. With him. With Aspen. I have one guy left and I got no mistakes to make before I leave in 2 days. And knowing how Damien and I left things. I doubt he’s going to let things slide. He’s definitely going to try again. 

“You came back,” I said, voice rougher than I meant.

Damien set his glass on the counter. “Because I wanted to see you.”

The words hit harder than they should’ve. No sarcasm. No smirk. Just that solid weight of something real, dropped between us like an anchor. I didn’t move.

“I figured maybe this time you’d let something happen. The way the universe has been planning,” he added, stepping closer. Not touching. Just closing the air. “Or at least admit that you felt it too.”

I watched him. Everything in me wanted to deny it. To laugh it off. To sidestep. But I couldn’t. Not with him this close.

“What makes you think I didn’t complete what the universe wanted?”

“Because you ran.”

“I didn’t run.”

“You ghosted.”

“I had to leave. My life isn’t here. And I can’t ghost someone who I’ve known for 2 days and who
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