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The guy was shirtless before he even made it through the door.

That was the first thing Noah Reyes noticed about Ethan Cole—not the square jaw or the sun-darkened forearms or the way he filled a doorway like he’d been engineered for it. No. It was the fact that the man had apparently decided shirts were optional for apartment viewings, and nobody had thought to correct him.

“AC’s busted in the hallway,” Ethan said, shouldering past Noah with a box like he already lived here. Sweat tracked a line down the center of his chest, disappearing into the waistband of jeans that sat low enough to be a personal attack. “You weren’t kidding about the walk-up.”

“Fourth floor,” Noah said. “I mentioned that.”

“You mentioned it. You didn’t mention the stairs were designed by a sadist.” Ethan dropped the box on the living room floor and straightened, rolling one shoulder, the movement pulling his obliques taut. He had the kind of body that came from actual labor—thick through the chest, broad across the shoulders, nothing sculpted or vain about it. Just dense, functional muscle under tan skin, with a scattering of pale hair below his navel that Noah absolutely did not follow with his eyes.

He did. He followed it. Then he locked that shit down and went to the kitchen.

“Water?” Noah called over his shoulder.

“God, yes.”

Noah filled two glasses and took a breath. He could already feel the shape of this—the easy energy, the instant comfort, the way Ethan moved through a room like gravity bent around him. He’d seen this movie before. He knew how it ended. With bruises that didn’t show and a lesson he’d already learned once.

Not this time.

He brought the water out. Ethan took the glass, drained half of it in one pull, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes moved around the apartment—open kitchen, living room with a decent couch, hallway leading to two bedrooms. Afternoon light cutting through the windows and making the hardwood glow warm.

“This is nice,” Ethan said. “Way nicer than the last three places I looked at. One of them had a bathtub in the kitchen. Like, in the kitchen. Next to the stove.”

“Welcome to New York real estate.”

Ethan grinned. It was a disarming grin—crooked, unguarded, the kind that made you feel like you were the only person in the room even when you knew better. “So what’s wrong with it?”

“What?”

“The apartment. It’s too nice for the price. What’s the catch? Roaches? Neighbor who plays the trombone at 3 AM? Landlord who collects human teeth?”

Noah leaned against the kitchen counter and crossed his arms. “No catch. My last roommate moved out for a job in Boston. I need someone to split rent by the first. You’re the twelfth person to respond to the listing and the first one who didn’t make me want to change my locks.”

Ethan laughed—a real laugh, open and unself-conscious, the kind that came from the gut and took over his whole face. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in a month.” He set the glass down on the kitchen counter and offered his hand. “Ethan Cole. Construction foreman. I don’t leave dishes in the sink for more than a day, I don’t care about noise, and I pay rent on time. Every time.”

Noah shook his hand. Ethan’s grip was firm, calloused, warm—the hand of someone who worked with his body for a living and didn’t think twice about it. It lingered a half-second longer than necessary, Ethan’s thumb pressing briefly against Noah’s knuckle before releasing, and Noah filed that away in the part of his brain labeled Do Not Open.

“Noah Reyes. Freelance graphic designer. I work from home, so I’m always here. I keep the place clean. I don’t care about noise either, as long as you don’t care about me being on video calls at weird hours.”

“Done.” Ethan clapped Noah’s shoulder—casual, automatic, like they’d known each other for years instead of four minutes. His palm was heavy and warm through Noah’s t-shirt, and it stayed there for two full beats before dropping. “When can I move in?”

“You’re looking at it.”

Ethan blinked. “Now?”

“You have boxes in my living room and no shirt on. I think we’re past the interview stage.”

That grin again. Wide, easy, dangerous in ways Ethan Cole would never understand and Noah Reyes understood too well. “Give me twenty minutes. I’ve got more stuff in the truck.”

• • •
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It took three hours to get Ethan fully moved in, and by the end of it, Noah knew several things he hadn’t planned on knowing.

One: Ethan was recently single. Three-year relationship, ended a month ago. “She said I was emotionally unavailable,” he’d said, wedging a mattress through the bedroom door like it had personally offended him. “She was probably right. I don’t know. I just—never felt it with her. Not the way you’re supposed to.” He’d paused, one hand braced on the doorframe, sweat dripping off his jaw. “Is that fucked up? Three years and I wasn’t even sad when she left?”

Noah had said, “Maybe she just wasn’t the right person,” and Ethan had looked at him—really looked, holding his gaze for a beat too long—before shaking it off and going back to wrestling the mattress.

Two: Ethan had absolutely no concept of personal space. Zero. Nonexistent. He stood too close in the kitchen while they figured out shelf distribution, his chest nearly touching Noah’s back while he peered over his shoulder at the spice rack. He bumped Noah with his hip to move him out of the way instead of using words like a normal human being. When they both reached for the same cabinet handle, Ethan’s arm went right across Noah’s chest, forearm braced against his collarbones, pinning him briefly against the counter.

“My bad,” Ethan said. He didn’t move for a full two seconds. His forearm was warm and solid and exactly at the height of Noah’s heartbeat, which was doing something it had no business doing.

Three: Ethan smelled good. Not cologne—just clean sweat and soap and something underneath, something warm and woody and specific that Noah’s hindbrain catalogued against his explicit instructions not to.

Four: Noah was in trouble.

Somewhere around hour two, Ethan wandered into the living room and stopped in front of Noah’s workspace—the corner desk with the dual monitors, the drawing tablet, the organized chaos of reference books and color swatches pinned to a corkboard above the desk.

“This is yours?” Ethan leaned in to study the corkboard, one hand braced on the back of Noah’s chair. The position put his face about eight inches from Noah’s shoulder. “You did all this?”

“That’s what freelance means, yeah.”

“This is actually incredible.” Ethan was looking at a logo set Noah had done for a craft brewery—black and copper, art deco bones with modern edges. His expression was unguarded, genuinely impressed, and something about that—the sincerity of it, the total absence of performance—made Noah’s throat tight. “You’ve got serious talent, man.”

“Thanks.”

“I mean it.” Ethan straightened and clapped Noah on the shoulder again—the third time today, but who was counting—his hand sliding down to squeeze the back of Noah’s neck briefly before releasing. A friendly, fraternal, entirely normal gesture that sent a column of heat straight down Noah’s spine. “I can barely draw a stick figure. The fact that you make things that look like that is wild.”

Noah busied himself with a box of books and said nothing, because the alternative was saying something that would reveal exactly how much that casual neck-squeeze was reverberating through his nervous system, and he’d known this man for less than three hours.

They finished unpacking the essentials by early evening. Ethan’s room looked like a controlled explosion—boxes half-open, clothes draped over a chair, a set of free weights shoved into the corner next to work boots with dried mud on the treads. Noah’s room, visible through the open door directly across the narrow hall, was clean, organized, adult. The contrast was instant.

“Pizza?” Ethan asked, dropping onto the couch with the boneless confidence of a man who had never once questioned his right to take up space. His legs spread wide, one arm slung along the back, head tipped to look at Noah with an easy, expectant expression. Still shirtless. Still gleaming faintly with the residue of three hours of labor. “My treat. Housewarming gift.”

“You’re warming your own house.”

“And I’m buying you pizza. Don’t argue with generosity, Noah.” The way he said Noah’s name—both syllables, like the word mattered—sent a small, electric current through Noah’s rib cage. “What do you like?”

“Anything. No pineapple.”

“Respect.” Ethan ordered without looking up, thumb moving fast across his phone. “Two larges, one pepperoni, one margherita. Extra garlic knots because I’m not a monster.”

Noah sat on the opposite end of the couch. Three feet of worn cushion between them. A safe distance. Ethan’s arm was still along the back, and if Noah leaned even slightly to his right, Ethan’s fingertips would brush his shoulder. He did not lean to the right.

“So,” Ethan said, tossing his phone on the coffee table and turning his body toward Noah, one knee drawing up onto the cushion. “Graphic designer. What does that actually mean in practice? Day to day?”

“Clients send me briefs. I translate their terrible ideas into something that doesn’t make people’s eyes bleed. Occasionally someone has taste and the job is actually fun.”

“You like it though. I can tell.”

“What gave it away?”

“Your desk.” Ethan nodded toward the workspace corner. “Nobody keeps a space that dialed-in if they don’t love what they do. My worksite looks like a bomb went off. Your corner looks like a museum exhibit.”

Noah’s mouth twitched despite himself. “I’m particular.”

“You’re an artist.” Ethan said it simply, no teasing in it. Then he grinned. “I build stuff, you make stuff look good. Between us we could probably pull off something decent.”

Except his eyes stayed on Noah a beat too long. And when Noah met his gaze, something flickered there—quick, unnamed, gone before it could be examined—before Ethan looked away and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Tell me about the neighborhood,” Ethan said, shifting gears with the easy pivot of someone who didn’t examine his own impulses. “Where’s the gym?”

“Three blocks east. Ironside Fitness. No-frills but it’s got everything you need. I go four mornings a week.”

“Morning gym?” Ethan shook his head slowly, his expression that of a man witnessing a minor atrocity. “That’s psychopath behavior.”

“You just moved a mattress up four flights of stairs without complaining. You don’t get to lecture me about psychopath behavior.”

Ethan pointed at him, grinning. “I complained internally. Very loudly.” He stretched then, both arms over his head, his spine arching off the back of the couch. The movement put his entire torso on display—the ridges of his abs contracting, the cut of his hip flexors sharpening into shadow, the trail of fine hair below his navel that Noah had already told himself twice to stop tracking. His jeans slipped another centimeter. Noah studied the ceiling with forensic interest.

“You can use my guest pass if you want to check it out,” Noah said to a light fixture.

“Yeah? We could go together. I hate working out alone. Need someone to spot me.”

The image arrived uninvited and fully formed: Ethan flat on a bench, Noah standing over him, hands hovering under the bar, Ethan’s face between his forearms, looking up at him from six inches away with that easy, trusting grin. Noah dismissed it with the efficiency of long practice.

“Sure,” he said. “Tomorrow morning. Six AM.”

“I just said morning gym is psychopath behavior.”

“And I just said sure.”

Ethan laughed. That laugh was going to be a problem. It was warm and open and it resonated somewhere behind Noah’s sternum, and the worst part was that Ethan had no idea. He had no idea what that sound did, the same way he had no idea what his shirtless sprawl did, the same way he had no idea that every casual touch he’d landed in the past three hours had been logged, catalogued, and filed in a part of Noah’s brain that he’d spent years learning to keep shut.

• • •
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The pizza arrived. They ate on the living room floor because the table was buried under boxes, sitting cross-legged across from each other, knees almost touching, a grease-spotted box between them serving as a table. Ethan ate like he did everything else—fully committed, no pretense. Grease on his chin, low groans of appreciation that were entirely unnecessary and entirely unselfconscious, eating three slices to Noah’s one and a half and showing no signs of slowing.

“So why’d your last roommate really leave?” Ethan asked, licking garlic butter off his thumb in a way that should have been disgusting and was not. “Boston job. Sure. But what was the real reason? You didn’t murder him, right? You can tell me. I’ll help you hide the body.”

“Kevin got a job at a tech company. Very boring departure. No murder.”

“Kevin.” Ethan said the name like he was evaluating it. “Was Kevin cool?”

“Kevin was fine. We weren’t close. He kept to himself, paid rent, didn’t eat my food. Functional cohabitation.”

Ethan shook his head, pulling a string of cheese from a slice. “That’s depressing. If I’m living with someone, I want to actually live with them, you know? Not just exist in the same box. Share meals. Watch bad movies. Argue about whose turn it is to take out the trash. Be actual friends.” He looked at Noah. “I want us to be friends. Not just guys who split the electric bill.”

Something tightened in Noah’s chest. Because that was exactly the kind of thing that sounded wonderful in theory and catastrophic in practice when one roommate was openly gay and the other looked like he’d been carved out of sunlight and construction dust and didn’t own enough shirts.

“We’ll see how you feel after a week of my 7 AM client calls,” Noah said.

“I’ll bring you coffee.” Ethan said it like a fact, not an offer. Like it was already decided. “I’m up at five-thirty for work anyway. What do you drink?”

“Black. Two sugars.”

“Noted.” Ethan tapped his temple. “Filed away. Consider it done.” He reached for another garlic knot, and his knee bumped Noah’s in the process. Neither of them moved. The contact was small—just bone through denim—but it radiated warmth up Noah’s thigh like a current he couldn’t ground.

They sat like that for the rest of the meal. Knee to knee on the living room floor, talking about nothing important—the building’s hot water schedule, the bodega on the corner that made surprisingly decent breakfast sandwiches, the neighbor in 4C who apparently had six cats and a drum kit. Easy conversation. The kind that made time dissolve and made Noah forget, for dangerous stretches, why he needed to be careful.

Ethan told a story about a guy on his crew who’d accidentally welded himself to a railing on a job last week—complete with hand gestures and sound effects—and Noah laughed hard enough that his knee pressed harder into Ethan’s, and Ethan grinned at him like making Noah laugh was the best thing that had happened to him all day. Maybe all month.

Stop, Noah told himself. Stop reading into things. He’s like this with everyone.

They cleaned up together. Ethan washed, Noah dried. A domestic rhythm that settled into place like they’d rehearsed it, natural and immediate. The kitchen was narrow—two people couldn’t stand at the sink side by side without touching, and Ethan didn’t even try to avoid it. His hip bumped Noah’s. His elbow brushed Noah’s arm. At one point, he reached across Noah for the dish soap, his chest pressing against Noah’s shoulder, and left it there for two full seconds while he squeezed the bottle.

“Sorry,” Ethan said, not sounding sorry at all. “Tight kitchen.”

“It’s fine.” Noah dried a plate he’d already dried and thought about ice caps melting, tax law, the migratory patterns of Arctic terns—anything that wasn’t the heat of Ethan’s bare chest against his shoulder blade.

He doesn’t know, Noah told himself. He has no idea what he’s doing. This is how he is with everyone. He’s a physical person. This is just his default setting.

Which was true. In three hours, Noah had catalogued enough data to confirm it—the shoulder squeezes, the hip bumps, the way Ethan steered people with a hand on their arm like personal boundaries were a foreign concept he’d never been introduced to. It was tactile and constant and it meant nothing.

But Noah’s body didn’t get that memo. His body tracked every point of contact like a seismograph, recording tremors his brain refused to acknowledge, filing them in a place that would keep him up tonight whether he let it or not.

• • •
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By ten o’clock, the apartment had settled into its new shape. Ethan’s things were half-unpacked, his personality already imprinted on every surface—a pair of work boots by the door, a flannel draped over the arm of the couch, the faint scent of his soap drifting from the bathroom like something Noah would have to learn to live with.

Noah was on the couch with his laptop, catching up on emails he’d blown off all day, when Ethan emerged from the bathroom.

In a towel.

Just a towel. White, slung low around his hips, knotted carelessly at one side. Water droplets on his shoulders and in the hollow of his throat. His hair was dark with moisture, pushed back from his forehead, and he was talking—mid-sentence, something about the water pressure or the showerhead or the grout, some mundane domestic detail that Noah could not have repeated with a gun to his temple.

Because Ethan Cole was standing in his living room—six feet one inch of damp, flushed skin, steam still curling faintly off his shoulders—and he was looking at Noah like this was normal. Like walking through a shared apartment damn near naked while making small talk was something people did. Something he did, regularly, routinely, without a shred of awareness that the person on the couch had stopped breathing.

“—anyway, the pressure’s solid. Way better than my old place. The showerhead’s one of those rain ones, right? I could live in there.” Ethan rubbed a hand through his wet hair, bicep flexing, water running down his wrist to his elbow and dripping onto the hardwood. The towel shifted with the movement. Noah saw the sharp cut of his hip flexors, the V of muscle disappearing beneath white terrycloth, and felt something in his brain go to static.

“That’s great,” Noah said to his laptop screen. His voice sounded normal. It was the performance of a lifetime.

“You good?” Ethan paused in the hallway, one hand braced on the doorframe of his bedroom. The pose was obscene and he had absolutely no concept of that fact. His body angled toward Noah, hip cocked, the towel riding the absolute limit of what physics and decency would allow, his chest still pink from the heat of the shower. A single droplet of water tracked from his collarbone down through the center of his chest, over his stomach, and disappeared into the fold of the towel. Noah watched it go and hated himself. “You look weird.”

“Long day.”

“Yeah. Same.” Ethan yawned—a full-body production that involved his arms stretching overhead, his spine arching, every muscle in his torso pulling taut and releasing. The towel stayed on through what Noah could only assume was divine intervention or structural engineering. “I’m gonna pass out. You said six AM for the gym?”

“Six AM.”

“Psychopath.” But he was smiling when he said it—a slower smile than the grin, softer, almost fond. Like Noah was someone he’d known for years. Like this was already comfortable. Already home. “Night, Noah.”

He knocked his knuckles against the doorframe twice—a casual, rhythmic thing, like punctuation. Like signing off on a conversation he fully expected to pick up in the morning. Because he lived here now. He’d be here tomorrow morning, and the morning after that, and every morning for the next twelve months minimum, emerging from that bathroom in various states of undress with that easy grin and those heavy hands and absolutely no idea that his existence was a structural hazard to Noah’s carefully maintained equilibrium.

“Night,” Noah said.

Ethan disappeared into his room. The door stayed open. A few inches of dark hallway visible, and beyond it, the edge of his unmade bed, a strip of bare shoulder as he dropped the towel and pulled on shorts. Noah looked away too late and not fast enough. The image—broad back tapering to narrow waist, the curve of his ass before the shorts came up—was already burned in.

Fuck.

Noah sat on the couch for a long time after the sounds from Ethan’s room went quiet. The rustle of sheets. A mattress creaking as two hundred pounds of oblivious, careless, impossible man settled into it. Then silence, and the slow rhythm of breathing through the open door.

He closed his laptop. Pressed his fingertips into his closed eyes until he saw white.

He’s straight, he told himself. He could still smell Ethan’s soap. Could still feel the ghost-print of every casual touch—shoulder, hip, arm, neck, knee—imprinted on his skin like a map of places he wasn’t allowed to go. He’s straight and he’s your roommate and you know exactly how this story ends.

He did know. He had the scars to prove it—not visible ones, but the kind that pulsed when someone stood too close, the kind that tightened his chest every time a man with kind eyes and easy hands treated him like something worth wanting on Tuesday and pretended him away by Friday.

Caleb had been like that. Junior year of college. Two months of stolen touches and desperate whispers behind locked doors, and a slow, surgical demolition of everything Noah thought he was allowed to have. Caleb’s hand on his hip in the dark. Caleb’s mouth on his throat at 2 AM. And then Caleb introducing his girlfriend at a party, hand on her waist, looking right through Noah like he was a window. Like he was something that had happened to someone else, in a room that didn’t exist anymore.

Never again. He’d promised himself. Standing in a dorm bathroom at midnight, staring at his own wrecked reflection, he’d sworn.

Noah stood. Washed his face. Brushed his teeth. Went to his room and closed the door all the way—firmly, deliberately—because some people in this apartment still understood boundaries.

He lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling. Through the thin wall, he could hear Ethan breathing. Slow, deep, already asleep. The easy, unconscious rhythm of a man with nothing to keep him up at night, no questions he couldn’t answer, no unnamed thing clawing at the inside of his ribs.

The apartment was full in a way it hadn’t been for weeks. A new weight in the air. A new gravity. The specific, undeniable displacement of another human being who took up too much room and stood too close and smelled too good and had no idea—could never know—what his careless, constant, devastating proximity was doing to the person six inches of drywall away.

Noah pulled the blanket up. Let out a long, controlled breath through his nose. Closed his eyes.

Behind them, Ethan Cole grinned at him in a towel and said his name like it mattered.

This is going to be a problem.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Noah made good on the coffee thing.

That was what got Ethan first—not the apartment, not the neighborhood, not the fact that his new bedroom had actual closet space for the first time in his adult life. It was the coffee. Every morning, without fail, by the time Ethan dragged himself out of bed at five-thirty, there was a fresh pot on the counter and Noah was already at his desk in the living room corner, headphones on, doing whatever the hell graphic designers did at an hour that should have been illegal.

Monday morning. Day three. Ethan shuffled out in sweatpants, no shirt—because why would he wear a shirt in his own apartment—and poured himself a cup. Black, two sugars. Noah had bought the right sugar. Not the generic stuff, the raw turbinado that Ethan hadn’t even realized he preferred until he tasted it.

“You bought sugar,” Ethan said, leaning against the counter.

Noah didn’t look up from his screen. “You said two sugars. The white stuff tastes like chemicals.”

“You’re already a better roommate than my ex-girlfriend.”

“Low bar.”

Ethan laughed and dropped onto the couch with his mug, legs spread, head tipped back against the cushion. From here he could see Noah’s profile—the sharp line of his jaw, the dark hair that curled slightly behind his ear, the tattoo sleeve disappearing under his t-shirt. Noah’s hands moved across the keyboard with a precision that was almost hypnotic, quick and deliberate, fingers long and sure. Ethan watched them longer than he meant to, then looked down at his coffee and drank.

This was the routine already. Coffee, couch, quiet. Ethan left for work at six-fifteen. By the time he got home at four or five, Noah was still at his desk or on the couch or in the kitchen, always there, a constant presence that made the apartment feel less like a box and more like somewhere Ethan actually wanted to come back to.

He’d never had that before. Not really. With Megan, coming home had felt like clocking in for a second shift—the emotional one, where he was supposed to talk about his day and ask about hers and care about throw pillow colors and remember her mother’s birthday and have opinions about curtains. He’d tried. He’d faked it, mostly. She’d seen through it. She’d left. And the loudest thing about her absence was how little noise it made in his life.

With Noah, coming home felt like exhaling. Like setting something down he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying.

He didn’t examine that. He just enjoyed it.

• • •
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By Thursday, they’d developed a rhythm that worked without either of them having to try.

Mornings: coffee, minimal conversation, comfortable silence. Ethan learned that Noah was not a morning person despite being awake at obscene hours. He operated on caffeine and autopilot until about 9 AM, at which point he became an actual human with opinions and the capacity for banter. Before that, he communicated primarily through grunts and gestures, and Ethan found it oddly endearing—this controlled, self-possessed man reduced to caveman functionality before his second cup.

Afternoons: Ethan came home to the smell of whatever Noah was cooking. The man could cook—nothing showy, but solid, real food. Rice and beans with sofrito that smelled like someone’s abuela made it. Pan-seared chicken with skin so crispy it shattered when you cut it. Pasta with a sauce that came from tomatoes and garlic and basil, not a jar.

“You don’t have to feed me,” Ethan said on Tuesday, standing in the kitchen doorway watching Noah work a skillet with one hand and season with the other. Noah cooked the way he designed—focused, efficient, no wasted motion. His forearms flexed when he flipped the pan, the tattoo sleeve shifting with the tendons underneath, geometric lines rippling over muscle, and Ethan’s eyes tracked the movement before his brain caught up.

“I’m already cooking for one. Adding a second portion costs me nothing.” Noah didn’t look up. “Sit down and eat.”

Ethan sat. He ate. It was the best meal he’d had in weeks, and he said so, and Noah’s mouth did this thing—a small, pleased curl at the corner, barely visible, like he was holding back a smile he didn’t want to give away—and something in Ethan’s chest expanded without permission.

“Your mom teach you?” Ethan asked.

“Yeah.” Noah’s voice softened the way it always did when he mentioned his mother. “She said no son of hers was going to survive on frozen pizza and sadness.”

“Smart woman.”

“The smartest.”

They ate in a silence that felt like a conversation, and when Ethan washed the dishes after—unprompted, without being asked—Noah leaned against the counter behind him and said, “You don’t have to do that.”

“You cooked. I clean. That’s how it works.”

“Since when?”

“Since now.” Ethan glanced over his shoulder. Noah was right there—three feet away, arms crossed, hip against the counter, watching him with an expression Ethan couldn’t decode. Something careful. Something warm. “We’re actual roommates, remember? Your words.”

Noah’s mouth twitched. That almost-smile again. “My words.”

Evenings: this was where it got complicated. Or not complicated. Easy. Too easy. That was the problem—it shouldn’t have been this easy.

They fell into the couch like it was gravitational. Takeout containers or Noah’s leftovers on the coffee table, some show neither of them was paying real attention to, their bodies migrating toward the center cushion by degrees so gradual that Ethan only noticed when he looked down and realized his thigh was pressed against Noah’s from hip to knee.

He didn’t move. Why would he? It was just a couch. They were both big enough that sharing it meant touching. Physics. Geometry. Nothing weird about it.

Except Noah was warm. Warmer than anyone Ethan had sat next to, or maybe it was just that Ethan was paying attention to it in a way he never had with anyone else. And he smelled like that thing Ethan still couldn’t name—clean and warm and a little woody, like cedar and soap and skin that had been in the sun. Every time Noah shifted, his leg pressed harder into Ethan’s, and Ethan felt it register somewhere low in his belly in a way that made absolutely no sense and that he refused to think about.

By Wednesday they’d stopped pretending the far ends of the couch existed. Ethan sat in the middle. Noah sat next to him. Their shoulders touched. Noah’s foot would end up tucked under Ethan’s thigh during a movie and Ethan would leave it there because moving it would mean acknowledging it, and acknowledging it would mean naming what the warmth of Noah’s ankle against his quad was doing to his nervous system. So he just sat there and watched whatever was on the screen and didn’t name anything.

Thursday night, they were two beers deep into a documentary about deep-sea creatures, and Noah made a comment about the mating habits of anglerfish—something dry and devastating about the male literally fusing with the female and dissolving into nothing but a pair of gonads—and Ethan laughed so hard he choked on his beer, and Noah pounded his back, his palm flat between Ethan’s shoulder blades, and when the coughing stopped, Noah’s hand stayed there. Just resting. Warm and present.

They both pretended that was normal too.

• • •
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Friday morning. The gym.

They’d gone together every day that week. Ethan had stopped calling it psychopath behavior by Tuesday because, if he was being honest, working out with Noah was the best part of his morning. Noah was disciplined—no bullshitting between sets, no phone scrolling, just focused, efficient work. He did pull-ups like they owed him money, his back muscles fanning out beneath his tank top, lats flaring, every rep controlled and full-range. Ethan spotted him from behind and told himself he was checking form.

He was not checking form.

He was watching the way Noah’s body moved—the coil and release of it, the lean muscle shifting under brown skin, the concentration on his face that made his jaw tight and his eyes sharp. It was the same focus Noah brought to his design work, the same deliberate intensity, and Ethan found it—what? Impressive. Admirable. Something with a sharper edge than either of those words, something he couldn’t quite get his hand around.

“Spot me?” Noah said, settling under the bar for bench press.

“Yeah.” Ethan moved behind the rack. Standard position—hands hovering underneath the bar, ready to catch.

Noah gripped the bar, set his shoulders, and pressed. One-eighty-five. Good weight for his frame. Ethan watched his form—elbows at the right angle, bar path clean, chest touching on each rep. He was wearing a gray tank top that had no business being that thin, and every rep stretched the fabric across his chest and pulled it taut over his stomach, the ridges of his abs visible through the cotton.

Third set. Last rep. Noah pushed and the bar stalled at the midpoint. His arms trembled. His face tightened.

Ethan’s hands went to the bar instinctively, fingertips landing on the metal next to Noah’s grip. “I got you. Push.”

Noah pushed. Ethan guided the bar up with two fingers of assistance, leaning forward over the bench to keep it centered. The position put his hips directly above Noah’s face. His crotch was right there—six inches from Noah’s chin, impossible to ignore, impossible to reposition without making it worse. His hands were on the bar, knuckles grazing Noah’s white-knuckle grip, and when Noah racked the weight and looked up—

Ethan was right there. Directly above him. Close enough to see the ring of amber around Noah’s brown irises, the tiny scar on his eyebrow, the sweat gathered in the dip of his upper lip. Close enough to feel Noah’s breath, rapid from the exertion, hot against Ethan’s throat.

The moment held.

Ethan knew he should step back. He knew the appropriate duration for a spotter to hover over a bench was zero seconds after the bar was racked. He knew that standing here—hands still on the bar, hips over Noah’s face, eye contact locked—had left the neighborhood of normal gym behavior and was now in different territory entirely.

He didn’t step back.

Noah’s chest rose and fell. A bead of sweat ran from his temple down the line of his jaw, and Ethan watched it travel with an attention that felt too specific, too focused, too hungry. The word arrived unbidden and he shut it down immediately. Not hungry. Interested. Observant. Normal.

What the fuck am I doing?

He stepped back. Cleared his throat. Grabbed his water bottle and drank from it like he’d been in the desert for a week.

“Good set,” he said. His voice sounded almost normal. Close enough. “You need to eat more, though. You’re benching like a teenager.”

Noah sat up slowly. Wiped his face with the hem of his tank top, pulling it up to reveal a strip of brown stomach and the cut lines above his waistband. Ethan looked at the weight rack. Looked at the floor. Looked anywhere.

“You really need to work on your compliments,” Noah said.

“It’s called constructive feedback.”

“It’s called being an asshole.”

Ethan grinned because grinning was easy. Grinning was the thing he did instead of examining why his pulse was doing something it shouldn’t, and why his skin still felt warm where Noah’s breath had landed, and why, when he closed his eyes during his own set, the image behind his lids wasn’t the ceiling or the bar or anything useful. It was Noah’s face looking up at him, dark-eyed and flushed, from six inches below.

He’s your roommate. Get your shit together.

He loaded the bar for his own set and didn’t ask Noah to spot him. He didn’t trust the position. Didn’t trust what his body might do with Noah standing over him, Noah’s hands near his chest, Noah’s hips above his face. He didn’t think about why he didn’t trust it. He just grabbed a pair of dumbbells and pressed those instead.

• • •
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Friday evening. Couch. Beer. Some action movie that was ninety percent explosions and ten percent dialogue written by someone who’d never spoken to another human being.

They were in their usual configuration—center of the couch, shoulders touching, legs parallel. Ethan had one arm along the back behind Noah, not touching him but close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating off Noah’s neck. He’d stopped questioning the arm-position thing by Wednesday. It was just where his arm went. Structural preference. The couch back was at the exact right height for his arm. That’s all it was.

Noah was drinking a beer and laughing at the movie—not at the plot, at the absurdity. He had this laugh he saved for things that genuinely caught him off guard, this low, surprised sound from deep in his chest, and every time it happened, Ethan felt it vibrate through the cushion and into his own ribs like a second heartbeat.

His phone buzzed. Jake.

how’s the new place

Ethan typed back one-handed, the other arm still behind Noah. good. apartment’s great.

and the roommate? hot?

Ethan stared at the screen. His thumb hovered. Something hot and sharp flared in his chest—not anger, not exactly. More like the feeling of a door being opened in a room he didn’t know existed.

fuck off. he’s my roommate.

lol relax bro. just asking. you mention him like every text

Ethan scrolled up through his recent messages with Jake. Monday: Noah made this insane rice and beans. I’m ruined for takeout. Tuesday: Hit the gym w Noah this morning. His pull-up form is legit. Wednesday: Noah said the funniest shit about the neighbor’s cats. Thursday: Noah’s working on this logo that’s actually incredible. Dude’s talented.

Four days. Four texts. All Noah.

he’s just a cool dude, Ethan typed. don’t make it weird.

i’m not the one making it weird bro

Ethan put his phone face-down on his thigh and stared at the movie. On screen, something exploded. He didn’t see it.

“You good?” Noah asked. He’d turned his head, and from this close—half-lit by the TV, shadows pooling in the hollows of his collarbones—his face was all sharp angles and dark eyes. The light caught the edge of his cheekbone, the full curve of his lower lip. Ethan noticed this the way he’d notice a building or a painting. Aesthetics. Structure. Nothing personal.

Nothing personal, he told himself firmly.

“Yeah. Jake being Jake.”

“The guy from your crew?”

“Yeah. He’s an idiot.”

Noah studied him for a second with those dark, precise eyes that read too much. Then he shrugged and turned back to the movie, and his shoulder settled more firmly against Ethan’s, and Ethan let it because it felt good and because not letting it would have required acknowledging why.

The movie dragged on. They finished their beers. Opened seconds. The apartment got dark—just the blue-white flicker of the screen painting their faces, the sounds of fictional gunfire and real silence layered together.

At some point, Noah’s head got heavy. His breathing changed—slowed, deepened, smoothed out into the rhythm of someone gone. His body listed sideways by degrees until his temple came to rest against Ethan’s shoulder.

Ethan went completely still.

Noah was asleep. Dead out, his face slack and unguarded against the cotton of Ethan’s t-shirt. His eyelashes were long—that was something Ethan hadn’t noticed before, the ridiculous, unfair length of them, dark crescents against his cheekbone. His breath came warm and rhythmic through the fabric, each exhale a small bloom of heat on Ethan’s upper arm. His lips were parted slightly, the lower one full and soft-looking, and Ethan stared at it for a long, absent, thoughtless moment before catching himself.

He should wake him up. Nudge him, say hey, go to bed, be normal about it. That’s what roommates did. That’s what anyone would do.

He didn’t move.

He sat there for twenty minutes with Noah’s head on his shoulder and watched a movie he could not have named at gunpoint. His arm was still along the back of the couch, and at some point—he didn’t decide it, his hand just moved—his fingers found the collar of Noah’s shirt and rested against the fabric. Not quite touching skin. Close. The warmth of Noah’s neck radiated into his knuckles through a single layer of cotton and it felt like holding his hand over a flame.

What am I doing?

The question floated through his mind and he let it pass, because the answer might be something he wasn’t ready for.

Noah shifted in his sleep. Turned his face into Ethan’s shoulder, nose pressing against his deltoid, one hand coming up to curl loosely against Ethan’s chest. An unconscious motion—the instinctive seeking of warmth, of proximity, of a body nearby. It meant nothing.

Ethan’s heart was hammering so hard he was surprised it didn’t wake Noah up.

He could feel it in his throat, his wrists, his temples. A heavy, insistent pounding that had nothing to do with the action movie and everything to do with the weight of Noah’s hand on his chest, the feather-brush of Noah’s hair against his jaw, the warmth of him, the closeness, the smell—cedar and soap and sleep-warm skin.

It’s just comfort. That’s all. He’s comfortable. I’m comfortable. This is what roommates do when they actually get along. This is normal.

It didn’t feel normal. It felt like standing on a ledge.

Noah’s phone buzzed on the coffee table. The sound sliced through the silence and Noah jerked awake, lifting his head, blinking. He looked at Ethan from four inches away, disoriented, his eyes soft and unfocused and his lips parted with sleep.

For one full, suspended beat, neither of them moved.

Then Noah registered the position. His head on Ethan’s shoulder. His hand on Ethan’s chest. Their faces close enough to share air.

He pulled back. Sat up. Rubbed his face. “Sorry.” His voice was thick with sleep. “Didn’t mean to pass out on you.”

“No worries.” Ethan’s voice was steady. He was extremely proud of that. “You snore, by the way.”

Noah looked at him. “You didn’t move me.”

The words hung in the dim apartment like smoke. A simple observation that was also a question, and behind the question was something bigger—a door standing open to a room Ethan couldn’t see into.

“Didn’t want to wake you up,” Ethan said. Which was true. It was also maybe thirty percent of the truth. The rest of the truth lived somewhere he wasn’t ready to go.

Noah held his gaze. One second. Two. His expression was careful, guarded, like he was solving a problem and didn’t like the answer he was getting.

Then he nodded. Stood. Picked up his phone. “I’m going to bed. For real this time.”

“Yeah. Same.”

“Night, Ethan.”

“Night.”

Noah walked down the hall. His door closed all the way—the soft click of the latch that Ethan was starting to understand as deliberate. A line drawn. A boundary maintained. Noah closed his door every night like it was the last responsible thing he did before sleep, and Ethan left his open like he’d never once had a reason to keep the world out.

He sat on the couch for another ten minutes in the dark. The TV had auto-paused, asking if he was still watching. He wasn’t. He was staring at the hallway where Noah had disappeared and pressing his hand flat against his own chest—against the exact spot where Noah’s hand had rested—like he was trying to hold the warmth there before it faded.

• • •
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He lay in bed with his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

Friday night. End of the first week. He should have been asleep an hour ago. He’d been up since five-thirty, put in a full shift pouring concrete in August heat, hit the gym before that. His body was exhausted. His brain was wide fucking awake.

His brain was doing something it didn’t usually do, which was replay things. Ethan Cole was not a man who replayed moments. He moved forward. He handled what was in front of him and let everything else fall off the back. He didn’t linger on the shape of a conversation, or the weight of a silence, or the exact temperature of someone’s breath on his skin through a t-shirt.

Except tonight he was replaying all of it.

Noah’s hands on the keyboard. Noah’s laugh—the real one, the surprised one, the low sound that hummed in Ethan’s bones. Noah looking up at him from the bench press, dark-eyed and flushed and breathing hard. Noah’s head heavy on his shoulder, trusting in a way that felt like a gift Ethan hadn’t earned.

You didn’t move me.

No. He hadn’t. He’d sat there with his roommate asleep on his shoulder and his fingers brushing the collar of his roommate’s shirt and his heart trying to punch through his ribs, and he hadn’t moved. Not because he was being polite. Because moving would have felt like losing something.

So what? he argued with the ceiling, rolling onto his side. He’s my roommate. He’s a good guy. I’m comfortable around him. I’ve always been physical with people. I’m a physical person. That’s all this is. It doesn’t mean—

He stopped the sentence before it could finish because he didn’t know what word went at the end and he sure as hell didn’t want to find out.

Through the wall, Noah’s fan hummed. The sound was steady, rhythmic, and Ethan matched his breathing to it without meaning to—the way you synced with someone’s footsteps when you walked beside them. Automatic. Unconscious. The kind of thing your body did when it recognized someone as 
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