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The night before I was supposed to leave, the air felt heavier. Not in a bad way, just... thick, like every moment I breathed in was weighted with the knowledge that tomorrow it would be gone. A new country, a new school, a new everything. Everyone else treated it like the big beginning of my life. To me, it felt like a slow ending.

I hadn’t seen much of Tanner lately. That was intentional. After I quit the job where we’d worked together, the endless shifts, stupid inside jokes, late-night walks to our cars, I forced distance between us. I told myself it was healthier that way. What was I supposed to do, keep hanging around him while I carried this ridiculous crush? He’d laugh, he’d ruffle my hair, he’d lean too close when he was showing me something, and every time my chest would knot up.

And now? Now it was the last night, and I still hadn’t done a damn thing about it.

My phone buzzed with a reminder: Farewell party - 8 PM. The group chat had been blowing up all week about it, everyone promising to make it “legendary” as if they were sending me off to war instead of college. I had told myself I’d swing by, show face, drink maybe one beer, then slip out. My real plan was Tanner. He’d mentioned being at a club later tonight, and I had clung to that like a life raft. My last chance.

When I pulled up to the house, the front lawn was already packed with familiar cars, headlights glowing faintly in the dark. Music thumped from inside; the kind of bass that rattled the windows and made me wonder if the neighbors had given up calling the cops by now.

The front door swung open before I even knocked.

“Asher!”

Jace’s voice, booming, cheerful. He was grinning, muscles showing even through a simple t-shirt, and he wrapped me in a hug that could’ve cracked my ribs.

“Bro, you actually came,” he said, shaking me by the shoulders like I might vanish if he let go. “We thought Mr. Scholarship was too good for us now.”

“Nice to see you too,” I said, smirking. “Still working out twice a day just to carry all that ego around?”

“Damn right.” He flexed just to prove it, and I laughed as he dragged me inside. I could smell the alcohol radiating off of him. Someone started early.

The living room was chaos, sweaty dancing, cups littering every surface, a banner taped crooked across the wall that read: BON VOYAGE, NERD! in glitter letters. I didn’t have to guess who made it. Elijah stood beneath it with a smug look, holding a drink like it was a royal decree.

“Guilty,” he said when I pointed at the banner. “If you’re going to abandon me, I at least get to humiliate you on your way out.”

“You mean you’re going to miss me,” I said, stepping in to hug him. Unlike Jace’s bone-crushing squeeze, Elijah’s hug lingered, firm but quiet, like he was trying to memorize the shape of it.

“Yeah,” he said softly, so only I could hear. Then he pulled back and smirked. “But also, I can finally win arguments without you around. That’s the real gift.”

“Delusional,” I shot back, but my throat was tight.

I barely had time to breathe before Grey appeared, nervously clutching a cup he’d clearly been nursing for an hour. He gave me a quick once-over, then shifted on his feet.

“Hey,” he said, almost like he wasn’t sure I’d want to talk to him.

“Grey,” I said, pulling him into a hug before he could shy away. He stiffened, then relaxed, laughing a little.

“Didn’t think you’d come tonight,” he admitted. “Thought maybe you’d just... slip away quietly.”

“Not my style,” I said. “Besides, who else is going to tell you your haircut’s actually not as bad as you think it is?”

He flushed, ducking his head, but I caught the ghost of a smile.

Across the room, Kalen leaned against the wall, half in shadow, nursing a drink like it was a prop. Always watching, never giving much away. When I walked over, he just raised an eyebrow.

“Figured you’d ghost,” he said in that low, unreadable tone.

“Everyone keeps saying that.” I muttered.

“Well, you have that vibe,” he replied, a smirk twitching at the corner of his mouth. “Mysterious scholar disappears in the night. It fits.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I wanted to say goodbye.”

He didn’t hug me, of course he didn’t. Instead, he clinked his cup against mine, his eyes sharp and unreadable. I will never get over how I can’t read him to this day. “Then goodbye.”

I wandered further into the crowd and nearly tripped over Caleb, who was sitting on the arm of a couch, legs swinging as he grinned at me like he’d been waiting.
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