
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


All The Ways We Ruined Us
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We fit too perfectly in each other's wounds.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We weren’t meant to find comfort in decay, to learn the rhythm of poison like a lullaby, and yet, somehow, here we are. I think about it often, the way our hearts collided, jagged and raw, the way we clung to each other as if survival itself depended on shared pain. In some ways, it did. Because when I’m with him, I feel alive, not the kind of alive that comes with sunlight and laughter, but the kind that thrums beneath the ribs, sharp and jagged, reminding me I exist.

He is my mirror, and I hate what I see. I hate the reflection staring back through his eyes, twisted by the same fears and regrets I thought I buried deep. I am his ghost, haunting the edges of his life, his mistakes, his dark thoughts and yet, he refuses to let me rest. I should hate him for that, for trapping me here, for keeping me bound to a place I can never leave. But I don’t. Because even though it hurts, even though every word tastes like ash in my mouth, I still choose him. I still let the claws find their home in my chest.

Every “I’m sorry” we speak feels rehearsed. Every “I love you” hangs in the air, heavy and weighted with guilt. And still, we say it. We say it because the silence is more unbearable. Because the truth is a void we cannot stare into without falling apart. We both know it: we are not healing each other. We are rotting together, learning the curves of each other’s darkness until it becomes familiar, until it feels like safety. There is a rhythm to our chaos, a pattern in the destruction, a comfort in knowing exactly where the pain will strike next. A bed of nails would be softer than this. Yet somehow, we still choose it. We still choose each other.

I remember the first time I realized it, how dangerous he was to me, and yet, how necessary. It was late, or maybe it was early. The distinction doesn’t matter anymore. I was sitting in the half-light of our apartment, the city stretching out beyond the windows, and he was there, silent, leaning against the doorframe. An anger burned in his eyes, the kind that could consume everything it touched, and I didn’t move away. I couldn’t. I wanted it. I wanted the heat of his presence, even if it meant I would bleed. I wanted to know that he could hurt me and I could still remain, still choose to stay.

We talk about love sometimes, but it’s a strange word between us. Love here doesn’t feel like warmth or safety. It’s a tether, a cord we cannot cut without risking ourselves. It’s in the way we hold on during arguments that escalate too quickly, the way we fight and make up only to fight again. It’s in the whispered apologies at three a.m., in touches that leave bruises both literal and invisible, in the way we know each other’s weaknesses and exploit them and then collapse into the other’s arms as though collapse itself is devotion.

We are each other’s monsters. That makes it inevitable. We see the worst in ourselves mirrored in the other and instead of recoiling, we embrace it. We breathe it in like air. We have learned the shape of pain, the contours of fear, and we fit together so perfectly that leaving is not an option.

Sometimes I imagine opening the door and stepping into a world without him. But the thought is unbearable. Without him, I am hollow. Without this shared suffering, I am nothing.

And so we remain.

The days blur together, stitched by tension and need, by silence and confessions too heavy to speak aloud. I know when he will lash out before he does. He knows my words before they leave my mouth. And yet, somehow, even knowing all of this, we cannot stop ourselves. We are drawn together in a gravity of hurt and desire, a dark orbit that spins faster with every argument, every stolen kiss, every broken promise.

Sometimes, late at night, I watch him sleep. Not in admiration, not in tender innocence, but because I need to see that he exists, that the chaos is tangible, that the person I love and fear is still breathing. And when I look at him, I see the monster I love, the reflection I cannot escape, the part of myself I cannot face alone. And I reach for him anyway.

Our bed is a battlefield and a sanctuary, an altar to everything wrong and everything necessary. Hands clench, bodies twist, yet beneath the bruises and whispered curses, there is connection. Not the kind that heals, not the kind that saves, but the kind that reminds us we are alive. That we exist. That we are capable of feeling something so intensely that the world outside ceases to matter for a few stolen hours.

I have learned to read him like scripture. Every sigh, every glance, every small gesture speaks volumes. I know when he is retreating, when the walls are closing in, when the fear is too much. And when I am in pain, he reaches back, not always gently, not always with love, but with recognition. Because in the world outside, nothing matters. Only this. Only us. Only the claws that keep us tethered.

We are doomed. And it is beautiful.

Because somehow, in the claws, we have learned to find comfort.

Because somehow, in each other’s darkness, we have found a kind of home.

Because, in the end, there is nothing else to choose.

Act I: Collision & Obsession

Every love story begins with a moment you never recognize as dangerous.

A glance that lingers a little too long.

A conversation that feels like being understood for the first time in years.

A touch that hums with the promise of something you’ve spent your whole life waiting for.

Yasmine and Cade don’t fall in love all at once.

They slip, slowly, carelessly, into something that feels too good to question.

They mistake intensity for fate, chemistry for compatibility, longing for certainty.

Act I is the soft beginning of a storm:

the part where the air feels warm, the sky looks harmless,

and you have no idea the wind already has your name in its mouth.
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Chapter One: Before Cade
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Most mornings, I wake up before my alarm.

Not out of motivation, my body just learned that sleep is unreliable, a trickster that abandons me the moment I need it most. So I lie there for a while, staring at the ceiling, counting the same water stains I memorized months ago. I try to pretend the pattern looks like something; a cloud, a woman’s profile, a map to somewhere better, but it always ends up looking like the same thing:

Nothing.

Just like the days that follow.

I drag myself out of bed with a kind of mechanical obedience, like my body moves because it remembers how, not because I want it to. My apartment is too quiet. Too neat. It’s a space designed for someone who has their life together, someone whose world doesn’t feel like a room with no air. I keep everything tidy because mess makes it harder to pretend I’m fine.

Coffee. Phone check. Clothes. Makeup I don’t care about.

The usual.

I pass the mirror in the hallway and catch a glimpse of myself, the version I let the world see. Hair smooth. Eyes lined. Expression neutral. A woman who looks like she should be happy, or at least stable. A woman who looks like she’s not running on fumes and muscle memory.

She’s a liar, but she’s convincing enough to get me through the door.

At work, everyone assumes I’m quiet because I’m focused.

They mistake distance for professionalism.

Detachment for maturity.

Silence for strength.

It’s easier that way.

I answer emails, sip lukewarm coffee, nod through small talk, and check tasks off a list that never ends but never matters. My coworkers are pleasant in that surface-level, office-environment way; friendly smiles, shared jokes in the break room, comments about traffic, weather, weekend plans. I play along when I have to. I disappear when I can.

They don’t notice.

Or maybe they don’t care.

I’m not sure which would hurt more.

At lunch, I sit with a group because sitting alone would get me looks, and I’ve never liked being the topic of other people’s whispered assumptions. The conversation is the same as always, someone’s boyfriend did something annoying, someone else is going on a trip, someone watched a show they can’t stop recommending.

I listen. I nod. I smile at the right moments.

But the whole time, it feels like I’m watching them from behind glass:

I see everything.

I hear everything.

But I’m not part of any of it.

I used to have friends I could talk to.

I used to have a life that felt like mine.

I don’t anymore.

And though I never say it out loud, I think everyone can feel it, that quiet, aching distance that I carry like a second skin.

After work, I go out sometimes if someone insists.

Happy hours. Birthdays. “Girls’ nights.”

I show up because saying no makes them worry, and I don’t want anyone asking questions I don’t want to answer. I don’t want pity. I don’t want concern.

But more than anything, I don’t want to explain the truth:

I feel alone even in a crowded room.

Tonight is one of those nights, though. A coworker’s birthday.

Loud bar, too many bodies, music that vibrates against the inside of my skull. Everyone’s talking over each other, shouting, laughing. Drinks clink, phones flash, someone spills something sticky on my shoe and apologizes too quickly for me to answer.

People tell me I’m glowing tonight.

People tell me I should get out more.

People tell me I seem happier.

But all I feel is tired.

I laugh when they laugh, dance when they tug me onto the floor, drink just enough to loosen the stiffness in my shoulders. But even then, even in the middle of music and movement and heat, there’s a hollowness under my ribs that refuses to quiet.

It’s always there.

An echo.

A bruise that never healed right.

On the ride home, the city passing by my window looks blurred and beautiful. The lights smear like watercolors, and for a moment I wish I could step into that blurriness, dissolve into something formless, something soft.

Instead, I go home to the same quiet apartment.

The same too-still air.

The same reflection in the mirror.

I wipe off my makeup and stare at my face again.

No armor this time. No performance.

I look... lonely.

Lonely in a way that feels like a confession.

There’s a part of me that hates admitting it, even silently:

I want connection so much it aches.

I want someone to touch my face like it’s something worth memorizing.

I want someone to pull me close and mean it.

I want intensity, not the soft, easy kind people talk about in romantic comedies, but the kind that consumes you, the kind that makes you feel something in your bones.

The kind of love that is messy and overwhelming and impossible to walk away from.

I want to feel wanted so deeply that it terrifies me.

I want someone who sees the cracks and doesn’t flinch.

Someone who wants all of me, even the parts I’ve learned to tuck away.

But I’m afraid of that kind of connection, too.

Because the last time I let myself want someone, it ended with me picking pieces of myself off the floor long after they were gone.

I don’t talk about that.

I don’t talk about what it took from me.

Or what it left behind.

But sometimes, late at night, when the world is quiet and the only sound is my own breathing, I can feel the shape of that old hurt pressing against my ribs, as if it never really left, just learned to sleep.

I wish I could be the kind of person who wants less.

Who settles for simple, steady, safe.

But I know myself too well.

I know what I crave.

I want a love that doesn’t feel like settling.

I want a presence that fills the silence.

I want heat, gravity, collision.

Something real.

Something undeniable.

Something that will either save me or ruin me.

I don’t know it yet, not tonight, not in this quiet apartment with its too-clean walls and too-empty air...

But that longing, that dangerous, hungry part of me,

is already reaching out for someone I haven’t met.

Someone who will find the cracks in me

as if he was born knowing exactly where to press.

Someone who will see my emptiness

and offer me flames instead of light.

Someone who will become the answer to a hunger

I didn’t know had teeth.

Someone named Cade Washington.

If I’m being honest, loneliness isn’t the monster people make it out to be. It’s quieter than that. Softer. A fog instead of a storm. It settles around you slowly, day by day, until one afternoon you look up and realize you can’t remember the last time someone touched you without needing something in return.

Some nights I sit awake and try to recall the last moment I felt wanted without bargaining for it. I never get far. The memory blurs, dissolves, and I end up staring at the ceiling wondering if longing can rot a person from the inside. If so, then I’ve been decaying for years.

I don’t tell anyone that. I don’t tell anyone much of anything.

People look at me and see someone “put together,” because I’ve mastered the art of not unraveling in public. I know how to smile at coworkers without revealing how hollowed-out I feel. I know how to laugh with friends without letting them hear the echo in it. I even know how to say I’m fine so convincingly that sometimes I almost believe myself.

Almost.

There’s a part of me; small, stubborn, impossible, that still believes love could be the thread that ties everything back together. That maybe there’s someone out there who would see the mess behind my careful facade and stay anyway.

But that part of me has gotten quieter with each failed attempt, each almost-relationship that burned out before it ever had a chance to warm me. Sometimes I wonder if it even exists anymore or if I killed it with my own caution, my own fear.

Because if I’m honest, I never let anyone get too close.

And when I do? I expect them to leave.

Maybe that’s why I spend so much time imagining the person who won’t.

In my head, he’s always a little dangerous, not in the obvious way, but in a way that feels like a warning. Like he could ruin me without even trying. Like he could walk into a room and all my carefully built walls would forget what they were meant to do.

I don’t know why that’s the kind of man I imagine. Maybe because stability has never held my attention. Maybe because gentle love feels like a language I never learned.

Or maybe, if I dig deep enough to admit it, I want someone who can match me in intensity. Someone who wants me not safely, but desperately.

Someone who makes me feel like I’m burning instead of fading.

Sometimes, right before I fall asleep, I picture the moment I’ll meet him. The air shifting. My heartbeat stuttering. Something ancient inside me recognizing something ancient inside him.

I don’t know his name yet.

I don’t know his face.

But I know the shape of the space he will occupy in my life. The way everything will rearrange itself around him, like gravity, like fate, like some hungry force finally getting fed.

And I should be afraid of that.

A small, rational voice in me is.

But the rest of me? The part that’s tired of pretending loneliness isn’t eating me alive?

That part is already reaching for him.

Already welcoming the ruin.

Sometimes I imagine him standing across the room, and I feel that sharp, sudden electricity that makes my stomach seize. Not a polite flutter; something darker, more insistent, like a storm waiting to break through a fragile window. I imagine him looking at me, really looking, and seeing every crack, every scar, every piece I’ve tried to hide. And somehow, instead of recoiling, he leans in closer.

That thought terrifies me, and yet it excites me. It’s the kind of danger that doesn’t scream in sirens or smoke. It’s quiet, insidious, pulling you in so slowly that by the time you realize the fire is real, you’re already burning. And I want it. God, I want it.

I catch myself sometimes, tracing my fingers along the edge of my mug or the fabric of my coat, imagining him in all these imagined moments; a conversation, a touch, a laugh that doesn’t feel rehearsed. And every time, it’s the same: my heart thrums too fast, my chest tightens, and a voice inside whispers, he’s going to ruin you.

And I nod.

Because I want him to.

Because maybe ruin is the only thing left that feels alive.

The city outside my window hums, and I think about all the possibilities of the night, the people I might see, the interactions that could shift something, the moments that could tilt the world just enough to bring someone like him into it. I try not to hold my breath, but I do. I can’t help it. My whole body is conditioned for anticipation, for that delicious, inevitable collision.

I’ve felt echoes of it before, in broken places with people who didn’t understand intensity, who couldn’t hold what I wanted to give. But I’ve learned from those failures. I’ve learned what I will accept, and what I will not. And I’ve learned that what I crave is not small. It’s not quiet. It’s not safe.

It’s wild. It’s consuming. It’s him.

Even in the mundane repetition of my life; work, social obligations I barely tolerate, the quiet nights that stretch too long, the thought of him waits like a pulse beneath my ribs. A low, steady drum, reminding me that the world is capable of something more. Something that could undo me completely. Something that could make me feel, finally, that I exist.

I don’t know yet if I’ll survive it.

But I know I will run toward it anyway.

Because living in the half-light of my own detachment has become unbearable. I am tired of flat surfaces and polite smiles. I am tired of pretending that absence is enough. I am tired of the safe, and I ache for the dangerous, for the extraordinary, for a love that leaves no part of me untouched.

And in some unspoken corner of my mind, I already understand:

he will arrive, whether I am ready or not.

And when he does, everything will change.

I do not know Cade Washington yet.

I do not know the chaos he will bring.

I do not know the fire, or the ruin, or the impossible gravity of his presence.

But I am ready, somehow.

For the first time in a long time, I feel the pull of life. Not gentle. Not forgiving. Not kind. But real.

And that pull, I know, will carry me straight into him.

The days slide by like a slow drip of water, and I move through them with a kind of practiced detachment. I go to work, I answer emails, I nod through conversations I don’t remember five minutes later. But even in the monotony, there are these small moments that feel... charged.

A stranger’s glance that lingers too long.

A laugh that echoes a little too sharply across a café.

A brush of a hand on the subway rail that makes me shiver, though I know it’s meaningless.

I catch myself paying attention, memorizing shapes, voices, gestures, as if trying to decode some invisible language that only someone like him could speak. It’s ridiculous, but it’s impossible to stop. The idea of someone who could intersect my life like a comet is addictive. It’s a hunger I’ve learned to recognize in myself but not to feed, yet.

I spend evenings walking aimlessly through streets that smell of rain and asphalt, my headphones pressing music into my chest like it’s oxygen. I watch couples pass, their hands entwined, their laughter spilling over into the night, and I feel a pang I can’t name. A longing that is sharper than loneliness, sharper than absence. It’s a desire for collision, for intensity, for something that will bruise me in the way I secretly crave.

And then, in the quiet spaces of my apartment, I replay moments from the past, people who came close but couldn’t endure the gravity I carry. Their departures weren’t dramatic. There was no shouting, no slammed doors. Just absence. The slow, quiet erosion of someone leaving, and me left with the echo of what could have been.

I light candles sometimes, not for ambiance, not even for comfort. But because the flickering flame reminds me that warmth exists somewhere, even if I cannot reach it. And I imagine him, not Cade, not yet, but the figure that looms in the corners of my mind. The one who will feel like home and wildfire all at once. The one who will make me ache, will make me bleed, will make me wish I’d been braver all along.

I try to tell myself I am cautious, that I am careful. That I know better than to fall into the kind of obsession that consumes everything. But the truth is, I’ve been living on the edge of obsession for so long that it has become comfortable. Familiar. And the thought of someone stepping into that orbit does not frighten me as much as it excites me.

I am waiting.

And I am ready.

Somewhere out there, he exists. And soon, the world will tilt.
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Chapter Two: Meeting You
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I didn’t mean to be anywhere that would matter. The coffee shop was crowded with the usual mid-morning haze of laptops and lattes, the baristas moving like they were underwater, people murmuring over the hiss of espresso machines. I slotted myself into a corner with my laptop and a green tea, pretending the outside world didn’t exist. Pretending I wasn’t waiting for... nothing in particular.

And then he was there.

Not in a way that announced him like a storm, not immediately. But he had this presence, this weight, this kind of quiet magnetism that somehow presses against your skin before you even see the person. I saw him from the corner of my eye, leaning against the counter, talking to someone. His jawline was sharp, his expression unreadable, but his eyes-God, his eyes, they were like cracks in something solid, little fractures that hinted at hidden storms.

I should have looked away. I should have told myself it didn’t matter.

But my chest wouldn’t let me. My pulse stuttered, quickened, and the careful control I maintained over my day felt like it was unraveling with every step he took.

And then, as if fate or the universe had a cruel sense of humor, we collided. Literally. My elbow caught his shoulder as I turned from the counter with my tea, sending it tipping toward the floor.

“Watch it,” he said, voice low, edged with something sharp and amused.

“I-sorry,” I breathed, fumbling to right the cup before it spilled. His hand shot out, catching it, steadying the porcelain with a grip that was firm but careful. Fingers brushing mine. And I felt it. A spark. A warning. Something I couldn’t name, something that tasted like both danger and... need.

He held my gaze for a moment longer than was necessary. Longer than etiquette would allow. And in that moment, the world around us blurred, people talking, baristas calling out orders, the hiss of the espresso machine, all of it receding until it was just him and the collision of our two existences.

“You okay?” he asked again, quieter this time, his thumb brushing against mine almost intentionally. I wanted to say yes, I wanted to step back, to breathe, to act like nothing happened. But I didn’t. My voice caught, and all I could manage was a shaky, “Yeah.”

He smirked then, faintly, like he knew the effect he had before even noticing it himself. And I thought, this is it. This is the kind of person who sees the cracks in you and decides they like what’s underneath.

We stepped back, but I caught him stealing another glance at me as he ordered his drink. My pulse was still thudding in my ears. My chest was tight, and somewhere in my stomach, something dangerous and thrilling churned.

I tried to focus on my laptop, on the words I was supposed to write, the work I was supposed to do. But all I could hear was the echo of him: the scrape of his voice, the warmth of his hand, the intensity of his eyes that lingered too long.

And just like that, the collision was over-physically-but it had already marked me. A brush of hands, a shared moment, and something primal had shifted.

I left the coffee shop with my tea intact but my calm shattered. And somewhere, in the way my thoughts kept circling back to him, I knew it was only the beginning.

The chaos had arrived quietly, and I had no choice but to notice it.

I walked the few blocks home in a haze, every step punctuated by the echo of his presence, the brush of his hand against mine, the way his eyes lingered in a way that felt both intimate and dangerous. My tea had cooled hours ago, my phone buzzed with meaningless notifications, but none of it registered. All that mattered was him or the residue of him, the way a scent lingers on a jacket long after the person has left.

I kept replaying the collision in my head: the stumble, the touch, the spark. My rational mind screamed at me: It’s nothing. He’s just a stranger. Don’t romanticize a moment that was almost an accident. But the rest of me, the part that had been starving for intensity, craved him with a desperation I hadn’t felt in years.

It wasn’t just attraction. It was recognition. A familiarity I couldn’t explain. Like looking at a mirror you didn’t know existed until someone else held it up for you.

And then I wondered, with a sinking thrill, if he had felt it too.

Cade, standing at the counter with his coffee in hand, thought of her. He didn’t know her name yet, didn’t even know if he’d see her again, but he couldn’t shake the image of her in that corner, the subtle tension in her posture, the way her gaze had lingered just long enough to be dangerous. Something about her felt like fire and ruin, like a storm quietly gathering on the horizon. He liked that. He hated it. Both at the same time.

He’d brushed her hand. Just a brush, he reminded himself, and yet the memory of it burned in his fingers as if it had left a permanent mark. He wasn’t in the habit of being undone by strangers, but this one, this one lingered. He felt the pull, the inevitability, and it both thrilled and terrified him.

I got home and stared at the wall of my apartment, my laptop forgotten, my tea untouched. My pulse was still irregular, my hands jittering despite hours since the encounter. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way he had looked at me, the way he had seen me even in that brief collision.

I asked myself questions I didn’t want to answer: Do I want this? Do I need this? Am I drawn to danger because I’m tired of safety? And with every question, the answer came back the same: yes.

Yes, I wanted it.

Yes, I needed it.

Yes, I was willing to risk being undone.

Cade lingered at his office desk later that afternoon, replaying the moment again and again. The world around him had gone on as usual; emails, phone calls, the buzz of fluorescent lights, but all he could think about was her. That strange mix of fire and fragility, the way her pulse had seemed to match his own almost before he realized it.

There was a magnetic pull there, one that made no sense and yet felt inevitable. He knew the danger. He always knew the danger. He knew that someone like her would break him in ways he could neither predict nor control. And he didn’t care. Not really.

He wanted it.

He wanted her chaos.

And somewhere beneath the rational layers, he knew she wanted his too.

I tried to sleep that night, but it was impossible. Every shadow, every sound, every beat of my heart reminded me of him, reminded me of the collision that had left me reeling. My mind flickered between fear and fascination, desire and dread.

Curiosity versus danger.

Intensity versus reason.

And yet, even in the quiet, even in the fear, I knew I would seek him again. I already wanted him back.

Even if it meant burning.

Even if it meant ruin.

Even if it meant chaos.

I saw him again before I even knew I was looking.

It was at a mutual friend’s rooftop gathering, the kind of semi-casual, pretentious affair I normally avoided, but something or maybe someone, had drawn me there. And there he was: leaning against the railing, drink in hand, staring out at the city lights with that same impossible calm, like the world around him wasn’t capable of touching him.

I felt it immediately, the pull. That low hum beneath the ribs, that clench in my stomach, the tightness that whispered, be careful, you’ll burn.

We hadn’t spoken since the coffee shop, yet the memory of him was as vivid as if he’d never left. I tried to focus on someone else, a conversation, a laugh, anything that might distract me. But my eyes found him anyway. And when our gazes locked, I swear the air shifted.

“Yasmine,” a familiar voice said, startling me. A mutual friend, clearly oblivious to the tension slicing between us. “You’re here!”

I forced a smile, nodding, while my eyes darted involuntarily back to him. He’d noticed, of course. How could he not? There was an ease in his movements, a quiet dominance in the way he held himself, that made people aware of his presence even if they were trying to ignore it.

And then he moved slightly, closer, or maybe just more aligned with my line of sight and the world contracted. Suddenly, it was just us, the city fading behind him, the music dulling to a hum, my pulse thrumming in a rhythm that matched his quiet, controlled heartbeat.

I wanted to walk away. I wanted to pretend I wasn’t aware of him. But I couldn’t.

“Fancy seeing you here,” he said, his voice low, casual, but with the kind of edge that made my knees threaten to give way.

“Yeah,” I replied, my own voice steadier than I expected, but I felt the tremor beneath the surface. “Small world.”

He smirked, just slightly, enough to make me aware of every curve of his mouth, the shadow under his cheekbone. Dangerous. Magnetic. Undeniable.

“Seems like the city’s full of coincidences,” he said, and I could feel the weight behind his words, the subtle implication that none of it was accidental.

I laughed, nervous, because what else could I do? And then I realized with a jolt that the laugh was too loud, too sharp, and even in the hum of casual chatter, it echoed like a challenge. Like a warning.

I excused myself to the balcony for air, pretending I needed a moment away from the crowd. The cool wind hit me, but it barely registered against the fire burning under my skin. And then he was there. Quiet, patient, but somehow inevitable.

“You okay?” he asked, genuinely this time, but there was still that edge. The threat of chaos behind his eyes.

“Yes,” I lied. I didn’t want to admit my pulse was racing, that I had been thinking about him non-stop since the coffee shop. That his presence made me feel alive in a way I hadn’t in years. That I was both terrified and exhilarated.

“I can tell,” he said, and there was no judgment, only understanding. Dangerous understanding.

I wanted to say something clever, something that would assert control, but I couldn’t. My words faltered. And in that silence, the pull between us stretched taut, a line straining at the edges, begging to snap.

We shared a moment of nothing and everything at once. His gaze lingered, and I felt it deep in my chest, a recognition of wounds I hadn’t shown anyone, a mirror I wasn’t ready to face. But he saw it anyway, and it made my blood sing.

And then, just as quickly, he stepped back, letting the moment breathe, letting the tension hang between us.

Later, I found myself replaying it obsessively. Every glance, every syllable, every pause. I questioned my own thoughts: Why do I want this? Why am I drawn to danger?

And the answer, uncomfortably clear, was simple: I didn’t just want it. I needed it.

Somewhere, he was thinking the same thing. Somewhere, he was recognizing in me the same chaos he carried inside himself. And that recognition, the mutual pull, the unspoken understanding, was more intoxicating than anything I had ever known.

It was dangerous. It was thrilling.

It was inevitable.

The night had settled over the city by the time I returned to my apartment. The sounds of traffic and late-night wanderers were muted through the thick glass windows, but inside, my thoughts were louder than any city noise. I couldn’t stop replaying him, Cade, though I didn’t know his name yet.
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