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The thing about tradition is that you don’t notice how much it matters until someone breaks it.

Friday nights had always belonged to them.

Not officially no written rule, no calendar invite but it was understood. Fridays were for cheap wine, bad takeout, louder laughter than the neighbors probably appreciated, and the kind of conversations that only happened when you’d known people long enough to stop pretending.

Lena arrived at Marcus’s apartment with a bottle of red under her arm and the familiar comfort of routine settling into her bones. The hallway smelled like stale carpet and someone’s burned dinner. She didn’t mind. It was part of it.

She knocked once, then let herself in.

“I swear to God, if you ordered pineapple pizza again—”

Her voice died halfway through the sentence.

The room was already full.

Not full-full, but... occupied. Different.

Marcus sat on the couch with Jenna pressed against his side, her legs tucked under her, her head tilted toward his shoulder like it belonged there. His arm was slung around her without effort, fingers resting easily at her waist. Not new, exactly everyone knew they were dating but this felt different. Comfortable. Claimed.

Domestic.

Lena paused just inside the doorway, her fingers tightening around the neck of the bottle.

“Hey,” Marcus said, smiling. “You made it.”

Jenna smiled too, softer but no less certain. “Hey, Lena.”

There was a split second where Lena felt like she’d walked into the wrong apartment.

She stepped in anyway.

“Yeah,” she said lightly. “Like always.”

The words tasted strange.

She set the wine on the counter and glanced around. The usual clutter was there: the mismatched chairs, the stack of board games no one ever played, the coffee table scarred with rings from too many drinks—but something was off. The air felt... closed. Like a door had been shut quietly while she wasn’t looking.

Aiden wasn’t there yet.

That should’ve reassured her. Instead, it sharpened her awareness. She poured herself a drink she didn’t need and leaned against the counter, watching the way Marcus and Jenna interacted inside jokes murmured under their breath, shared looks that excluded everyone else without meaning to.

Or maybe they did mean to. Not cruelly. Just... naturally.

Couples did that.

Lena had just never noticed before.

The door opened fifteen minutes later, and Aiden walked in like he always did, jacket tossed over one shoulder, expression already tired like the world had asked too much of him before he even arrived.

His eyes found hers immediately.

Relief flickered through her chest, quick and unwelcome.

“Hey,” he said, stopping beside her. “What’s with the funeral vibe?”

She snorted softly. “You tell me.”

He followed her gaze to the couch. His jaw tightened not much, just enough that she noticed. He masked it with a grin and raised his voice.

“Damn. Didn’t know we were doing couples’ seating now.”

Marcus laughed. Jenna didn’t move.

“Come on, man,” Marcus said. “You’re just late.”

“Yeah,” Aiden replied. “That must be it.”

He grabbed a beer and leaned against the opposite counter, mirroring Lena without realizing it. They stood there like bookends, watching the rest of the room exist without them.

It wasn’t dramatic. That was the worst part.

No arguments. No tension thick enough to choke on. Just a subtle rearranging of gravity.

They ordered food. Everyone ate. Conversation flowed work complaints, gossip, someone’s terrible date story but it kept circling back to Marcus and Jenna. Their weekend plans. Their inside references. Their future tense.

Lena nodded along, laughed when appropriate, sipped her wine slower than usual.

She told herself she was imagining it.

But when Marcus checked his phone for the third time in ten minutes and said, “We might head out a little early,” something in her chest sank.

“Early?” Aiden echoed. “Since when?”

Jenna glanced at Marcus, a silent exchange passing between them before she spoke. “We’ve got an early morning.”

“For what?” Lena asked before she could stop herself.

Jenna hesitated. “Uh just stuff.”

Stuff.

Lena smiled tightly. “Right. Stuff.”

They didn’t even stay for dessert.

Ten minutes later, the door closed behind them, leaving a quiet that felt heavier than the noise ever had.

Aiden stared at the door like it had personally offended him.

“Well,” he said finally. “That was new.”

Lena exhaled. “Don’t be dramatic.”

“I’m not,” he replied. “They left before midnight. Marcus never leaves before midnight.”

She busied herself with clearing plates, grateful for something to do with her hands. “They’re dating. Things change.”

“Do they have to?” he asked.

The question lingered between them, rawer than either of them intended.

Lena straightened, meeting his eyes. There was something there: confusion, irritation, maybe a hint of something else neither of them was ready to name.

“They’re happy,” she said, more sharply than necessary. “Isn’t that what matters?”

Aiden looked away first. “Yeah. Sure.”

Silence stretched.

The apartment felt emptier than it should’ve with only two people missing.

Lena grabbed her coat. “I should go.”

“So soon?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Feels like that kind of night.”

They walked out together, the cool air hitting them both like a reset. The city hummed around them, indifferent.

At the corner, they stopped. This was usually where they split—habit again, muscle memory.

“You okay?” Aiden asked.

She hesitated. “Yeah. Just... weird.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Weird.”

Neither of them said what they were really thinking.

That something had shifted. That something had been taken. That the absence felt personal.

Lena turned to leave, then paused.

“Hey, Aiden?”

“Yeah?”

She searched for the right words and came up empty. “You ever feel like... people don’t notice when they stop choosing you?”

His expression changed not much, but enough.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I do.”

She nodded, satisfied and unsettled all at once.

As she walked away, Lena told herself it was nothing. Just growing pains. Just a phase.

But deep down, something else whispered the truth.

This wasn’t just change.

It was the beginning of loss.

And neither of them knew yet how far they’d go to stop it.

***
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THE FIRST CANCELED plan felt like an accident.

Lena stared at her phone from the passenger seat of her car, rereading the text like it might change if she blinked hard enough.

Marcus: Hey, rain check tonight? Jenna had a long week and we’re just gonna stay in.

She exhaled slowly through her nose.

They had planned this a week ago. Drinks. Loud music. No couples, Marcus had promised almost defensively at the time. Lena had teased him about it, and told him she didn’t care.

Apparently, she had lied.

She typed back something polite No worries, next time then tossed the phone into the cup holder harder than necessary.

Her phone buzzed again almost immediately.

Aiden: You get ditched too?

Lena let out a humorless laugh.

Lena: Yep. “Rain check.”

A pause. Then:

Aiden: Want to not be abandoned together?

She smiled despite herself.

Lena: Give me ten minutes.

––––––––
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THEY MET AT A BAR THEY’D been going to since their twenties, a dim, narrow place with sticky floors, cheap whiskey, and bartenders who didn’t ask questions. The kind of place where nothing ever really changed.

Which, tonight, felt like a relief.

Aiden was already there, hunched over the bar, beer in hand, staring at absolutely nothing. He looked up when she slid onto the stool beside him.

“Well,” he said. “If it isn’t my second choice.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she replied. “You’re my consolation prize.”

He snorted. “Romantic.”

They clinked glasses anyway.

For a while, they drank in companionable silence, letting the noise of the bar fill the space where their friends should’ve been. Lena watched couples crowd into booths, bodies angled toward each other, conversations closed and intimate.

She felt like she was standing outside a window, looking in.

“So,” Aiden said eventually. “How long do you think before they stop pretending we’re still part of the plan?”

She frowned. “That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” He took a long drink. “They didn’t even suggest rescheduling. Just... canceled.”

Lena swirled her drink. “They’re in the honeymoon phase.”

“That’s a long phase.”

“You sound bitter.”

“I am bitter,” he said without hesitation. “We used to matter.”

The words hit harder than she expected.

She glanced at him. His jaw was tight, eyes dark with something sharper than annoyance.

“We still matter,” she said.

“Do we?” he asked quietly.

The bartender slid another round toward them without asking. Aiden nodded his thanks, but Lena barely noticed. Her chest felt tight, like something was pressing from the inside.

She thought of unanswered messages. Group chats that had gone quiet. Inside jokes that now belonged to two people instead of four.

“I hate this,” she admitted. “I hate that everything changes the moment someone starts sleeping with someone else.”

Aiden smirked. “There it is.”

She shot him a look. “I’m serious. It’s like friendships become optional.”

“Temporary,” he said. “Until they break up. Then suddenly everyone remembers who was there first.”

“That’s cynical.”

“It’s accurate.”

She leaned her elbow on the bar, chin resting in her palm. “I just don’t get why they can’t do both.”

“Because relationships are greedy,” Aiden said. “They take up space. Time. Energy. Everything.”

Lena studied him. “You sound like someone who’s been burned.”

He shrugged. “I’ve watched it happen enough times.”

“So have I,” she said. “Doesn’t mean we have to like it.”

Their eyes met, something unspoken passing between them. Agreement. Understanding.

Loneliness.

Another buzz from Lena’s phone broke the moment. She glanced at it, then flipped it face-down.

“What?” Aiden asked.

“Nothing,” she said too quickly.

He raised an eyebrow. “That convincing, huh?”

She sighed. “It was Jenna. Sending pictures.”

“Of?”

“Dinner. Candles. Them.”

Aiden grimaced. “Jesus.”

“I didn’t ask for it,” Lena said. “It’s like she wants me to know exactly what I’m missing.”

“Or what she’s winning,” he muttered.

Lena frowned. “That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” he echoed her words from earlier, and she felt a strange, uncomfortable twist in her stomach.

They drank more than they should have. Not recklessly, but deliberately. Like they were dulling something sharp.

At some point, the conversation drifted to work complaints, old stories, the time Marcus tried to cook and nearly set his kitchen on fire. They laughed, real laughter, the kind that loosened the tightness in Lena’s chest.

This was familiar. Easy.

She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it until now.

When they finally stumbled out into the cool night air, the city felt quieter. Or maybe they were just drunk enough to notice different things.

Aiden shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. “You want to come over?”

She paused. “Your place?”

“Yeah,” he said quickly. “I mean just to hang out. Watch something. You don’t have to.”

She searched his face for something inappropriate, some edge she didn’t want to cross.

There wasn’t one.

“Okay,” she said. “Yeah.”

His apartment smelled like coffee and detergent and something distinctly Aiden clean, but lived-in. He kicked off his shoes and tossed his jacket aside, grabbing two waters from the fridge without being asked.
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