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Chapter 1 – Comfortable Companions
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Ethan and Liam had been inseparable for as long as anyone could remember, though neither of them could pinpoint exactly when friendship became more than casual. Some nights, Ethan would lie awake, heart thumping in a way that confused him, only to chalk it up to another restless evening. Liam, always oblivious to his own effect on people, carried a smile that made the world feel a little less harsh. Especially Ethan’s world.

It was Saturday, and the apartment smelled faintly of brewed coffee and leftover pizza. Liam sprawled on the couch, socks half off, scrolling on his phone, while Ethan perched on the edge of the armrest, laptop balanced precariously on his knees.

“You’re gonna break your back like that,” Liam said, his voice lazy but tinged with concern.

“I’ve got it,” Ethan replied, though he felt every twinge of discomfort. He glanced at Liam, who was biting the nail of his thumb—a habit Ethan had memorized in the same way some people memorized birthdays.

“You should really stop doing that,” Ethan said softly.

Liam looked up, one eyebrow raised. “Doing what? Saving you from breaking your back?”

“Being unhealthy,” Ethan muttered, closing the laptop. His eyes lingered on Liam for a beat longer than necessary. Liam caught it, and his lips twitched. A smile that should have been harmless, but somehow it never was.

They’d met in college, in a philosophy class that neither of them had been particularly excited about. Liam had dropped his pen, Ethan had picked it up, and that had been it—the start of a connection neither of them could explain. Years later, they still shared everything: inside jokes, long nights binge-watching movies, bad takeout on even worse days. Yet something unspoken lingered in the spaces between words, in the brush of hands while passing a bowl of popcorn, in the way Ethan’s stomach did flips when Liam laughed a little too close.
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