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Chapter One: The Absence
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Rain clung to the city like grief — constant, close, and impossible to ignore.

Detective Marcus Vega sat on the edge of the bed, his badge still on the dresser where he’d left it two weeks ago. He hadn’t touched it since. Dust had started to settle on the curved metal, just enough to be noticed when the light hit it at the wrong angle. Everything in the apartment felt wrong now. Too clean. Too quiet. Too empty.

His phone buzzed again, but he didn’t move. It was probably someone from the precinct — again. Lieutenant Harrow had been patient at first. “Take the time,” she’d said. “Losing someone like that...” She hadn’t finished the sentence. She didn’t have to.

Now she was done being gentle. Calls twice a day. A message left this morning: "Either come back in or turn in your badge."

But Marcus didn’t care about the job right now. Not when Ethan was still... gone.

Not dead. Nobody. No blood. Just... vanished.

Ethan Rivera — high school English teacher, part-time poet, the guy who left folded paper cranes with bad puns around the apartment — had left for work on a Wednesday morning wearing that stupid gray cardigan he always insisted was lucky. He kissed Marcus on the cheek, said something about not forgetting the Thai leftovers in the fridge, and walked out the door.

He never came back.

No one saw him leave the school. No one remembered anything unusual. His phone was found in a recycling bin two blocks away, wiped clean. His classroom was untouched, coffee still warm. It was like he’d been erased mid-sentence.

Marcus rubbed the heels of his palms into his eyes. Sleep hadn’t come easily since that day. When it did, it brought memories — Ethan laughing on the couch, Ethan dancing while brushing his teeth, Ethan reading Ray Bradbury aloud with too much drama in his voice. Then he’d wake up with a start, reaching across the bed before he remembered.

The pain was sharper in the mornings.

His apartment had become a kind of tomb — a shrine to a life paused on an ellipsis. Marcus knew what the precinct thought: lovers’ quarrel, runaway, suicide. He could hear it in their clipped tones and watchful eyes. But Ethan wasn’t like that. He wouldn’t have left without a word. He wouldn’t.

Some days, Marcus almost believed the cops were right. That maybe he’d missed something. Perhaps Ethan, the one he loved, had secrets. But most days, something colder settled in his chest — the thing no one wanted to say out loud: that someone had taken him.

He stood slowly, joints aching from disuse. The floor creaked beneath his bare feet as he crossed to the dresser. He stared at the badge, at the number etched in steel. He used to feel pride when he saw it.

Now he just felt sick.

But there was no one else. The case had stalled. The department had other priorities. And Marcus knew how these things went — if you didn’t dig, no one would.

He slipped the badge into his coat pocket and grabbed his keys.

“Okay,” he said quietly to no one.

It was time to start asking questions — even if he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answers.
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Chapter Two: The First Detention
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Three weeks before they’d ever touched, Marcus Vega stood in front of a room full of teenagers and tried not to swear.

The vice principal had handed him a laminated schedule, a map of the school that may as well have been scribbled in crayon, and a “Welcome, Officer Vega!” sticker badge that made his real one feel like a party favor. Somewhere between the smell of overcooked cafeteria pizza and the flickering fluorescent lights, he started questioning every life decision that had landed him here. He hadn't worn this much polyester since the academy.

“Tell them about being a detective,” the VP had said with too much cheer like it was a sitcom job. “They love crime shows.”

Sure. Nothing gets kids more excited than filing warrants and waiting six hours in a surveillance van for a guy to take out the trash.

He rubbed the back of his neck and scanned the rows of bored or skeptical faces. Some leaned back in their chairs like they were too cool to care; others watched him with open curiosity, pencils hovering over blank notebooks. A few whispered to each other. One kid yawned so dramatically that Marcus wondered if it was a bit.

He cleared his throat. “Right. So, I’m Detective Marcus Vega. I work with the department’s investigations unit, mostly property crimes, missing persons, and—uh—assorted mysteries.”

That got a flicker of interest from a girl in the front row.

“Mysteries?” she echoed.

“Sure. Things that don’t add up. A door that should be locked but isn’t. Someone who says they were home all night but somehow got sunburned. A check that disappears from a mailbox. I ask questions until the answers make sense.”

A hand shot up in the back. He pointed without thinking.

“Do you ever shoot people?” the girl asked, her eyes wide, practically glowing.

Marcus blinked. “No,” he said, more tired than he meant to sound. “Most of the job is asking questions. Trying to understand what doesn’t make sense.”

Someone coughed — sharp, deliberate. Not sick, not accidental. Punctuation.

He turned. A man was leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, watching with a faint smile that walked the line between amused and unimpressed. He was maybe Marcus’s age, maybe younger, dressed in jeans and a navy sweater with elbow patches like he was auditioning for a teacher in a Netflix drama. His dark hair curled at the ends, and he wore a lanyard with an ID that Marcus couldn’t quite read from here.

They locked eyes for half a second before the man tipped his head — not quite a nod, more a silent acknowledgment. Marcus turned back to the class, suddenly aware of his heartbeat. Weird.

He wrapped up his talk with a story about a stolen bike ring and one determined grandma. It got a couple of laughs. As the bell rang, backpacks rustled, and chairs scraped. Kids filed out in a wave of noise and barely contained chaos.

Marcus was halfway to the door when the man from the hallway stepped forward.

“I’m Ethan. English department,” he said, offering a hand. His voice was calm, clipped, but warm.

Marcus shook it. Firm grip. Dry palms. “Detective Vega.”

“I know.” Ethan smiled, just a little. “That was... surprisingly honest.”

Marcus shrugged, unsure if that was a compliment or a dig. “Didn’t feel like lying.”

“Well,” Ethan said, “that puts you ahead of half the school board.”

That pulled a low laugh from Marcus — the first authentic sound he’d made all day that hadn’t been part of his performance.

“Coffee?” Ethan asked. “Unless you’ve got more teenagers to terrify.”

Marcus hesitated for a breath, then followed.

They walked down the hallway in comfortable quiet, Marcus aware of the sound of their footsteps echoing off lockers, of the way Ethan moved with easy familiarity through a space that still felt foreign to him. Marcus found himself noticing details — the way Ethan's sleeves were rolled up just enough to be practical, the confident way he navigated around a wheeled cart someone had abandoned in the middle of the corridor.

The teachers’ lounge was warmer than the classroom, both in temperature and tone. Posters for spirit week hung on the walls. A bookshelf sagged under the weight of old paperbacks and mismatched mugs. The place smelled like burnt hazelnut and dry-erase markers. There was a Ficus in the corner that had either been dead for months or was naturally beige.

Ethan moved like he belonged there. He poured two cups, handed one to Marcus, then perched on the arm of a worn couch with casual grace. Marcus sat across from him in a plastic chair that groaned in protest.

“So,” Ethan said, wrapping both hands around his mug. “What made you a cop?”

Marcus exhaled slowly, watching the steam rise from his cup. No one had asked him that in a while — not sincerely, anyway.

“I was good at finding things,” he said. “Bad at letting things go.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “That’s either a superpower or a personal ad.”

That made Marcus look up. And for the first time that day — maybe the first in weeks — he smiled—a real one.

He didn’t know it yet, but something had shifted. Just a little. Enough.

When Ethan eventually left, after making some snarky comment about grading essays and moral decay in Shakespeare, Marcus stayed seated for a minute longer. The cup was still warm in his hand. The badge sticker was starting to peel at the edge of his shirt. He didn’t fix it.

Outside, the halls were mostly empty now. Somewhere, a janitor pushed a mop across cracked linoleum. Marcus looked at the badge again, at the cartoonish lettering and the crooked smile drawn in marker ink beside his name.

He left it on, just a little longer.
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Chapter Three: No One Ever Sends the Cops for Me
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The first thing Ethan noticed about him was that he looked like he didn’t want to be there.

Not in a sulky teenager way — more like a man who hadn’t decided yet if the entire world was a mistake. The kind of guy who wore the word “detective” like it was a burden, not a badge. Dark eyes. Close-cut hair. Tension in his shoulders like he was bracing for something. Not the kids. Life, maybe.

Ethan had seen that look before. He taught high school. That face — exhaustion mixed with a bite-wasn’t uncommon. But usually, it belonged to the juniors in the third row, not the guest speaker.

He hadn’t even planned on staying. He was only in the back of the classroom because one of his students, Kendra Ramirez, had asked him to stick around. “I’ll fall asleep if you leave,” she whispered. “I swear I will.” He’d laughed and leaned against the wall, grading essays while the cop did his best not to scare anyone.

He wasn’t particularly good at it.

But he was honest. That part caught Ethan’s attention.

Most of the career day guests painted their jobs in pastel colors. “Every day is a new adventure!” “We’re a family!” “Follow your passion!” But this guy — Officer Vega, according to the badge and the overly chipper sign on the board — just stood there, solid and quiet, and told them the truth. That most of it were paperwork. That the adrenaline wasn’t the point. What mattered was the asking, trying to understand what doesn’t make sense.

Ethan had closed his folder and watched him more carefully after that.

When the class ended, and the sea of students vanished into the hallway tide, Ethan could’ve just let him walk away. But something stopped him.

Maybe it was the way he lingered by the door like he didn’t quite know what to do next. Perhaps it was the rain starting up again, tapping at the windows like static. Maybe Ethan was tired of his routine — grading, coffee, loneliness, repeat.

Whatever the reason, he called out to him.

“I’m Ethan. English department,” he said. “That was... surprisingly honest.”

The man shrugged, eyes heavy. “Didn’t feel like lying.”

That was all it took.

Ethan offered him coffee in the lounge, fully expecting him to say no. He looked like the kind of guy who didn’t accept favors, conversation, or help. But instead, he just nodded. Followed him like it was nothing.

The teacher’s lounge was warm and perpetually in a state of mild chaos — a donated couch, three coffee machines (only one functional), and a vending machine that stole dollars without apology. Ethan poured them both burnt hazelnut and leaned against the counter.

“So what made you a cop?” he asked, mostly to fill the silence.

The answer surprised him.

“I was good at finding things,” the man said quietly. “Bad at letting things go.”

Ethan looked at him for a long time.

“Yeah,” he said, voice softer than he meant it to be. “I know that feeling.”

There was a pause. Not uncomfortable, but waiting.

“Have you ever thought about doing anything else?” Ethan asked.

Marcus gave a soft huff. “I did. Once.”

Ethan tilted his head. “And?”

“Tried working for my uncle’s construction company. Lasted a week. It turns out I’m not great with power tools.”

Ethan smiled. “I’m not either. Broke a desk once trying to adjust the legs. It wasn’t even mine.”

That pulled an honest chuckle out of Marcus, short but unguarded. “You break many things in the English department?”

“Only hearts and red pens.”

Marcus gave him a look — that sideways glance like he wasn’t sure if Ethan was joking or being quietly sincere. Ethan liked that. The way he processed things was like he wasn’t used to being handed sincerity with no catch.

They talked a little longer—nothing personal, not really. Favorite coffee brands. Weird faculty meeting stories. The debate over whether the vending machine was sentient and malicious. But Ethan filed every detail away. The way Marcus’s eyes flicked to the floor before answering anything serious. The way he asked about Kendra — “Is she okay in your class?” — like it wasn’t just small talk. Like he cared.

Ethan glanced at him, a little surprised by the question. “Yeah. She’s doing okay. Just finished up a bunch of overdue projects.” He paused, then added more quietly, “Thanks for asking. Kids like her... sometimes they fall through the cracks. Smart, funny, but easy to miss if you’re not paying attention. I’ve been trying not to let that happen.”

Marcus gave a slight nod, the kind that said he understood more than he let on. Ethan appreciated that — not just the question, but the way Marcus had asked it, without any performance or pretense, as it mattered to him like the kid mattered.

At some point, Ethan realized he didn’t want the conversation to end. But it did, as they always did. Marcus stood, polite but distant, and said something about getting back to the station. He left his coffee half-finished on the side table.

Ethan stared at the cup long after he was gone.

No one ever sent the cops for Ethan Rivera. Not for anything good, anyway.

But this one — maybe this one had come for a reason.

He just didn’t know yet what that reason would cost.
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Chapter Four: The Things They Miss
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The air in the precinct hadn’t changed.

Still smelled like burnt coffee, cheap soap, and tired people. The same flickering light in the hallway still hadn’t been fixed. Someone had taped a Post-it under it that said “Strobe Night,” but the joke had already gone stale.

Marcus ignored the greetings, the double-takes. He walked straight through to his desk like a ghost re-inhabiting a body.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted Navarro — his partner — murmuring with someone from Vice near the vending machines. The guy gave Marcus a slight nod, one that wasn’t pitying or forced. Just steady. Familiar.

Marcus looked away before he could nod back. He should’ve said something. Thanks, maybe. For how Reyes had handled everything. For the fact that he hadn’t pushed when Marcus had shut down. For stepping in with Harrow when Marcus couldn’t stomach the meetings. He’d been harsh. He knew that. But it had felt safer to be sharp than broken.

He kept walking. Maybe later.

“You’re back,” came a voice behind him — clipped, controlled.

Lieutenant Harrow. Late 40s. Built like a quarterback, eyes like a hawk. She didn’t do hugs. Or sympathy.

Marcus didn’t turn. “Temporarily.”

“I didn’t sign off on your return.”

“Then I’ll just loiter.”

She exhaled through her nose. “You here to work or to make my job harder?”

He opened his desk drawer and pulled out the only thing that mattered: a thin, crumpled file with Rivera, Ethan – Missing Person stamped in red.

“Depends,” he said. “You planning to tell me why the security footage from the school was never pulled?”

She was silent for a beat too long.

“We checked the area. No signs of struggle, no threats. He probably—”

“Disappeared into the air?” Marcus snapped. “Left his phone in a trash bin, vanished without a trace, left no message, no note — and you all just wrote him off as a runaway boyfriend.”

“You’re not objective, Vega.”

He finally looked up. His voice was low and even. “Neither are you, if you think that file’s complete.”

Harrow crossed her arms, then, surprisingly, sat down across from him.

“You want to reopen the case, do it by the book. But I’m telling you now: you’re going to find nothing we didn’t already see.”

Marcus stared at the manila folder in his hands. There was something off about it. Something missing. He flipped through again — school witness statements, Ethan’s last text messages, his daily schedule. Everything looked normal. Too normal.

He had lived with Ethan for three years. He knew how the man moved through the world — knew that he would never leave without at least a note, a trace, a goodbye. Something about this file felt scrubbed.

He stood abruptly. “I want to see the visitor logs from the school. The full list, not the one in the file.”

“You think the front desk lied?”

“I think someone did.”

Marcus left without waiting for a response. He walked fast — fast enough that his breath was tight by the time he reached the exit. Outside, the city was still soaked in gray. The rain had paused, but the air hung heavy like it was holding its breath.

He took a slow inhale. Then another.

Ethan’s classroom. Ethan’s schedule. Ethan’s world — the part Marcus hadn’t paid enough attention to when it mattered.

If the answers were anywhere, they were in the details.

Because people don’t vanish.

Not without help.

—

[image: ]


He didn’t go home. Not yet. Instead, he stopped by the parking lot of the school, now empty except for a few faculty cars and a maintenance truck. The metal fence rattled gently in the wind. He parked but didn’t get out right away.

He’d picked Ethan up here more than once after late nights. School plays. One time, Ethan forgot his laptop and called Marcus in a panic five minutes before a staff meeting.

He remembered Ethan’s laugh echoing through the empty lot. The way he’d once jumped onto the hood of the car just to annoy him. The time he’d sat in the passenger seat with his eyes closed, humming some low, quiet tune under his breath, like it kept the world in balance.

Marcus swallowed hard and finally stepped out of the car.

The building loomed under the clouded sky, indifferent. He walked up to the front steps. There was a buzzer, but he used his badge. The office secretary looked up, startled, but didn’t argue.

“I need the full visitor logs,” Marcus said. “Everything from the week Ethan Rivera disappeared.”

“We already gave a copy to the—”

“Full. Logs.”

The woman hesitated, then gestured to a binder too large for its shelf. Marcus took it and sat down in the corner with a quiet thank-you.

He flipped through page after page. Parent volunteers. Guest speakers. Vendors. Maintenance.

Nothing stood out. At least, not yet.

There were a few names he didn’t recognize — initials, scribbles, one or two that looked fake. He wrote them down anyway. Most would probably lead nowhere. But maybe one wouldn’t.

He wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot.

Because the things they miss — the small, buried things—are often the ones that matter most.

—
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He was halfway to the parking lot when he heard footsteps behind him.

"Detective Vega?" a voice called.

Marcus turned. A teenage girl stood near the front doors, backpack slung over one shoulder. Dark curls, nervous hands. He recognized her from Ethan’s classroom photo board. Kendra Ramirez.

"Yeah?"

She stepped forward. "You were... Ethan’s boyfriend, right?"

Marcus nodded slowly. "Yeah. I was."

She hesitated, eyes darting to the ground and then back up. "I’m sorry he’s missing. I liked him. He always treated us like we mattered. Even on days when no one else did."

"He talked about you sometimes," Marcus said. "Said you were sharp. And funny."

Kendra gave a faint smile. "I try."

There was a pause. Marcus studied her, then asked, "Did you notice anything off the week he disappeared? Anything he said, or did, that didn’t feel right?"

She frowned. "I mean... not really. He seemed tired. But like, more than usual? I asked him if he was sick, and he just smiled and said he was catching up on grading. But his smile was... I don’t know. Kind of fake."

Marcus nodded. That tracked. Ethan had always been good at covering discomfort with kindness.

"Did he argue with anyone? Seems on edge about something?"

"No fights or anything. But he was quieter. Like he was thinking hard about something and didn’t want to say it out loud."

Marcus looked down at his notepad, then back at her. "Thanks. That helps."

Kendra hesitated again, then added, "Sometimes I worry I should’ve asked more. Noticed more."

"You noticed enough," Marcus said gently. "More than most."

She gave a slight nod and shifted her backpack. "Okay. I just thought... if he was missing, someone should say something. Even if it’s small."

"Small things matter," Marcus said. "Sometimes they’re the only things that do."

He watched her walk back toward the main building, then turned toward his car. The sky was still low and gray, pressing in like the weight of something unspoken.

He didn’t have answers yet. But he had a few more pieces.

And he was done letting anything — or anyone—fall through the cracks.
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Chapter Five: The First Real Evening
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Marcus changed shirts three times.

The first made him look too stiff. The second one was too tight in the arms and reminded him of every awkward date he’d ever endured. The third — a soft, dark hoodie — felt like something he could breathe in. It didn’t look like a “date shirt,” but maybe that was the point. He ran a hand through his hair, frowned at the mirror, and almost didn’t go.

Almost.

He told himself it was just a walk. Coffee. A way to be human for a few hours.

Meanwhile, across town, Ethan stood in front of his closet with the determination of a man preparing for battle.

“Not too much,” he muttered, yanking out a maroon scarf and tossing it on the bed. “But not nothing.”

He settled on layers — a fitted coat, thin gloves, the canvas sneakers he’d immediately regret. He even checked the weather, briefly debated cologne, and then gave up halfway through styling his hair.

“Casual,” he said to the mirror. “Effortlessly casual. With just enough gay panic.”

He laughed at himself, which helped.

Then he grabbed his scarf, checked his phone for the third time, and headed out.

They were twenty minutes into the walk when Ethan realized he should’ve worn different shoes.

Marcus, of course, looked like he could walk five more miles without breaking a sweat. Even in jeans and a hoodie, he moved like a guy who belonged on a field — easy, fluid, unaware of how much space he took up.

They were twenty minutes into the walk when Ethan realized he should’ve worn different shoes.

Ethan was already regretting the canvas sneakers and too-thin socks.

“I thought we were getting coffee,” he muttered, mostly to his own feet.

“We are,” Marcus said. “Eventually.”

They were walking a riverside trail that Ethan didn’t even know existed. Quiet. A little muddy. Smelled like leaves and chilly air. Marcus had suggested it as if it were the most obvious first date idea in the world. No crowds. No music. Just space.

Ethan found it oddly charming. And mildly inconvenient.

“You always do this?” he asked. “Take people walking in forty-degree weather?”

Marcus smirked but didn’t look at him. “Just the ones who talk too much.”

“Wow. Romantic.”

A silence passed between them, but it wasn’t awkward. Not quite. Just... unfilled.

Ethan glanced at him sidelong. “You played something, didn’t you? Football?”

Marcus gave a noncommittal shrug.

“Wrestling,” he said finally. “A little football. Judo. Whatever got me out of the house.”

That part wasn’t in the dating profile.

“Let me guess,” Ethan said. “You were the guy with varsity letters and zero social media presence.”

Another shrug. But this time, Marcus smiled faintly.

“You?”

Ethan scoffed. “Drama club. Yearbook staff. And the president of the Gay-Straight Alliance. I peaked at seventeen.”

Marcus didn’t laugh. He just looked at him, like he was reading something between the lines.

“You’re comfortable with it,” he said. “Being out.”

Ethan stopped walking. Not because the trail was steep, but because the question wasn’t casual.

“Yeah,” he said. “Took a while. Some people still get twitchy about it, but... It’s not a secret. I don’t do rainbows and parades, but I’m not hiding, either.”

He looked up at Marcus then. “What about you?”

Marcus didn’t answer right away. His eyes were on the river.

“I’m not hiding,” he said. “I just don’t always feel like explaining it.”

Ethan nodded. He got that—the difference between secrecy and privacy.

“Bi?” he asked, gently.

“Yeah.”

“Cool.”

They walked a little farther, and the silence felt different this time. Warmer.

“I like this,” Ethan said eventually, adjusting his scarf. “Even if my toes are dying.”

Marcus glanced down. “You wore those on a hike?”

“Excuse you. These are vintage.”

“They’re from Target.”

“Target vintage.”

That got a genuine laugh — short, low like Marcus didn’t laugh often, but meant it when he did.

By the time they reached the coffee shop, Ethan’s toes were frozen, his hair was wind-mussed, and his heart was doing something annoying in his chest. Hopeful, maybe.

Inside, they sat near the window. Their knees touched under the table.

“I don’t do this a lot,” Marcus said quietly.

Ethan tilted his head. “Walks or dates?”

“Both.”

Ethan took a sip of his coffee. It was too hot. He didn’t care.

“Well,” he said, “you’re not bad at it.”

Marcus’s apartment was cleaner than Ethan expected.

Not spotless, but tidy. Sparse. The kind of place where every object had a job — keys in a bowl, boots lined up by the door, gym bag tucked under the bench like it lived there. No art, except a faded print of a mountain range that looked like it came with the frame.

Ethan stood awkwardly in the living room, holding two plastic bags of takeout. He suddenly wondered if this had been a bad idea.

“You sure you don’t want to eat at mine?” he asked. “I have mood lighting and a couch that doesn’t feel like a firm handshake.”

Marcus locked the door behind them and gave him a side glance. “You live next to a guy who plays speed metal at 2 a.m.”

“Okay, fair.”

They sat at the counter. Thai food. Two beers. The hum of the fridge and the occasional groan of the heat kicking in.

It should’ve felt like nothing.

But it didn’t.

It felt... like something unfolding.

Halfway through dinner, Ethan noticed Marcus rubbing his shoulder, absentmindedly, like a habit—a quiet ache.

“Old injury?” he asked.

“Wrestling,” Marcus said. “Tore the rotator cuff in my senior year. Could’ve gone further with it. Didn’t.”

“Regret it?”

Marcus took a sip of beer before answering. “No. Not really. Just one of those things.”

Ethan nodded. But the silence stretched again, and this time it felt heavier. So he leaned into it.

“I think it’s weird how people think athletes can’t be gay,” he said. “Or bi. Like muscles cancel out your sexuality.”

Marcus didn’t look up. “I was out to maybe three people back then.”

“Were they cool with it?”

“Two of them were,” he said. “One made it his mission to make practice hell.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “People suck.”

Marcus finally met his eyes. “Yeah. But I figured out who I was anyway.”

And there it was — something unsaid, now said.

Ethan leaned back in his chair, trying to decide if this moment needed a joke or just space.

He chose space.

“Thanks for letting me in,” he said after a beat. “I know it’s not easy.”

Marcus didn’t smile, exactly. But something in his face softened.

Later, on the couch, they watched a movie Ethan would barely remember. His head eventually found Marcus’s shoulder, and Marcus let it stay there. Just quiet contact. Stillness with a heartbeat.

And when Ethan fell asleep like that, wrapped in a blanket and the faint smell of rain still clinging to Marcus’s hoodie, he dreamed about nothing in particular.

Just warmth.

And safety.

And a body next to his that didn’t flinch when he got too close.
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