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    Dedication
To those who have ever felt the weight of their own hunger — for love, for validation, for a sense of worth. May you find the strength to face yourself, to heal, and to discover that you are enough, just as you are.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraph
"We spend our lives searching for something outside of ourselves, never realizing that the one thing we truly need is within us all along."
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Chapter One: The First Hunger
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The clock on the nightstand glowed 2:13 AM, its blue light casting an eerie halo across the bedroom walls. Aria lay awake, her hands twisted tightly into the sheets. Her body was still, but inside, she buzzed with a raw, gnawing hunger that no food could touch.

She needed someone.
Tonight.
Now.
It was not about love. It had never been about love.

She turned her face into the pillow, breathing hard, willing the feeling to pass. But it wouldn’t. It never did. The emptiness inside her chest cracked wider with each minute she lay alone. Her fingers trembled as she pulled the covers aside and sat up.

One man.
Every day.
That was the rule. That was survival.
Aria swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her bare feet touched the cold wood floor, grounding her. A sense of purpose flickered to life, steadying her hands. She glanced toward the mirror above her dresser. The girl who stared back at her looked almost normal — loose dark hair, pale skin, wide brown eyes. Almost normal.

But she knew better.

The reflection was just a shell.

The real Aria lived somewhere deeper; a hollow place filled with desperate need.

She stood, grabbed the oversized hoodie from the floor, and pulled it on over her sleep shirt. Her phone sat charging by the window. She unplugged it, tapping the screen to life. No new messages.

No one waiting for her. No one coming to save her.

Good. It was better that way. Dependence was dangerous. She needed control. Always.

Aria opened the dating app — the one she only ever used after midnight. She flicked through faces: bored businessmen, lonely students, men who wouldn’t ask too many questions. Men looking for something temporary.

She paused at a profile. Evan, 26, bartender, night owl.

Perfect.

Without thinking too hard, she sent a simple message:
You up?
The reply came almost instantly:
Always. Where are you?
Fifteen minutes later, Aria was slipping into a battered denim jacket and stepping out into the humid night. Her small apartment complex slept around her — no lights, no watchers. She liked it that way. Anonymity was safety.

Evan suggested they meet at a twenty-four-hour diner just down the road. Neutral ground. Smart.

She respected that.

The streets were quiet except for the distant hum of traffic. Aria kept her head down as she walked, blending into the shadows, just another girl in a hoodie moving through the city.

The diner buzzed with fluorescent lights and smelled of burnt coffee and fried onions. A few truckers hunched over their plates at the counter, heads low. The waitress barely looked up when Aria slipped into a booth.

Evan was already there, nursing a mug of coffee. He wasn’t handsome in a clean-cut way, but there was something rough around the edges that appealed to her tonight. His messy dark hair, the slight tilt of his mouth when he saw her approach.

"Hey," he said, voice low and easy.

"Hey," she echoed, sliding into the seat across from him.

They didn’t waste time. No small talk. No pretending. They both knew why they were here.

Evan offered her half a grin. "You look like you could use a drink."

"I could use a lot of things," Aria said softly.

For a moment, he just looked at her. She met his gaze evenly, unafraid. Men liked that — the illusion of vulnerability wrapped in something harder underneath. It made them think they could fix her. That was important.
Let them think.
He paid the check without even touching the coffee. Outside, the night wrapped around them like a second skin.

"Your place or mine?" he asked, his voice a little hoarse now.

Aria smiled, small and secretive. "Mine."

The walk back to her apartment was quiet, their footsteps soft against the cracked pavement. Evan stayed half a step behind her, letting her lead, which Aria liked. Some men tried to take control too quickly. She hated that.

The apartment door clicked shut behind them. Evan looked around the tiny space — the cracked walls, the second-hand furniture, the heavy curtains drawn tight against the world outside.

"Cozy," he said, but not unkindly.

Aria shrugged off her jacket. "It's enough."

She turned to face him. For a moment, they just stood there, sizing each other up like animals in the dark. Then Evan took a step forward, his hand reaching for her cheek.

Aria let him touch her. His palm was warm, slightly calloused. The contact sparked something in her — not comfort, not affection — but the relief of a need being met, at least temporarily.

When he kissed her, she closed her eyes, not because it was sweet, but because it was necessary.
This was survival.
The night melted into blurred impressions — mouths, skin, the rustle of clothes, the sigh of a bed frame shifting underweight. Aria moved through it almost mechanically, giving just enough to keep him interested, taking just enough to fill the emptiness gnawing at her insides.

Afterward, Evan lay sprawled across her narrow bed, half-asleep. Aria sat on the edge, pulling on her hoodie again, already distant.

"You, okay?" he mumbled, his voice thick with exhaustion.

"I'm fine," she said automatically. Always fine. Always surviving.

Evan drifted into sleep within minutes, breathing slow and heavy.

Aria sat there in the dark, staring at the wall.

One man.
One day.
Tomorrow would need another.
The hunger inside her was quiet for now, but it wouldn't stay that way for long. It never did.

Morning came grey and bitter.

Aria woke before Evan. She moved silently around the room, gathering his scattered clothes and setting them neatly on the chair. She didn’t want him to stay longer than necessary.

She stood by the window, peeking through the edge of the curtain. Outside, the street was already alive — cars crawling through puddles, people hurrying by with their collars turned up against the cold drizzle.

Normal life. Ordinary people.

Sometimes she
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