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They were never supposed to cross that line.

The line had always been there, drawn in the soft pencil of childhood: shared forts made of couch cushions, secrets traded at three in the morning over walkie-talkies, prom photos where one stood awkwardly behind the other because neither had a date, late-night drives with the windows down and the music loud enough to drown out whatever hurt was trying to speak. They called it friendship. They called it safe.

Then the world began to crack them open.

One found the person she thought she’d marry fucking someone else on their own couch. One sat alone at twenty-two listening to everyone else’s stories of first times and realized—with a sick, quiet certainty—that he might never be chosen. One received a deployment date stamped in black ink and understood that some endings arrive before beginnings ever get the chance. One looked in the mirror and saw only defects, only reasons no one would stay.

Each of them, in their separate darknesses, reached backward.

Not for romance. Romance was too dangerous, too bright, too likely to burn. They reached for the one person who had already seen every ugly piece and never flinched. The one who knew the exact pitch of their crying, the exact shape of their shame, the exact rhythm of their breathing when they tried to pretend they were fine.

“I just need help,” they told themselves.

“I just need to not feel dead inside for one night.”

“I just need someone who won’t leave.”

So they asked.

Or they didn’t ask—they simply arrived, shaking, at the door they knew would open.

Or they stayed silent and the other one understood anyway.

It started with trembling hands and averted eyes.

It started with “just this once.”

It started with mouths that tasted like salt and fear and something older than either of them.

They told themselves it was medicine.

They told themselves it was temporary.

They told themselves the rules were simple: no promises, no futures, no falling.

But rules made in the dark have never held against skin.

Every touch carved something new into them.

Every sob swallowed against a throat left a bruise that wouldn’t fade.

Every time one tried to pull away, the other clung harder—not out of possession, but out of terror that the only place they had ever felt whole was about to disappear.

Ten friends.

Ten different nights when the world became too heavy to carry alone.

Ten different moments when “help me” became the most intimate sentence either of them had ever spoken.

They didn’t know—none of them knew—that the wound they were trying to close would only split wider with every heartbeat pressed to heartbeat, every tear licked from skin, every whispered lie about how this didn’t mean anything.

They only knew they couldn’t stop.

Because once someone has held your broken pieces while you came apart inside them,

you don’t get to pretend the light didn’t come on.

And once the light comes on,

there is no going back into the dark alone.
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The Betrayal Cure
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ETHAN’S APARTMENT SMELLED like stale coffee and unwashed sheets. The blinds stayed half-closed even at three in the afternoon, letting in only enough light to show the dust floating like ash. He hadn’t left the couch in four days. The television played infomercials on mute. His phone lay face-down on the coffee table, screen cracked from when he’d thrown it the night the three-line text arrived:

“I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. Don’t contact me.”

That was it. Seven years reduced to twenty-three characters and a block button.

He hadn’t eaten anything solid since. Water came in sips when he remembered he was supposed to be alive. He hadn’t cried—not really. Not since he was twelve and his father left without saying goodbye. Crying felt like surrender, and Ethan had decided long ago he would never surrender again.

The lock clicked.

He didn’t move. He already knew who it was. Only one person still had the spare key.

Mia stepped inside without knocking, without speaking. She wore the same faded hoodie she’d had since senior year, the sleeves too long, the cuffs frayed. Her hair was in a messy knot. Her eyes were red-rimmed, like she’d been crying for both of them.

She locked the door behind her. The sound was loud in the quiet.

“Ethan.”

He stared at the television. A woman was demonstrating a blender that could change your life.

Mia crossed the room. She stood in front of him, blocking the screen. He still didn’t look up.

“I’m not going to ask how you are,” she said. Her voice cracked on the last word. “Because I already know. You’re dying in here. Slowly. And I can’t watch it anymore.”

He swallowed. His throat felt lined with sandpaper.

“Go home, Mia.”

“No.”

She knelt between his knees. He flinched—not from her touch, but from the sudden nearness of another person. It had been months since anyone had been this close. He could smell her shampoo, the same one she’d used since high school. Something citrus and clean. It hurt more than it should have.

“Look at me.”

He didn’t.

She reached up, gentle but firm, and turned his face toward hers with both hands. His skin felt cold against her palms. Her thumbs brushed the hollows under his eyes.

“I’m not asking,” she whispered. “I’m telling you. I’m taking your pain tonight. Just tonight. Let me hold you until you remember you’re still alive.”

His breath hitched.

“Mia—”

“Shut up.”

She leaned in and kissed him.

It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t tentative. It was desperate, like she’d been holding the kiss inside her chest for years and it had finally clawed its way out. He froze for half a second—long enough for shame and grief and panic to flood him—then his hands came up and gripped her hoodie like it was the only thing keeping him from falling off the earth.

She climbed into his lap. The couch groaned. Her knees bracketed his hips. She kissed him harder, deeper, tasting salt and days of neglect. He made a sound—half sob, half gasp—and his fingers dug into her waist.
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