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When memories fade, love remembers. 

Kayden Jaziah Monteverde once believed love was nothing more than a cruel game, until Zariah Denise Ainsworth walked into her life.

Zariah was the calm to her storm, soft in nature but fierce in her affection, she made Kayden believe in the impossible. The flirty chaos of Kayden’s past faded into the background, replaced by a loyalty that grew into a deep, unshakable devotion. Together, they built a world that felt untouchable.

But even the brightest love can be eclipsed by the darkest turns.

After years spent abroad, Kayden returns home only to face the ghost of the love she thought she’d left behind. A simple café visit. A familiar face. A heart that never truly moved on. Soon, the quiet gravity between Kayden and Zariah pulls them back into each other’s orbit, more powerful than ever before.

But just as their love rekindles, fate intervenes.

An accident. A memory lost. And a question that cuts deeper than any goodbye.

"Who are you?"

With Kayden’s mind a blank slate, Zariah is left to fight for a love that only she remembers, a love once sealed by rings, by silent promises, and by the crimson glow of the horizon.

Will the heart recognize what the mind has lost?

This is their journey. A story of second chances, soft beginnings, and promises written beneath the sunset skies. It is a testament that some souls are destined to find each other again and again...

...as the sunset watches in silence.
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*****

A symphony of rolling suitcases and whispered farewells, the airport was a blur of frantic energy. Yet, even in the chaos, Kayden Jaziah Monteverde moved with a stillness that drew the eye. She was tall, striking in a black long-sleeve polo tucked into tailored pants, her blonde hair swept into a neat half-side braid that brushed against her shoulder. Her arrival was marked by a subtle, effortless elegance that echoed silently through the crowded terminal, rather than by loud logos. She navigated the crowd with her phone pressed to her ear, speaking steadily but softly. 

"Hello, Dad. I just landed."

"Welcome home, Kayden," her father’s voice came through, warm and unmistakably amused.

"Please tell me you kept the secret. I don't want Mom or Lauris knowing I'm back yet."

"Don't worry," he chuckled. 

"They haven't got a clue. There’s a car waiting for you at the pickup. You’ll know which one." A faint, mischievous smile, a ghost of her younger self, tugged at her lips. 

"My favorite?"

"You tell me."

As she stepped out into the humid afternoon breeze, her eyes scanned the line of vehicles. There it was. Sleek, crimson, and dangerously beautiful.

"The red one?" she murmured, eyeing the Lexus LC500 idling a few meters away. A driver stood beside it, already reaching for her suitcase.

"I see you haven't outgrown that car," her dad’s voice crackled with affection. 

"Drive safe, Kayden. I'll see you at the house."

She slipped the phone into her coat pocket and accepted the keys with a gracious nod. As the engine purred to life, Kayden felt the vibration in her chest. Five years ago, she had driven this same car down this same highway, but the scenery had been blurred by tears and the desperate need to escape. Back then, she wasn't coming home. She was running away

An hour later, the Lexus turned into a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood, pulling into the driveway of a modern white two-story house. The warm wood accents felt like an old hug. Kayden stood by the car for a moment, suitcase in hand, looking up at the Monteverde home.

"It’s good to be back... I guess," she whispered to the driveway, a twinge of unready emotion tightening her throat. She pressed the doorbell. The door swung open almost instantly, revealing her father. Before she could say a word, she was swept into a fierce hug.

"Kayden! I missed you," he breathed. She sank into the familiarity of his scent, the tension in her shoulders finally beginning to dissolve.

"I missed you too, Dad."

With a gentle, perceptive glance, he withdrew, his eyes searching hers. 

"Your mom’s in the office. Lauris is in his room. Let’s go give them the shock of their lives."

Kayden followed him, her heart thumping a nervous rhythm. She hovered in the hallway as her father stepped into the office first. 

"Honey, look who’s here."

Her mother didn't even look up from her desk. 

"Are we expecting someone? You sound far too excited, Jacob."

"Well... not a visitor, exactly," he teased. That was the cue. Kayden stepped into the frame. Her mother’s breath hitched, her pen dropping onto the desk as her eyes went wide. 

"...Kayden?"

In an instant, her mother was there, wrapping her arms around Kayden as if trying to merge their souls. She cupped Kayden’s face, her thumb brushing over her daughter's nose and chin as if verifying she wasn't a dream.

"Why didn't you tell us?" her mother whispered through misty eyes.

"I wanted it to be a surprise," Kayden grinned, leaning into her mother’s touch. 

"Dad was my accomplice."

The reunion moved to the second floor, where a sharp knock on Lauris’s door brought a disgruntled, 

"What is it?" from inside. When the door opened, Lauris froze.

"Kayden?" He blinked, then pulled her into a brief, brotherly squeeze. He pulled back, a suspicious brow arched. 

"I thought you were a Canadian citizen by now. What happened?"

Kayden gave a low, melodic chuckle. 

"Dad said he needed help with the business. So... here I am."

Their father laughed from the doorway. 

"Not just the business. We needed you back. Five years is a long time, Kayden. It’s enough."

She nodded quietly. She hadn't just come back for the company. She had come back because the distance had finally stopped feeling like a refuge and started feeling like a cage.

That night, the dining table was a feast of welcome home favorites, more dishes than four people could ever hope to finish.

"I missed this," Kayden mumbled around a mouthful of homemade food, the flavors hitting her with a wave of nostalgia that felt more like a slow, lingering ache than a memory.

Later, she collapsed onto her old bed. The room was a time capsule, it still smelled of her favorite perfume and old books. The silence was peaceful until the door creaked open without a knock.

"So... are you going to tell me if you met a nice Canadian girl?" Lauris asked, dropping onto the edge of her mattress. Kayden groaned, throwing a pillow at him. 

"Do you ever knock? And no. I was busy working. No time for distractions."

"Excuses," he scoffed, his smirk fading into something softer. 

"You’re older than me. You should find someone." Kayden shot back. 

"You should too. It’s been five years, Kayden." Lauris returned. The room went suddenly quiet. The air felt heavy with the name they weren't mentioning.

"Anyway. Good night, Kayden Jaziah Monteverde," he said, standing up and stretching.

"Good night, Lauris Jeriah Monteverde," she replied, the old childhood rhythm falling into place.

When the door clicked shut, Kayden stared at the ceiling. The room was the same, but she felt like a stranger in her own skin. She took a deep breath, the silence of the house settling over her like a veil.

"Five years since I left," she whispered to the dark.

"...and five years since I tried to let go of her."
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CHAPTER TWO
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** Kayden **

I woke up at 2:00 PM with the kind of heaviness that only a cross-continental flight can give you. My eyes felt like they were glued shut, and my limbs belonged to someone else entirely. Jet lag is a cruel joke, it feels like your soul is still somewhere over the Pacific while your body is trying to sink through the mattress.

I eventually dragged myself to the shower. The water was a reset button. Warm, grounding, and finally washing away the sterile scent of airplanes.

I kept it simple for my first real day back, a crisp shirt under a light jacket and my usual fitted pants. It’s the only silhouette that ever felt like me. I’ve spent enough years trying to fit into other people’s expectations. These days, if it isn’t comfortable and sharp, I’m not wearing it.

When I made it downstairs, the house was quiet except for the glow of a phone screen on the couch. Lauris.

"Where are Mom and Dad?" I asked, my voice sounding like I’d swallowed sandpaper. He looked up, and the grin that spread across his face made me want to turn around and go back to bed. It was his I’m-about-to-annoy-you face.

"Grocery run," he said casually. Then, the trap snapped shut. 

"Good afternoon, Kayden Jaziah. You must’ve been really homesick to sleep for fourteen hours straight."

I rolled my eyes, a small smile escaping despite myself. 

"Whatever, Lauris."

I drifted into the kitchen. Eating my first meal at the family table felt different than eating alone in Canada. The silence here wasn't empty. While I was hovering over my food, Lauris wandered in for a glass of water.

"Do you know any good cafés around here?" I asked. 

"Or has everything I remember turned into a parking lot?"

He leaned against the counter. 

"There’s a new spot near the city square. Just opened recently. It’s got a bit of a cult following already."

"I might take a drive," I nodded. 

"See if I still remember how to navigate these streets."

"Well, if you're going out, look sharp. I’m heading to a boutique myself. Need a suit for the company event next week."

I paused, toast halfway to my mouth. 

"Company event? Already?"

"You’re invited, don’t worry. Official invite hits your inbox tomorrow." He started toward the door, then paused, smirking over his shoulder. 

"And Kayden? You can wear a suit. I know the thought of a dress gives you hives."

I chuckled. He wasn't wrong. The moment I stopped forcing myself into dresses was the moment I actually started recognizing the woman in the mirror.

The city had grown up while I was gone. Newer buildings, sharper lines, a faster pulse. It felt strange, like looking at a childhood friend who had gotten a total makeover.

The café Lauris mentioned stood out immediately. Two stories, dark minimalist exterior, sleek glass. My kind of vibe. When I stepped inside, the aroma of roasted beans hit me like a warm hug. It was the first time since landing that my brain felt truly quiet.

"One cold brew, please," I said at the counter.

"Is that all, Miss?"

"That’s it."

The first floor was a hive of activity, so I took my drink upstairs. It was nearly empty, a haven. I found a corner table with a floor-to-ceiling view of the square. I could already tell that at night, with the city lights blurred against the glass, this place would be dangerous for a girl who likes to overthink.

I took a sip. Crisp, bold, with a lingering sweetness that didn't feel forced.

I leaned back, watching the people below scurry about their lives. For five years, I was always the one in a rush, always looking for the next exit, the next flight, the next distraction.

But sitting here, with the weight of the Lexus key in my pocket and the familiar-yet-foreign skyline in front of me, I felt the engine inside me ease. I needed this. The quiet. The coffee. The chance to breathe before the past inevitably caught up with me.

I just didn't realize how soon that would happen.

*****
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The bell above the café door chimed, announcing a group of five women. They brought a sudden, vibrant energy into the minimalist space. Chattering, laughing, and scanning the room for a place to settle.

"Where to? Upstairs?" Laverne, the shortest of the group, asked as she adjusted her bag.

"Orders first," Sam replied in her trademark monotone, already drifting toward the counter. 

"You three go snag a spot. We’ll bring the drinks up."

The trio, Laverne, Tyson, and Zariah, headed for the second floor. As they reached the top of the stairs, the redhead, Tyson, swept her gaze across the quiet loft. 

"Perfect. It’s actually peaceful up here. How about that corner?" She started toward the far end, but Laverne, who was playfully linked to Zariah’s arm, suddenly slowed. Her eyes fixed on a figure sitting alone by the floor-to-ceiling window. The woman was bathed in the soft, golden glow of the city lights, her hand wrapped around a glass of cold brew. She looked like a photograph of a memory.

"She looks exactly like Kayden," Laverne murmured, her brow furrowing.

"What?" Tyson turned.

"That girl. She’s the spitting image of Kayden. Zariah’s ex, and our friend too."

Tyson’s eyebrows shot up as she followed the gaze. Beside them, Zariah went rigid. The playful sway in her step vanished, replaced by a sudden, sharp stillness.

"Hey, you okay?" Laverne whispered, nudging her.

"Of course she isn’t," Tyson countered, her voice low. 

"She just walked into a ghost from five years ago."

"I thought she was in Canada for good?" Laverne asked, still squinting at the blonde by the window.

"Maybe the country couldn't hold her," Tyson muttered. She glanced at Zariah’s pale face. 

"Look, why don’t you just say hi? You two didn't end in a screaming match. A quick hello won’t kill you."

"Why did I even ask for your opinion, Tyson?" Laverne hissed, pulling them toward their table.

"Oh, stop being so dramatic," Tyson shot back as they sat. 

"So what if she’s an ex? It’s been half a decade. Kayden was always a class act, it’s not like there’s bad blood."

Zariah remained silent, her gaze caught in the agonizing middle ground between Kayden’s table and the floor. The fierce side of her was currently battling the soft side that wanted to bolt back down the stairs.

"Hey," Laverne said gently, "we can leave if you’re uncomfortable."

Zariah shook herself out of the daze, forcing a small, fragile smile. 

"No, I’m fine. Just... surprised. Tyson’s right. We ended things on good terms. She hasn't reached out once since she left. There’s nothing to be afraid of."

"Is she waiting for someone?" Tyson wondered aloud. Laverne gave her a look. 

"Why don't you go ask her yourself since you're so curious?"

"I think I will," Tyson said, standing up before anyone could stop her. Zariah’s eyes went wide. 

"Wait—Tyson!"

It was too late. Tyson was already halfway across the room with a confident stride. Zariah exhaled a shaky breath and stood up, smoothing her outfit with trembling hands. 

"I better follow her before she says something she shouldn't."

Tyson reached the window first. 

"Uhm, hi. I’m Tyson... Zariah’s friend. From the college days? Hope you remember me."

Kayden looked up. She was composed, her expression a mask of effortless cool, but as her eyes lifted, they softened into a polite, recognizable smile.

"I remember, Tyson. It’s not like we didn’t hangout before," Kayden said. Her voice was light, but as Zariah stepped into view, a subtle, electric shift flickered in Kayden's eyes. It was a look that bridged five years in a single second.

"Looks like the whole group is out today," Kayden added.

"Almost," Tyson replied. 

"We saw you and couldn't just walk past. This is Laverne, by the way."

"Hi. Nice to see you again," Laverne said with a small, supportive wave.

"And of course," Tyson teased, her eyes twinkling with mischief, "you remember Zariah. It’s been... what, five years?"

Zariah finally stepped forward, her heart hammering against her ribs. 

"Hi, Kayden. It’s good to see you. I thought you were still abroad."

Kayden let out a short, airy chuckle. It was a sound Zariah realized she hadn't forgotten. 

"I just got back yesterday. My dad needed a hand with the business, so... here I am."  

There was no bitterness. No sharp edges. Just the calm of two people who had once been everything to each other and were now trying to remember how to be strangers.

"Well, we’ve probably disturbed your peace enough," Tyson said, sensing the thick air between the two. 

"We’ll head back to our table. See you around?"

Kayden stood up, a reflexive, gentlewomanly gesture of respect, and looked at each of them. 

"It’s really fine. It was good to see you all." She extended a hand. Tyson took it with a nod, and for a moment, Zariah’s gaze lingered on Kayden’s hand, the same hand she used to hold.

As the three girls retreated to their table, Kayden sat back down. She didn't look back. She simply reached for her coffee and turned her eyes back to the city, though the stillness of her silhouette suggested she was no longer seeing the view.

A few moments later, Veronia and Sam returned to their table, balancing a tray of steaming lattes and delicate pastries. Veronia’s long blonde hair shimmered under the cafe lights, while Sam carried her usual expression, one that suggested she was perpetually unimpressed by the world.

"Orders are up," Veronia announced, sliding the tray onto the table.

"Veronia, don't look now," Tyson whispered, leaning in until her nose nearly touched the table. 

"But look at the window seat."

Veronia’s brow arched, but she managed a subtle glance. Her eyes widened. 

"Is that... Kayden?" she hissed, snapping her head back toward the group. Tyson and Laverne nodded in unison. Zariah, however, remained unnervingly still, taking a long, slow sip of her coffee as if she were watching a movie she’d already seen.

Sam broke the tension, her voice dry and slicing through the whispers. 

"Why are you all acting like she’s a villain in a noir film?"

"We didn't say that, Sam," Tyson shrugged. 

"It’s just... a hell of a coincidence."

Sam turned to Zariah, her eyes softening slightly. 

"You okay? We can move if this is weird."

Zariah shook her head. 

"It’s fine. We already said hello."

"By 'we,' she means Tyson dragged us over there," Laverne muttered, rolling her eyes.

"And you’re welcome for the entertainment," Tyson chirped, punctuating the sentence with a playful pinch to Laverne’s side. Veronia slid into the chair beside Zariah. 

"They ended on good terms, anyway. A quick hello is just being a civilized adult."

"I wonder if she has a girlfriend now," Sam said casually, her voice light but laced with a very specific kind of curiosity. Tyson gave a non-committal shrug.

"No clue. Wasn't exactly on the list of small talk." Tyson smirked at Sam over the rim of her cup. 

"If you’ve got the guts, Sam, go ask her yourself."

Sam scoffed, flicking her hair back. 

"I have the guts. Don't test me."

The group shared a round of amused chuckles, but the laughter died instantly when a shadow fell over their table. Kayden was standing there, her presence calm and cooling.

"I just wanted to say goodbye before I headed out," Kayden said, her voice soft and respectful. She turned her gaze to the newcomers. 

"Oh... you’re here too. Nice to see you, Veronia. Sam."

"We’re a package deal," Sam replied. Then, without a hint of hesitation or warning, she leaned forward. 

"So, Kayden. Since it’s been five years and all... do you have a girlfriend? Or are you still playing the field?"

Tyson and Laverne nearly choked on their drinks, their eyes darting between the two. Kayden didn't flinch. She simply offered a small, polite smile.

"I don’t. I haven't really felt the need to start anything new. I’ve been... occupied with work." She glanced at Sam, then swept her gaze over the rest of the table. 

"I hope that satisfies the curiosity. Enjoy your afternoon." With a graceful nod, Kayden walked away. The silence she left behind was heavy. The moment she was out of sight, Sam turned back with a smug, triumphant grin.

"You actually asked her," Tyson breathed, looking more impressed than annoyed.

"She really did," Zariah added, a small, genuine laugh escaping her.

"Of course I did," Sam said with mock pride. 

"I’m technically closer to her than you three, anyway. Well, besides Zariah. They had a thing."

Zariah nodded slowly. She couldn't deny the history. Sam, being the godchild of Kayden’s parents, had been the silent witness to many of their college-era runaways and late-night dramas.

"Can I ask one thing?" Laverne’s voice was quiet, pulling everyone back to the center. 

"Why did you two actually break up?"

The table went quiet. They all looked at one another, trying to piece together the fragments of a story they thought they knew.

"Fights," Sam answered for them. 

"Couples fight. It got messy, and they called it quits."

"It was mutual," Veronia added. 

"A clean break."

"And then, a few days later," Tyson trailed off, "she was just... gone. No calls. No texts. Just a flight to Canada and five years of radio silence."

Zariah stared at her pastry, her expression unreadable. Sam glanced at her. 

"They fought constantly toward the end. They both used to come to me crying."

"And... is there really nothing left?" Laverne asked, her voice direct. 

"No love?"

The world seemed to stop spinning for a second. Four pairs of eyes locked onto Zariah. She slowly lifted her head, and to everyone’s surprise, she smiled. It wasn't a sad smile, but it wasn't entirely happy, either.

"We fell out of love." 

The words were sharp, measured, and final.

Tyson’s mouth hung open. Veronia and Sam exchanged a look of pure disbelief. Zariah, unfazed, took another bite of her cake as if she hadn't just rewritten their entire understanding of her history.

"That’s the reason," she added. 

"I think it was for the best. She’s clearly doing well, and I’m happy on my own path. No hatred. No resentment. Just... over."

"I think we need to hang out more. Clearly, there are chapters of this story we missed," Veronia said, her voice laced with shock. 

"Seriously. We really thought it was just a big blow-up." Tyson agreed. 

"And here I was thinking it was all drama," Sam chimed in, leaning back. 

"Jeez, you’re so secretive, Zariah. Why didn't you just tell us it was a 'falling out of love' thing?"

Zariah laughed softly, the sound light and musical. 

"Because you guys love to assume the worst, and honestly? Watching you all come up with theories was the highlight of my month."

"We never would have guessed that version," they chorused. Zariah just smiled, leaning back into her chair as her friends’ laughter filled the air. For a moment, it felt like college again, the same girls, the same jokes. But as she looked out at the empty chair where Kayden had been sitting, the smile didn't quite reach her eyes.

** Kayden **

I got home and went straight to my room, the silence of the walls a relief after the noise in my head. But the peace didn't last long. Not even a minute passed before my door swung open, no knock, no warning.

Lauris. He strolled in as if he owned the space, leaning against the doorframe with that annoying, observant look he’s had since we were kids. I didn’t mind the intrusion, usually, but right now I felt transparent.

"How was the café?" he asked.

"It was great, actually," I replied, keeping my back to him as I shrugged off my jacket. I made a show of hanging it up, anything to avoid eye contact.

"Okay... then why do you look like you’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders?" His voice dropped the teasing tone, replaced by a hint of genuine concern. 

"Did something happen?"

I stiffened. Do I really look that troubled? I finally turned to face him, letting out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. 

"I ran into Zariah. She was with her friends." I tried to keep my voice flat, professional, like I was reporting a weather update. 

"She seems well-off. She looks happy... and that’s what’s important." I’d been repeating that sentence in my head the entire drive home. Our first time seeing each other in five years shouldn't have felt like much. It was just an encounter. A glitch in the timeline. Familiar, yet entirely strange.

"It’s nice, though," I added, trying to convince myself as much as him. 

"Meeting old friends again."

"Well, she’s more than an 'old friend' to the local economy," Lauris said, crossing his arms. 

"I heard she’s the owner of that high-end boutique downtown now. She’s making quite a name for herself."

A businesswoman. It suited her. The fierce side of her always did have a sharp eye for detail. I felt a flicker of pride for her, but it was quickly eclipsed by Lauris’s next words.

"I thought you fell out of love, Kayden." 

The question hit me like a bucket of ice water. I blinked, my pulse jumping. 

"I did," I snapped. The response was too fast, too firm.

"Then why do you look so miserable seeing her happy without you?"

I froze. My reflection in the vanity mirror looked back at me, pale, eyes a little too wide, mouth set in a hard line. Is that what he sees?

"I am not miserable, okay?" My voice went higher. It was loud. It was defensive. It was a dead giveaway. 

"I’m happy for her. We ended things years ago, it was mutual. I don’t care if she’s seeing someone. If she’s moved on, that’s her life. I have mine."

Lauris let out a short, dry laugh. He didn't have to say it, the ‘I caught you’ was written all over his face.

"Alright, alright. Relax," he said, raising his hands in a mock surrender. 

"I’m just making an observation. No need to sound like you’re on trial." He turned to leave, still chuckling under his breath. 

"Anyway, I'll be in my room. Try to fix your face before dinner." 

The door clicked shut, and I collapsed onto my bed, draping an arm over my eyes to block out the light. My heart was thudding against my ribs.

Do I really look sad?

I took a long, jagged breath and forced it out slowly, trying to manually reset my system.

"I am happy for her," I whispered into the empty room. I said it again, firmer this time, as if the air itself needed to believe me.

I closed my eyes, and for a second, I could still see the way the café light had hit the curve of her smile.

"Ending us... was the best option," I told the ceiling.

It was the truth. It had always been the truth. But tonight, that truth felt heavier than it had in five years. It felt like a stone sitting right in the center of my chest.
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CHAPTER THREE
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** Kayden **

The next morning, I stepped into a suit. It was clean, simple, and perfectly tailored, my work armor. Today was my first official visit to my father’s headquarters, a high-rise rising at the heart of the city's skyline. It was old family property, the kind of inherited wealth that sounds glamorous but always felt like a heavy responsibility growing up.

Despite the towers and the prestige, my parents raised us with a curious kind of friction. We were billionaires on paper, but Lauris and I grew up on strict monthly allowances that required actual budgeting. No black cards. No ‘call Dad for a top-up.’ If I wanted a pair of designer boots, I had to skip a month of expensive dinners. It taught us the value of a dollar, but more importantly, it taught us how to hustle.

I walked into Dad’s office to find him exactly where he always is, buried under a mountain of paperwork.

"Good morning, Dad," I greeted. He looked up, his face softening into a warm smile. He stood to greet me, but before I could even settle into a chair, he held out a sleek black envelope. 

"Good, you’re here. Your invitation." I took it, but before I could open it, his tone shifted to that executive authority he used in boardrooms. 

"You will attend this, Kayden. It is not a request."

I chuckled, sliding into the chair across from him. 

"Did you really think I’d go rogue on my first week back?"

"I never know with you," he teased.

"So," I leaned forward, getting down to business. 

"When do I actually start? I didn't move across the world to sit on my hands."

"After the event," he replied. 

"Until then, consider this your grace period. Revisit the city. See what’s changed. I know you missed this place, even if you’re too stubborn to admit it."

I nodded. A few days of breathing room sounded like a mercy. Then, he slid a second envelope across the mahogany desk. I picked it up, confused by the weight of it. 

"And this is...?" He didn't answer. He just gave me a satisfied smile. I opened it and froze. Inside was a sleek, matte-black card and a stack of documents for a private bank account. My name was embossed in silver. My brain did a literal double-take.

"It’s time," Dad said, his voice calm and collected. 

"You’ve officially graduated from the family tradition."

"The black card?" I whispered. 

"I thought these were myths."

"None of our children get access to the family wealth until they’ve proven they can survive without it," he explained. 

"I went through it. Your brother went through it. Lauris built his entire company from the scraps of his allowance and sheer grit. He struggled, he failed, he rebuilt, and only then did I give him his keys to the vault. Our companies are partners now because he earned the seat at the table."

I blinked, absorbing the weight of it. I thought Lauris was just naturally thrifty, I didn't realize he was building an empire on a budget.

"And you," Dad continued, his eyes full of pride. 

"You went abroad. You worked double shifts. You invested in start-ups with money you barely had. You proved you have the Monteverde eye for growth. You’ve earned your shares, Kayden. This isn't a gift, it’s your payout."

I couldn't find my voice. For five years, I had stretched every cent, calculated every meal, and taken risks that kept me up at night.

"But," Dad added, his voice deepened into a warning growl. 

"Don't you dare use that money recklessly. If I see a drop in discipline, I’ll freeze your accounts so fast it’ll make your head spin. You’ll be back to the bottom before dinner." A laugh escaped me, breaking the tension. 

"Why would I do that, Dad? You raised me too well for that."

He laughed with me, checked his watch, and grabbed a notebook. 

"I have a meeting in ten. You’re dismissed. See you at home, Jaziah." I watched him rush off, then looked down at the black card in my hand. 

"A small fortune just sitting there the whole time," I muttered, shaking my head.

Back in my car, I finally opened the first envelope.

A Masquerade Party. The theme was Black and White. I sighed, looking at my reflection in the rearview mirror. I had plenty of black, but white? That was a gap in my wardrobe. It was time for a shopping trip, and the perfect excuse for my first swipe of the black card.

I headed to a boutique downtown and was immediately greeted by a stylist. 

"I need a suit for a masquerade," I told her. 

"Something in white."

"White suits are a bold choice, Miss. Most people go for the safety of black."

"Exactly," I said, a bit of my old mischievous spirit flickering to life. 

"I want to flip it. White coat, black accents."

She returned with a stunning white blazer with black silk lining, paired with cigarette-cut black trousers and a black long-sleeve polo. It was sharp. It was different.

I stood in the dressing room, adjusting the sleeves. It was clean and simple, but it had an edge that felt like the new Kayden.

As I walked back to my car with the shopping bag, I felt a strange sense of anticipation. 

"I didn't use it for anything bad," I whispered to the imaginary version of my father sitting in the passenger seat. 

"He wants me to be there. This is just a business expense." A reasonable first swipe. 

*****
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Masquerade Party. 

The enormous hall was a sea of secrets, silk, and velvet. As the double doors opened to reveal the Monteverde siblings, a low, electrifying murmur echoed across the throng. Lauris and Kayden had an unavoidable gravitational pull, even while they were wearing masks.

"They really are cut from the same cloth," a staff member whispered, pausing to watch them pass.

"Cooler than the AC in here, both of them," her colleague replied. 

"I'm just glad Kayden’s back. I heard the old man had to fly halfway across the world to convince her."

While the masks provided a flicker of anonymity, their auras were a dead giveaway. Lauris, in a sharp, all-black tuxedo with his blonde hair slicked back, looked like he’d stepped off a Parisian runway. Beside him, Kayden was a study in contrast. In her crisp white coat with black silk lapels, she was quietly captivating, not because she was trying, but because she simply was.

"Is that him? Lauris Monteverde?" a guest whispered.

"Must be. But look at the woman with him. She’s gorgeous. I might have to find an excuse to talk to her later."

Kayden didn't notice the eyes. Or perhaps she did and simply filed them away under work distractions, a habit she’d perfected in Canada. She followed her brother to the executive table, settling in beside their parents just as her father took the microphone.

"Most of you are here to celebrate our company’s quarterly success," Mr. Monteverde began, his voice booming with pride. 

"But for me, tonight is personal. It marks my daughter’s return." 

Kayden felt the familiar itch of social anxiety. She shifted in her seat, bracing for the inevitable.

"Next week, she joins the ranks. Please welcome home... Kayden Jaziah Monteverde."

The spotlight found her. With a practiced, calm exterior that hid a mounting desire to bolt, Kayden stood. She took the mic with a steady hand and a polite smile that reached just far enough to be convincing.

"Hi," she said, her voice smooth and resonant. 

"I’m Kayden. I look forward to working with all of you, staff and partners alike. Thank you."

A few enthusiastic cheers from the younger women in the crowd sparked a ripple of laughter. Kayden sat back down, only to be met with Lauris’s smirk. 

"Quite the fan club already, and you haven't even had coffee in the breakroom yet."

"Shut up, Lauris," she muttered, though her eyes were already scanning the room.

The party drifted into a blur of champagne and strings. Kayden eventually slipped away to the bar, seeking a moment of quiet. She leaned against the mahogany, sipping her drink and watching her parents sway to the music on the dance floor. 

She wandered toward the grand staircase, and as she looked up, the air left her lungs.

Descending the steps was a woman in a gradient black-and-white gown that flowed like ink in water. Zariah. Kayden didn't need to see the face behind the mask, she knew that gait, that tilt of the head, that undeniable presence.

Kayden stepped forward, meeting her halfway on the stairs. A teasing, old-world spark returned to her eyes. She extended her hand. 

"Mind if I play the gentlewoman tonight?"

Zariah giggled, a sound that cut through the orchestral music and hit Kayden right in the chest. She gave Kayden’s arm a playful tap. 

"Don't be goofy, Kayden." 

But she didn't refuse. She looped her hand through Kayden's arm, her touch light but grounding.

"Where are your shadows? I haven't seen the rest of the group," Kayden asked as they reached the bottom floor.

"In a corner somewhere, likely trying to see who can finish their wine first," Zariah replied with a soft smile. They moved through the crowd in sync, Zariah’s hand remaining firmly on Kayden’s arm. Neither seemed hurried to let go.

"Careful with that drink," Zariah noted, glancing at Kayden’s glass.

Kayden didn't argue. She downed the rest of her champagne, set the glass on a passing tray, and adjusted her pace to Zariah's. 

"Better?"

"Much."

As they neared the corner where the group was huddled, Kayden spotted a familiar figure in a sharp suit. 

"Is that Sam? In a tuxedo?"

"She wanted to shake things up tonight," Zariah whispered. As they drew closer, Kayden leaned in, her voice dropping to a low, private register. 

"Before I hand you back over to them... I have to say, you look breathtaking, Zariah."

Zariah looked at her, a flash of her fierce side appearing behind the mask. She let out a soft chuckle. 

"I’m always breathtaking, Kayden. Keep up."

"I should have known better than to expect modesty," Kayden scoffed, but they both shared a quiet, private laugh, two ghosts of a past love pretending they weren't haunted.

The moment they reached the table, the four friends turned like a well-rehearsed jury.

"Ooh, why are you two attached at the hip?" Tyson asked, her voice dripping with suspicion. Zariah pulled her arm away instantly, the warmth of the moment evaporating. She drifted toward Sam with a defensive, rehearsed grace. 

"Kayden caught me on the stairs. She was just being a 'gentlewoman' and walking me back."

Kayden felt the shift, the sudden retreat. It stung, but she masked it with a polite, distant nod. 

"I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to check out the second floor. Good seeing you all." She slipped away with the same quiet elegance she’d arrived with. 

Behind her, the interrogation began.

"I thought you fell out of love," Veronia challenged, her eyes narrowing. Zariah rolled her eyes, exhaling a sharp breath. 

"We did. Can we not be civilized adults? We agreed to be friends. Last time was just awkward because it was the first time in five years. I’m over it."

The group stared back with varying levels of disbelief.

"We’re not together, okay?" Zariah insisted, her voice rising slightly. 

"We don’t love each other. Stop romanticizing a walk down the stairs. I’ve moved on, and you all should too."

Sam sipped her wine, unimpressed, while the others feigned distraction. Zariah watched them, a frustrated chuckle escaping her. 

"You guys are unbelievable." She turned her gaze toward the dance floor, watching the blurred shapes of the guests. 

As the night matured, the group’s carefully curated circle began to fracture.

"I’m going to go cause some trouble," Tyson announced, already eyeing the center of the dance floor. 

"Meet you at the bar when I'm bored."

"Just admit you’re going to flirt," Laverne teased, catching Tyson's eye.

"Same thing," Tyson smirked, vanishing into the pulsating rhythm of the music.

Veronia and Laverne excuse themselves to the powder room shortly after, leaving Zariah and Sam alone. Naturally, Sam didn't miss the opportunity. She leaned in, her eyes glittering with the kind of mischief that usually preceded a disaster.

"So..." she whispered, drawing out the word like a long thread. 

"What exactly did you feel when you were clinging to Kayden’s arm?" Zariah gave her a look of pure, flat disbelief. 

"You really need to retire the act, Sam. You do this with everyone."

"We do it because it's fun," Sam laughed, though her expression quickly settled into something more pointed. 

"But I’m serious. Any sparks? A little flutter? A heartbeat that didn't get the 'we’re just friends' memo?"

Zariah shook her head, her smile steady and calm. 

"No. None of it. No sparks, no butterflies, not even a phantom flutter. I told you, Sam, we fell out of love. It’s cold ash."

Sam sighed, looking genuinely disappointed. 

"Is it because there’s someone else?"

Zariah reached out and pinched her arm.

"Ow!"

"I don’t have anyone. And if I did, you’d be the first to hear about it, mostly because you’d probably stalk me to find out anyway."

Satisfied for the moment, Sam pulled Zariah toward the dance floor. They moved with a wild, unbothered energy, shedding the formal weight of the masquerade. 

"Dance like someone is actually going to try and flirt with you," Sam joked over the music. 

As if on cue, a man approached them. 

"Hey, my friend over there was wondering if I could get your name for him."

Zariah looked past him to the guy waiting in the wings, then turned back with a playful tilt of her head. 

"If he wants my name, he should probably be the one standing here." The guy blinked, clearly unused to someone actually calling the bluff. 

"Oh. Right. I'll tell him."

Sam slid up beside her, grinning. 

"A bold start. Good luck to the poor guy."

A moment later, the friend, Duran, appeared, looking significantly more nervous than his wingman. 

"Hi. I'm Duran. And you are?" Zariah flashed a sly, dangerous smile. 

"Barbara."

Sam nearly choked on her drink but managed to keep her face perfectly neutral, pretending to be a stranger as she watched the train wreck unfold.

"Barbara. A classic name," Duran tried, his confidence wobbling.

"You really stood out tonight. I’d love to get to know you better. Maybe meet up soon?"

Zariah’s smile didn't fade, but her voice took on a sharp, final edge. 

"I think you’ve got the wrong girl. I’m not into men."

As Duran’s face fell, Sam swooped in, looping a possessive arm around Zariah. 

"Hey babe, are these guys bothering you?"

"They were just asking for my name, honey," Zariah replied, suppressing a giggle.

"Sorry, she’s taken," Sam said with a faux glare. Duran and his friend retreated so fast they nearly tripped over their own feet. The second they were out of earshot, the two girls dissolved into laughter.

"Barbara? Really?" Sam wheezed. 

"You went with Barbara?"

"It sounded like a name for someone who doesn't have time for nonsense," Zariah laughed.

The group eventually reunited at the bar, the Barbara joke having become the theme of the hour. Zariah was mid-sip of her cocktail, lifting her mask slightly to catch her breath, when a voice cut through the laughter.

"Zariah? Is that you?"

She turned, her eyes narrowing at the masked man standing a few feet away. Behind her, her friends went instantly silent, their interrogation mode clicking back into place.

"Uhm... do I know you?" Zariah asked. But when the man lowered his mask, her posture relaxed into a warm, genuine smile. 

"Oh—Patton! It’s been ages."

"You look stunning," he said, his eyes bright with an old, familiar fondness. 

"I almost didn't recognize you in that dress."

Behind her, the whispers started like a Greek chorus.

"Who is that?" Tyson hissed.

"No idea," Laverne replied, eyes locked on the target.

"I thought she wasn't into men," Veronia added, confused.

"Maybe he’s just someone from the past," Sam reasoned, though she looked ready to jump in at a moment's notice. Zariah turned back to the group, pulling Patton into the circle. 

"Everyone, this is Patton. We worked together at my mother’s store years ago."

The greeting was polite, but the air was thick with a new kind of curiosity. Patton was charming, handsome, and clearly comfortable around Zariah.

"Mind if I steal her for a moment to catch up?" Patton asked the group. Sam exchanged a lightning-fast look with the others. A smirk tugged at her lips. 

"Sure. Just return her in one piece."

As Zariah followed Patton a few steps away to talk, the friends huddled together like a pack of wolves. 

Upstairs, Kayden leaned against the cold marble of the balcony rail, swirling the amber liquid in her glass. From this height, the party was a shifting mosaic of masks and silk, but her focus was laser-locked on the bar.

There. Zariah. She was talking to a man. Patton.

Kayden’s jaw tightened, a small muscle jumping in her cheek. 

"Hmm. Looks like she found someone," she murmured to the empty air. She took a slow, deliberate sip. It wasn’t bitterness, or so she told herself. It was just the oddness of seeing a puzzle piece she used to own fitting into a different picture.

"Why are you lurking up here like a gargoyle?"

Kayden didn't flinch as Lauris appeared beside her.

"I'm not lurking. I'm observing."

"Right. Observing the view at the bar?" He followed her gaze, a smirk tugging at his lips. He didn't push it, for once. 

"I'm heading out. See you at home, Jaziah."

"Drive safe," she scoffed as he walked away. 

"He flirts like he breathes. It's exhausting." She turned back to the railing and saw Sam waving frantically from below, gesturing for her to come down. Kayden raised a hand in acknowledgment, but before she could move, a voice purred from her left.

"Hi. You're Kayden, right?"

Kayden turned to find a woman in a black dress that left very little to the imagination. She was leaning in close, too close, trailing a manicured finger along the railing.

"I'm Kayden. Why?"

The girl giggled, her perfume cloying and sweet. 

"You looked lonely up here. I thought you might need a reason to stay."

Downstairs, Sam nearly choked on her whiskey. 

"Oh my god. Someone is actually shooting their shot," she hissed, eyes wide.

"Who?" Laverne whipped her head around, squinting at the balcony. 

"Wait... is that a girlfriend? I thought she was single?"

Zariah, who had just returned from her conversation with Patton, followed their gaze. Her heart did a strange, uncomfortable lurch. There was Kayden, and there was a woman whose hands were wandering far too close to Kayden’s lapel.

"Oh. I guess I was wrong about her being alone," Zariah said, her voice coming out flatter than she intended. She gave a small, jerky shrug.

"Jealous?" Tyson teased, her eyes glinting.

"Why would I be?" Zariah’s tone was ice. It was too sharp, too defensive. The group exchanged a look, but no one dared to say a word.

A few minutes later, Kayden descended the stairs, looking thoroughly ruffled despite her composed stride.

"Have a good time upstairs?" Sam teased as Kayden joined them. Kayden rolled her eyes, leaning back against the bar with a weary exhale. 

"That was rough. She wanted my number, I didn't even want to know her name."

Sam laughed, satisfied. 

"Welcome back to the dating pool, Kayden. What are you drinking?"

"Whatever you're having."

"Whiskey."

"I'll get my own."

Kayden returned with a fresh glass and settled into the circle. The air was thick with the history they weren't talking about.

"So," Sam asked, her tone shifting to something more serious. 

"Are you staying for good this time?"

Kayden paused, the condensation on her glass chilling her palm. She looked at the group, her eyes eventually landing on Zariah, who was suddenly very interested in the label on her own drink.

"Yeah, I'm staying." Kayden said softly. 

"That’s great," Laverne beamed. 

"You can join our hangouts again. It’ll be like old times."

Kayden’s brow arched. She tilted her chin toward Zariah. 

"I guess... if everyone is okay with that?"

"Hey, Zariah," Sam called out, the mischief returning to her voice. 

"Would it be fine if Kayden joins the circus again?" Zariah looked up, her face a mask of polite indifference. 

"Yeah, it’s fine. We’re all friends."

Kayden nodded, hiding a ghost of a smile behind her glass. Zariah was avoiding her gaze like it might burn her, and that reaction alone was more honest than anything she’d said all night.

The party finally bled into the early morning hours. Outside the venue, the cool night air hit them like a splash of water. Zariah was the only one walking a straight line, the rest of the group was a stumbling, giggling mess of expensive fabric and blurred vision.

Tyson was clinging to Sam’s neck. 

"You’re so pretty, Sam. Did I tell you that? You're like... a sunset." Sam sighed, struggling to keep them both upright. 

"I know. Just keep your feet moving, you disaster. We're going to faceplant on the curb."

Veronia and Laverne were trailing behind, leaning into each other and laughing at a joke that had no punchline. Kayden stood by her car, arms crossed, watching the chaos with a mix of amusement and genuine concern.

"Who’s driving?" she asked, skeptical. 

"Will you even make it to the driveway?"

"Zariah’s driving," Laverne chirped, swaying dangerously. 

"We’re having a sleepover!"

The group piled into Zariah’s car with the grace of a litter of puppies. Sam rolled down the window as Zariah started the engine. 

"See you around, Kayden! We’ll call you for the next one!"

Kayden shook her head, a soft smile finally breaking through. 

"They really haven't changed." She watched the red taillights of Zariah’s car fade into the distance. The street was suddenly very quiet.

"So... she has someone now. That’s good." Kayden whispered to the darkness. She stood there for a long time, hands deep in her pockets. 

Inside the car, the silence was filled with the rhythmic breathing of four sleeping women. Zariah’s hands were steady on the wheel, her eyes fixed on the empty highway ahead. She thought of the woman on the balcony, and the way Kayden had looked in that white suit.

"She has someone," Zariah murmured, the words feeling heavy and foreign. She nodded once, a sharp, decisive movement. 

"That’s good."

Neither of them looked happy about it.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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** Kayden **

I walked through the corporate hallway toward my new office, feeling the weight of a dozen pairs of eyes on me. I checked my reflection in a glass partition. Beige pantsuit, crisp white shirt, hair tucked back. Nothing was out of place. No coffee stains, no stray threads. If there was something wrong with my face, I wished someone would have the decency to point it out instead of just staring.

I finally made it to my office and sank into the leather chair. I hadn’t even opened my first file when the door swung open. No knock. No secretary. Just a woman standing there with a look of pure triumph.

I stood up, my professional mask sliding into place. 

"Uhm, how can I help you? Do we have an appointment?" 

She giggled. It was a high, airy sound that immediately triggered a memory I’d tried to bury. 

"I guess you don't remember me. I’m the girl from the balcony."

The balcony. The black dress. The handsy flirting. 

Oh, no.

"Right. I remember now," I said, keeping my tone as neutral as possible. First day, Kayden. Don't be the office jerk. 

"What are you doing here?"

She grinned, her eyes practically tracing the lines of my suit. 

"I came for that number you promised. You said you’d give it to me 'some other time.' Well, it’s some other time." She was persistent, I’ll give her that. I clicked my tongue, flashing a polite, slightly awkward smile. 

"I see. You're a woman of your word."

"Always," she purred. I cleared my throat, leaning against my desk. 

"Look, I don’t mean to be offensive, but I’m really not the type of person who hands out her number to someone I just met."

I saw her flinch, just a tiny crack in the confident facade. I felt a pang of guilt. It was my first day, I didn't want to start my legacy by crushing spirits.

"To make up for the rejection," I added, softening my voice, "how about I take you to dinner tonight? A proper meal, and then we can have a peaceful parting of ways. Sound fair?" It took her a second to process the date-but-not-really-a-date offer, but she nodded eagerly. 

"Dinner tonight. I can work with that."

"Good." I scribbled the address of a quiet, high-end spot on a sticky note. 

"Meet me there at seven. I’m not a flaker."

She giggled one last time and floated out of the room. I slumped back into my chair with a heavy sigh. What did I just do? I looked at the mountain of paperwork my father had left for me. Reports, audits, folders that looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. 

"Work," I muttered. 

"Just focus on the work.

Seven o'clock came too fast. I arrived at the restaurant, spotting her at a corner table. Her face lit up the moment she saw me. I honestly didn't understand it. We’d spoken for maybe ten minutes in total. How do people get this attached this quickly?

"Hi. Sorry if I kept you waiting," I said, sliding into the seat across from her.

"I just got here," she lied, though her eyes said she’d been there for twenty minutes. 

"I thought you might have forgotten."

I chuckled. 

"I have a very long memory. How was your day? Mine was a marathon of paperwork."

We ordered, and the conversation actually flowed better than I expected. She was nice, genuinely fun to talk to. But the vibe was friendly, at least on my end. While we were waiting for the appetizers, I noticed the table right next to us being seated. I glanced over out of habit, and my heart skipped a beat.

Zariah. With a guy.

Our eyes met for a split second. A flash of mutual surprise, a silent, ‘You've got to be kidding me’ laugh shared behind our eyes, and then we both looked away. No drama. Just the sheer, cosmic absurdity of being in the same place again.

"How did you know about this place?" my date asked, pulling me back. 

"Do you take all your girls here?"

"No," I replied, a small smile forming. 

"A friend of mine who’s abroad for his Master's used to bring me here. He has very expensive taste."

She nodded, then leaned in, her voice dropping into that familiar, curious tone. 

"So, Kayden... have you had many girlfriends? Or is that too personal for a first date?"

I smiled. It was the question of the century. Everyone wanted to know the stats. 

"It’s fine. I’ve had three."

She looked genuinely shocked. 

"Only three? I figured you’d be the type to have a different girl every week."

"I don't enter relationships unless I’m serious," I said, my voice grounding. 

"I don't like wasting people's time."

"And the most recent one?" she asked, her eyes searching mine. I took a slow breath, the air in the restaurant suddenly feeling a bit thinner. I didn't look at the table next to us. I didn't have to.

"The most recent one... ended five years ago," I said, my smile turning soft, private. 

"We both fell out of love."

*****
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Zariah sat across from Patton, her fingers tracing the condensation on her glass as he recounted a chaotic story about a mismatched order at his new firm. He was animated, laughing at the absurdity of it all, but Zariah felt her focus fraying at the edges. Her attention was being pulled, like an invisible tide, toward the low, resonant voice at the table directly next to her.

Kayden.

Seeing her at the masquerade was one thing, there were hundreds of people to hide behind. But here, in the intimate, dim lighting of a quiet restaurant, the proximity felt dangerous. And then there was the woman Kayden was with. Zariah caught glimpses of her, the bright smiles, the leaning in, the way she seemed to be drinking in every word Kayden said. It had all the markings of a first date. The high energy, the performative charm, the spark of potential.

Zariah’s chest felt tight, a strange pressure she refused to name. Then, a single sentence cut through the ambient noise of clinking silverware and soft jazz.

"We both fell out of love."

The words landed with a gut-punch Zariah hadn’t expected. Her breath hitched, almost imperceptibly, and her lips moved in a ghost of a whisper, repeating the phrase to the rim of her wine glass.

"Fell out of love," she breathed.

She kept her voice below the threshold of Patton’s hearing. He was still deep in his anecdote, oblivious to the fact that his old colleague had mentally checked out of the building.

Zariah hadn’t asked for that piece of information. Kayden certainly hadn't intended for her to hear it. Yet, there it was, the official autopsy of their relationship, delivered to a stranger over appetizers. It wasn't bitterness that Zariah felt, but a hollow, echoing sort of irony. Here they were, two people who once shared a heartbeat, now sitting back-to-back with strangers, playing the part of moved on with practiced ease.

She remained the perfect companion. She smiled at Patton's punchlines while she delivered the correct follow-up questions. The moments between their conversations and her wine drinking times provided her with a complete understanding of Kayden's presence.

She knew Kayden was doing the same, maintaining a careful, deliberate wall of sound to prove she was fine. They were two skilled actors in separate plays on the same stage, both refusing to acknowledge the shared spotlight that had once defined them.

When the checks were paid, they stood almost in sync. They walked out into the cool night air with different people beside them, neither turning back to catch a final glimpse. 

** Kayden **

The few days following that accidental double-date were a relief. I buried myself in what I actually came here to do. Work. It’s predictable, quiet, and doesn't ask me for my phone number. Dating is a marathon I never signed up for, spreadsheets, on the other hand, are remarkably low-maintenance.

I was just zipping up my bag to head out when my phone vibrated. I answered without even checking the ID.

"Kayden speaking."

"Kayden! Hangout? Tonight? No excuses!" The voice was loud, caffeinated, and unmistakable. Sam.

I smirked, leaning against my desk. 

"Oh, it’s you, Sevyn. I'm actually free." I heard her sharp, annoyed intake of breath. She hates her second name, which is exactly why I use it. 

"Anyway," she huffed, moving past the jab. 

"Meet us at the square? The same café as last time."

"I know the one. I'm heading to the parking lot now. See you there."

When I walked into the café, I spotted Sam waving from the second floor. They’d claimed a large table, and the only open seat was, naturally, sandwiched right between Sam and Zariah.

"Hey, ladies. Good to see you again," I said, sliding into the spot and trying to maintain my effortless cool quota for the day. Sam didn't even let me get settled before she pounced. 

"So, how’s work? And more importantly... how is the girl who was practically melting into your suit at the party?"

I shrugged, trying to stay neutral. 

"Work is work." Then, I let out a heavy, dramatic sigh. 

"But that girl..." The table erupted in giggles. Before I could explain, Zariah, of all people, decided to join the fray.

"Oh, by the way," Zariah said, her tone deceptively casual. 

"I saw you a few nights ago. You were having dinner with her. I assume she finally got that number?" I turned to her slowly. The rest of the group went silent, eyes darting between us like a championship tennis match.

"You took her to dinner?" Tyson gasped, looking like I’d just confessed to a felony.

"I did," I said with a nonchalant shrug. Their shocked expressions were worth the price of the meal. I couldn't hold the straight face anymore and burst out laughing. 

"Look, I only did it to soften the blow. She was persistent about the number, and I didn't want to give it. A dinner date felt like a polite way to say 'thanks, but no thanks.'"

"Why go to all that trouble?" Veronia asked, squinting at me.

"I don't know. Maybe I just didn't want her to feel rejected on my first day back," I said, sipping my water. Then, I caught Zariah’s eye. Time to shift the heat.

"And you? You were there too. Having a cozy dinner with that guy from the party." The table turned on her instantly. It was beautiful.

"He’s just a colleague! Patton!" Zariah defended herself, her face flushing pink. 

"He invited me to catch up, and I said yes. That's it."

"Coffee is for catching up," Tyson pointed out, narrowing her eyes. 

"Dinner is a date."

"He’s married!" Zariah practically squeaked. 

"Two kids. My mom is their godmother. It was a friendly catch-up, I swear."

We all nodded with fake solemnity, and I fought the urge to laugh. I missed this. The messy, chaotic, loving energy they brought to everything.

"Have we actually ordered, or are we living on gossip alone?" I asked.

"Gossip first," Sam admitted.

"I'll go get the round," I said, standing up. 

"I need to escape this interrogation anyway."

"Take Zariah with you," Sam added. 

"You'll need help with the tray."

Zariah followed me down to the counter. The air between us changed as soon as we were away from the prying eyes of the group. It wasn't tense, just... quiet.

"How was it, really? Life abroad?" she asked softly. She looked at the menu, but I could tell she was waiting for the answer.

"Hard at first," I admitted. 

"I had to learn how to make every cent count. Managing rent, bills, living in a city where I didn't know a soul. But the work... the work was fulfilling. I helped build something from the ground up. Someone took a chance on me, and I proved them right." I saw her glance away, her expression unreadable.

"I didn't actually plan to come back," I added, my voice dropping. 

"But Dad played the 'Mom misses you' card. He offered me the VP position, but it wasn't the job that got me. It was her. She’s always been my soft spot."

"You really do love your mom," Zariah said with a small, knowing smile.

"You know I do."

She giggled, and for the first time in years, the smile I gave her felt real. No history, no falling out of love scripts. 

We carried the tray back up, and the peace lasted exactly five seconds before Tyson leaned across the table. 

"Kayden, give us your best love advice." I nearly choked on my coffee. 

"Love advice? In a café? Now?" 

"No relationship is perfect," I said, trying to be profound to get them off my back. Naturally, they loved it. They started debating perfection vs. imperfection like we were back in a college philosophy seminar.

"What about fights?" Veronia asked. 

"How do you handle those?"

"Are you fighting with someone, Veronia?" I teased.

"She doesn't have anyone!" Tyson shouted, earning herself a pinch from Veronia.

"Fights happen," I said, shrugging. 

"What matters isn't the argument, it’s the effort you put into the solution." They all nodded like I’d just dropped a masterpiece of wisdom. We sat there for hours, trading theories and stories, the sun dipping below the city square outside. It felt like old times. 

I tried to focus on my own plate, but my eyes kept betraying me. Out of the corner of my vision, I watched Zariah wage a silent, losing war with a syrup bottle. She was twisting the cap with a frustrated intensity, as if the plastic were personally insulting her.

"Here, let me," I said, reaching over before she could even ask. I took the bottle, cracked the seal with a quick twist, and set it back down beside her plate. I didn't wait for a thank you, and I didn't linger. It was just a reflex, a muscle memory from a life we used to share.

"Do you have an extra napkin?" she asked a moment later. Wordlessly, I snagged one from the stack near Sam and handed it to her. I didn't even have to look.

Across the table, the others were deep in the trenches of a heated debate. They were trying to pin down a definition for the most over-analyzed word in the human language. Love.

"Love is accepting that your partner has flaws," Sam declared, punctuating the sentence with a finger on the table. Tyson and Veronia high-fived her like she’d just scored a winning goal.

"Love is caring for someone deeply and unconditionally," Veronia added, her voice softening. We all gave her a thumbs-up. It was the textbook answer, the one that looks good on a greeting card.

Then, four pairs of eyes shifted to me.

"Love isn’t easy," I said. My voice was calm, but the weight of the words pulled the air out of the conversation. They all paused, staring at me as if I’d just admitted to a crime.

"I said what I said," I added with a shrug, taking a long, cooling sip of my coffee.

Because it’s the truth. People like to pretend love is this natural, effortless warmth that just happens to you. It isn’t. It’s compromise. It’s friction. It’s hard, grueling work, and sometimes, it’s the very thing that breaks you down until there’s nothing left to give.

"I would say..." Zariah’s voice cut in, quiet and steady. I turned my head slowly to look at her. 

"Love isn't always about being together. Sometimes, love is about letting go." The table went silent. That hit, not just as a thought, but as a memory.

You don't always let go because the fire went out. Sometimes, you let go because you love them enough to realize you’re the thing holding them back. You love them enough to want them to be happy, even if you’re no longer the reason for their smile.

"Whoa. That’s heavy," Laverne whispered, breaking the spell.

"Is that from personal experience, Zariah?" Tyson teased, though her eyes were searching. Zariah laughed it off, tossing a crumpled napkin at her. 

"No, I just read it somewhere. Does everything have to be a tragic backstory?"

We all laughed, the tension dissipating into the steam of our drinks. We finished our meals, the conversation drifting back to safer, less deep conversations. 

We walked out to the parking lot, the cool air a sharp contrast to the warmth of the café.

"Everyone got a ride?" I asked, checking the perimeter.

"Zariah’s got her car, Tyson with Sam, and Laverne is with me," Veronia noted. 

"We’re all set."

"See you next time, guys!" Sam called out, already half-buried in the backseat of Tyson’s car. 

"Drive safe! Bye, Zariah! Bye, Kayden!" The voices faded as doors slammed and engines turned over. Within a minute, the chaotic energy of the group had evaporated, leaving nothing but the sound of the city and the two of us standing by our cars.

Zariah looked at me for a heartbeat, a look that felt like it lasted five years. 

"I’ll be going, too. Bye, Kayden."

"Drive safe," I said.

I stood there, hands deep in my pockets, watching her taillights shrink into two red dots before vanishing around the corner. I let out a long, jagged sigh and looked up at the sky. The stars were muted by the city lights, distant and cold.

"Love is a complicated thing," I murmured to the empty parking lot. 

"Not everyone is built to survive it."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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** Kayden **

Three weeks have bled into a steady rhythm. New office, new traffic patterns, new faces, but the same grind. I’ve started carving out my own little map of the city again, rewarding myself with a different café after work. I’m settling in. My roots are finding the soil again.

But today, I just wanted to breathe. No spreadsheets, no VP title. I threw on my comfort gear, a black-and-white checkered flannel, sneakers, and a cap. I parked by the city square and let my feet lead the way to the park.

"Things really did change," I muttered, taking it all in. The cobblestone paths were the same, but the buzz was different. New stalls, a statue that definitely wasn't there five years ago, and trees that had finally grown tall enough to cast real shadows. 

I stopped at a small stall selling leather trinkets. A simple black-and-brown braided bracelet caught my eye. It was minimal, rugged, and felt... right. I bought it on the spot.

"Kayden? What are you doing here?"

I looked up, and for a second, the five-year gap vanished. Zariah. We both stood there, caught in that familiar loop of surprise followed by a quiet, shared laugh.

"Just walking," I said, trying to sound as casual as my flannel. 

"What about you? Don't you have a store to run?"

"Day off," she smiled. 

"Thought I’d see if the park missed me."

"Well, since I’m still a tourist in my own hometown, mind showing me around? Everything looks different through my eyes lately."

She agreed, but only after she finished her own mission, a bracelet she’d been eyeing. I waited as she dove into the crowd, returning a moment later with a triumphant grin.

"Look! Does it suit me? My mom always says if you can’t decide, go simple."

I didn't say anything. I just lifted my wrist, showing her the exact same leather braid. Her eyes went wide.

"You have the same one?"

"Beat you to it," I grinned. She burst out laughing, shaking her head. 

"Sam and Tyson are going to have a field day with this. Be prepared for the 'soulmate' jokes."

"I’ll brace myself," I chuckled.

We started walking. It wasn't awkward, which was the most dangerous part. We fell into a conversation about the years I’d missed. I asked the standard, safe questions. 

Work? Good. Travel? Frequent. Relationships?

"None," she said, her voice steady. 

"No time for it."

"I get that."

I could feel her watching me as we walked, her eyes squinting against the afternoon glare. I didn't think twice. I reached up, pulled off my cap, and tucked it onto her head. I lingered for a second, adjusting her hair so it wouldn't tickle her face. She didn't flinch. She just let me.

"Your eyes are going to hurt if you keep staring into the sun just to talk to me," I said lightly. I moved to her other side, using my height to block the light. 

"There. Mobile shade."

She looked away, a soft laugh escaping her. 

"I guess some things didn't change."

"What? My incredible kindness?" I teased. She made a face at me, and just like that, we were just two people losing track of time.

Eventually, we found a shaded bench. I went on a food run and came back with a ridiculous haul. Churros, corndogs, fries, and cokes.

"Kayden, that’s an entire carnival’s worth of food," she laughed.

"I’m a growing woman, Zariah. Here, the chocolate is for the churros." I set everything up, making sure the napkins and drinks were within her reach. Habit is a powerful thing, I was serving her before I even realized I was doing it.

"Ow!" she blurted. A drop of chocolate had escaped her churro and landed on her hand. Before she could react, I grabbed a tissue and wiped it away. 

"I’ve got it. Just hold the churro, I’m done with mine anyway."

"You don't have to do that," she murmured, but she didn't pull away.

"How are you going to wipe it yourself without dropping the food? Just let me." She laughed, and I knew she appreciated the rescue. I sat back, watching her eye the last of the fries. 

"You want it? I’m finished."

She didn't need to be asked twice. She finished the leftovers with that same bright, foodie enthusiasm she’d had since college. I reached over, cracked the seal on her drink, and handed it to her. Then, noticing a tiny dot of sauce at the corner of her mouth, I reached out with a clean tissue and swept it away.

"Anything else?" she asked, amused as I gave her a final inspection.

"You’re clear," I replied.  A giggle drifted from a nearby bench. 

"They look so sweet," a stranger whispered. 

"I want what they have."

We caught each other's eyes and shared a private, bittersweet smile. If only they knew. We weren't sweet. We were just two people who knew each other's favorite snacks and how to open each other's drinks.

"So, I guess that concludes our day," she said, standing up and brushing a few stray crumbs from her lap. 

"I showed you the sights, and you paid the toll with food."

"Fair trade," I replied, standing with her. 

"Thanks for keeping me company, Zariah. I’ll see you whenever Sam rounds up the troops for another interrogation." She nodded, her eyes lingering on me for a second longer than necessary. 

"Where are you parked?"

"Over there," I pointed toward the north lot.

"Oh, same here. Let’s walk together."

We tossed our trash and started the final trek toward our cars. The sun was dipping lower, painting the city in that hazy, golden-hour glow that makes everything look a little more romantic than it actually is. A thought popped into my head, something safe to fill the silence.

"Did Sam ever date anyone?" I asked. Zariah glanced at me, her brows lifting in surprise. 

"No. Not since college. Why the sudden interest?"

"She’s been asking me for love advice," I said, a small smirk playing on my lips. 

"Even when I was abroad, she’d randomly message me these deep, hypothetical questions about relationships. I assumed she had someone hidden away, but I guess she’s just naturally curious." We didn't talk much while I was away, just enough to stay in each other’s orbit, so I wasn’t sure if I’d missed a major chapter of Sam’s life.

Zariah let out a soft laugh. 

"I think Sam has a crush. I’m not entirely sure if it’s who I think it is. They bicker way too much to be 'just' friends."

I thought about the group for a second, then a specific face came to mind. I laughed, too. 

"I think I have a candidate in mind, too. But it seems impossible, right? Then again, the way they act when they think no one is looking..."

"Exactly," Zariah agreed.

We stopped as we reached her car. The moment of goodbye had arrived, and the air felt a little heavier for it.

"So, I guess this is it," I said, turning to face her.

"See you soon, Kayden. Be careful on the road," she said softly.

"You too. Post a status or something when you get home so I know you made it," I replied. It was a reflex, a ghost of the protective partner I used to be.

She chuckled, unlocking her door. 

"I will. You do the same. Bye."

"Bye," I whispered back, watching her pull out of the space and disappear into the evening traffic.

I got home and collapsed onto my bed without even taking off my sneakers. I spread my arms wide, staring at the ceiling, feeling like I’d just survived a massive physical feat. Socializing for four hours is a battle of its own, doing it with Zariah is a full-scale campaign.

I reached for my phone and started scrolling through my socials. It had been years since I’d posted anything, my last update was a blurry photo from the airport five years ago, but the sunset I’d caught before leaving the park was too good to waste. I uploaded it. Soft, golden hues melting into deep purples. 

A few minutes later, while aimlessly scrolling, a new post popped up at the top of my feed.

It was a photo of the sky. The same soft afternoon light, a little overexposed, likely taken while we were sitting on that shaded bench. There was a specific kind of peace in the frame.

I smiled, my heart doing a slow, steady thrum. I wasn't even surprised. We still follow each other. It wasn't a conscious decision or a conversation we ever had. We just never clicked the unfollow button. That little blue checkmark was a bridge we never bothered to burn.

Life had happened. Work had consumed me. I barely touched my phone for anything other than emails while I was in Canada. Her last post was seven months ago, mine was five years. We didn't need social media to stay updated because, for a long time, we didn't want to be updated.

I locked my phone and stared back up at the ceiling. It’s strange. The people you think you’ve outgrown or successfully left behind... sometimes they just wait for the city to change enough that they can meet you as someone new.
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