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Hartley

I shouldn’t have come.

I knew that the second I stepped into the heat-swollen hallway of the house party, music thumping like a migraine behind my eyes. Bodies pressed too close, the air stank of sweat and something sour from the kitchen, and the lights were already dim enough to make everything look like a mistake.

Still, I stayed.

There was a familiar haze to it all, half nostalgia, half rot. Like trying to breathe in something you already drowned in once. Everyone here had the same hungry grin, the same summer-tanned skin, the same plans to pretend tomorrow wasn’t real. I just wanted a drink and a place to exist where no one would ask how my summer went.

I snagged a plastic cup from the sticky counter and poured whatever was open. Didn’t matter what it was, burned like it wanted to hurt, and maybe that’s why I took another sip. I needed something in my hand. Something to keep me from doing something stupid.

I hadn’t seen him yet.

Didn’t know if he’d be here. Didn’t care. That’s what I kept telling myself, anyway. Over and over. Like if I said it enough, it would become true.

But every time the door opened behind me, I tensed.

Every time a laugh drifted in from the backyard, I listened.

It was pathetic. Obsessive. Stupid. But then again, I’d never been good at being done with Jake Carr.

Even now, months out from the last time I’d touched him, hell, from the last time I’d lost to him. I still felt like something was frayed inside me, and the edges kept catching on things. I’d deleted his number twice. Blocked him on Instagram once. That lasted about three days. And every person I kissed this summer, every one-night attempt to feel something, just reminded me what I wasn’t getting.

What I still wanted.

What I was still furious about wanting.

So yeah. I shouldn’t have come. But I did. And now I was here, walking through a too-crowded house like I was being chased by my own bad decisions, and the longer I kept moving, the more it felt like I was circling something I couldn’t admit I wanted to see.

Or someone.

I hadn’t seen him yet.

But I would. I fucking knew I would.

The kitchen was a furnace.

Someone had turned the lights down low like that was supposed to make the air cooler, but it just made everything feel sweat-slick and shadowed, like the walls themselves were watching. People were packed in tight, laughing too loud, yelling over the bass. The whole room smelled like cheap vodka and body heat. I hated it.

And I needed it.

I’d just lifted the cup to my lips again when I felt it. That shift. That twitch in the air. My skin prickled before I even turned. Like a sixth sense I hadn’t asked for but couldn’t shake.

My eyes moved toward the archway across the kitchen, and...

There he was.

Jake.

He was leaned against the wall just inside the hallway, one foot braced behind him, cup dangling from his fingers. Same lazy posture like he owned the room without even trying. Hair messier than I remembered, maybe darker. Or maybe that was just the lighting playing tricks on me. He was half in shadow, but I’d have known that silhouette anywhere. That jaw. Those shoulders. That smirk that hadn’t quite arrived on his face yet—but I could feel it coming.

My heart thudded once, too hard.

I didn’t move. Neither did he. Not right away.

He scanned the room like he was bored. Like he hadn’t just thrown a live wire into my bloodstream. And then, slowly, his eyes landed on me.

Direct hit.

It was only a second. Two, maybe. But it stretched. Stretched until the only thing I could hear was my pulse, and the distant echo of our last fight, last kiss, last lie.

Then he smiled.

Not wide. Not that cocky grin he’d always weaponized so well. This one was smaller. Tired. Or maybe thoughtful. Like he hadn’t expected to see me either. Like he didn’t know what the hell he was feeling and was too used to hiding it to stop now.

I should’ve looked away.

Instead, I moved.

Cut through the kitchen, past someone spilling beer, someone else laughing too loud. My shoulders were tense, every step too slow. And I knew, I knew, I shouldn’t have walked toward him. But he didn’t move either. He just waited.

When I finally reached him, we stood in that too-tight space between hallway and noise, and it was somehow worse. Too quiet. Too intimate. Too fucking Jake.

His eyes raked over me once. Not subtle. Not shy.

“You’re taller,” he said.

I blinked. “No, I’m not.”

Jake tilted his head, grinning faintly. “Felt like it.”

A pause.

He was different. Not completely. Not enough to stop the itch under my skin, but something in him had shifted. His eyes weren’t so sharp. His mouth wasn’t ready to fire a shot every second. He looked, what, softer? I didn’t trust it.

“Didn’t think you’d be here,” he added.

“Same,” I said. Voice low. Guard up.

There was another pause. He didn’t fill it. I hated that. Hated that he was suddenly all stillness and restraint, like I didn’t get to be the one in control of this.

“You look good,” he said finally, and it almost didn’t register as flirting. Almost.

“Don’t.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Don’t what?”

“Start this,” I muttered, staring past him at nothing. “I’m not in the mood.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re never just saying anything. You always want something.”

He let out a breathy laugh, quiet. “Still sharp.”

“Still full of shit,” I shot back.

That flicker in his eyes returned. That familiar spark. But he didn’t bite.

Instead, he leaned back against the wall, like my words didn’t graze him, like this was all easy. Casual. Like we didn’t have history soaked in sweat and claw marks and things whispered in the dark that both of us pretended we never said.

“How was your summer?” he asked, tone neutral.

I nearly laughed. “Are we really doing this?”

He shrugged. “Just asking.”

“You don’t care how my summer was.”

“You’re right. I don’t.” Then, “I care how it ended.”

That stopped me.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Because suddenly I was back in that empty dorm room after the tournament, watching him walk out without looking back. Like everything we’d done, everything, meant nothing.

“You still with that girl?” he asked, too smoothly.

I narrowed my eyes. “You stalking me now?”

Jake smiled again. But this one was closer to the version I knew. The sharp one. The one that knew how to twist the knife. “Didn’t need to stalk. You were never subtle.”

“Neither were you,” I said. “And yet here we are.”

Another silence. But it burned this time. I could feel it simmering between us, anger, desire, fear. The whole cocktail.

Then he said it.

“I thought about calling you.”

My stomach dropped.

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just waited for the punchline.

“I didn’t,” he added. “But I thought about it.”

“Why?” My voice came out rougher than I wanted. Too fast.

Jake tilted his head, that unreadable look crawling back across his face. “I don’t know. Maybe I missed losing to you.”

I laughed. But there was no humor in it.

I stepped back, away from him. Away from whatever this was about to become.

Of course, Jake had to ruin it. Of course he couldn’t just let something be soft, be real. He had to jab, provoke, turn vulnerability into a game again. I should’ve expected it.

I turned to leave. But I didn’t walk out the door. I headed for the backyard. I needed air. I needed to think. But more than that... I needed to know if he’d follow.

The air outside hit different.

Cooler, but not enough. The humidity clung to my skin like a second layer, thick and intrusive, and the noise from the party still pulsed through the walls behind me, like the house itself was trying to drag me back in. I leaned against the deck railing, cup dangling forgotten in my hand, and stared out across the dark yard. String lights hung limp overhead, too dim to light anything but the memory of summer nights I didn’t want to think about.

I dragged a hand down my face, jaw clenched so tight it hurt.

That motherfucker.

He always knew what to say. Not to make me feel better. Not to fix anything. Just to make me feel. Make me remember. Like every time we got close, he had to set something on fire before it got real. I hated him for it. I hated myself more for still wanting him after everything.

Footsteps creaked behind me. Soft, deliberate. Of course.

I didn’t turn. I didn’t need to.

“You followed me,” I said, flatly.

“You noticed,” Jake replied, voice low, close.

I could hear the smirk in it, but when I glanced back, there was no grin. Just him, standing a few feet away, arms folded over his chest like he was keeping himself from reaching out.

He looked... not nervous. That would be too human for Jake. But restrained. Coiled. Like he didn’t know what version of himself he needed to be with me right now.

“I needed air,” I muttered.

“Me too.”

The silence stretched again. Longer this time. He didn’t move. I didn’t speak.
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