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The Wrong Door 


[image: ]




The elevator climbed.

Noah watched the numbers light up. 85... 86... 87...

432 Park Avenue. Atlas Sterlins' penthouse.

Emma was talking. Something about whose party this was, who'd be there. Her voice floated past him like smoke he couldn't quite grasp.

"—and your dad said the Sterlins deal is almost done, right?"

Noah nodded. His voice came out lower than he meant. "Final contracts next week."

Emma's fingers found his cuff, straightening it. The gesture was automatic. Three years of small adjustments. Her thumb brushed the pale skin of his wrist where his pulse flickered too fast.

The elevator stopped.

Noah's hand went to his collar. The cashmere itched against his throat.

——
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Music hit him first. Bass that crawled under his ribs and nested there. Then voices—that particular frequency of trust fund laughter he'd learned to mimic at fourteen.

The apartment stretched out like something that shouldn't exist. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around three walls. Manhattan spread below, a circuit board of light.

Noah stepped inside. The sweater Emma had chosen for him—"charcoal brings out your eyes, baby"—felt suddenly wrong. Too soft. Too careful against his fair skin that betrayed every flush of heat.

Emma's hand found his. "This is incredible."

He nodded. Couldn't form words.

Then.

Center of the room. People clustered around him like iron filings to a magnet they didn't understand.

Noah's lungs forgot their job.

Atlas had always been tall. But now he was tall in a way that rearranged the space around him. The black shirt pulled across his shoulders when he turned—athletic, broader than at Yale, like he'd spent three years reshaping himself into something more dangerous. Sleeves rolled to his elbows. Forearms corded with muscle that hadn't existed before, veins surfacing when his fingers moved.

His dark hair obeyed him now. Swept back, not a strand questioning its place. Noah's own honey-colored curls were already rebelling, falling into his eyes despite Emma's gel, making him look younger than twenty-two.

A woman in red pressed against Atlas's side. Her nails—the exact shade of her dress—traced patterns on his forearm. Possessive little circles.

Atlas wasn't looking at her.

The air between them compressed. Twenty feet of marble floor suddenly felt like inches. Like nothing.

Their eyes met.

Noah's green eyes—Emma always said they were like sea glass, too pretty for a boy—went wide.

Atlas's were black. Not brown. Black. The kind of dark that swallowed light and gave nothing back.

Recognition hit Noah in the sternum. Not the simple kind—oh, there's Atlas—but the kind that rewired something fundamental. The kind that said: I know you. I've always known you. Even when I didn't want to.

Atlas didn't blink. Those black eyes stayed fixed, unreadable as deep water.

He just looked.

And in that look was every moment Noah had catalogued and buried. The time Atlas's hand had steadied him after too much whiskey at a Yale party, fingers spanning his entire waist, making Noah feel small, breakable. The morning Noah had found Atlas asleep in the library, vulnerable in a way that had made Noah want to protect him and wreck him simultaneously.

Noah's champagne glass betrayed him—liquid shivering against crystal, catching light like a confession. His long lashes fluttered, a nervous tell he'd never been able to control.

Four seconds. Five. Six.

The woman in red said something. Her lips moved against Atlas's ear.

Atlas turned to her slowly, like breaking eye contact required negotiation with gravity itself.

Then he moved toward them.

"Noah."

That voice hit him from across the room, low enough that he felt it vibrate in his chest.

"Emma."

The crowd parted. They always had for Atlas. Not because he asked. Because something in him—that athletic grace mixed with barely contained violence—made people want to clear a path, see what would happen next.

Emma's whole face transformed. "Atlas! This place is—"

"Thanks for coming."

He extended his hand to Noah.

Noah watched his own hand move forward, pale against Atlas's darker skin. His fingers looked delicate in comparison, piano player hands that had never known real work.

Atlas's palm swallowed his. Cool. Dry. Noah's hand disappeared completely—Atlas's fingers reached past his wrist bone, could probably circle it entirely if he tried.

The grip was firm. Then firmer.

Atlas's thumb found Noah's pulse point. Pressed once. Twice.

Noah looked up. Had to tilt his head back—Atlas had at least four inches on him. This close, he caught Atlas's scent. Something expensive. Dangerous. All cedar and leather and late night decisions that left bruises.

"Long time," Atlas said.

"Yeah. Three years," Noah said.

Those black eyes moved across Noah's face like they were memorizing damage. The nervous bite of his lower lip. The blush already crawling up his neck, visible against his fair skin. The way his curls fell forward when he was anxious.

Then Atlas's gaze dropped. Deliberate. To where their hands were still joined.

His thumb moved again. A small circle against Noah's racing pulse.

"How's life in California?" Noah asked.

"I'm back now." Atlas's thumb was still pressed against Noah's knuckles. 

Heat flooded Noah's face. He knew he was blushing—he always did, skin too fair to hide anything.

He tried to pull back.

Atlas held on for one more second. His black eyes said things that had no translation in any language Noah was supposed to know.

Then he let go.

Noah's hand stayed suspended in air for a moment, fingers still curved around nothing.

"You're working for your father?" Atlas asked.

"About a year." Noah's voice cracked slightly. He cleared his throat.

"Good."

Atlas looked at Emma. Finally. "Still together?"

"Three years." Emma squeezed Noah's hand, beaming. "Isn't he perfect? Look at this face." Her fingers found Noah's cheek, traced the dimple there. "My golden retriever."

Something flickered behind Atlas's black eyes. Fast. Violent. Gone.

But Noah caught it. The way those eyes went darker—which shouldn't have been possible. The way Atlas's jaw tensed, a muscle jumping beneath the skin.

"Congratulations," Atlas said.

Then he walked away.

The absence of him was physical. Like all the air in the room followed him.

——
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Time became syrup.

Emma found her friends by the bar. They surrounded Noah with their Hermès bags and their stories about someone's yacht, someone's affair, someone's ski house in Gstaad.

"Oh my god, Noah, you're so quiet tonight!" Sophia touched his shoulder, fingers lingering on the soft cashmere. "Everything okay?"

"Just tired." He pulled his mouth into the shape they expected. The dimples appeared on command.

"Those dimples though!" Melissa cooed. "And those lashes! Emma, how is he even real?"

Emma's arm wrapped around his waist, claiming. "I know, right? He's all mine."

Noah kept the smile in place. His jaw ached.

But his eyes—his green eyes that showed everything, always had—had their own agenda.

Across the room. Through the bodies and clouds of Tom Ford perfume.

There.

By the windows. Whiskey in hand, amber liquid catching city light like liquid fire. Atlas stood with some executive—gray temples, Patek Philippe watch—but he wasn't looking at him.

He was looking at Noah.

At Emma's hand on Noah's face. At the smile Noah wore like armor.

Their eyes locked.

Atlas's face gave nothing. Professional. Engaged in whatever the executive was saying. But his eyes—

Those black eyes burned with something that made Noah's stomach drop.

Noah's smile cracked. Fell away entirely.

His jaw tightened—that lean, graceful jaw that Emma loved to photograph.

Atlas's gaze dropped to Emma's hand. His nostrils flared—so subtle no one else would catch it. But Noah caught everything about Atlas. Always had.

When Atlas looked back up, there was something predatory in the set of his mouth.

Noah looked away first. But not before Atlas saw the truth—the way Noah's pupils had dilated, the flush spreading down his neck, the quick dart of his tongue across his lower lip.

He could still feel Atlas watching. That gaze followed him like a brand he'd never be able to wash off.

——
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"Should we head out?" Emma yawned around eleven. "I have that eight AM meeting."

"Yeah." Noah scanned the room, green eyes too bright under the chandelier light. "Let me find Atlas first. Thank him."

"Good idea. Corporate manners." She squeezed his hand. "Especially with the partnership."

Noah climbed the floating stairs. His legs felt disconnected from his body—that tennis player grace Emma loved turned uncertain. His heart did something complicated in his chest—half warning, half anticipation.

The hallway stretched out. Dark. Music faded to bass and suggestion.

Cedar and leather hit him first. Atlas's scent, stronger here. Concentrated.

The door was cracked. Just enough.

Soft light leaked through. Gold from the city. Silver from the moon.

He should knock.

Should call out.

Should—

Movement inside. The sound of fabric against fabric. A gasp that wasn't Atlas's.

Noah's hand froze an inch from the door. His pale fingers trembled.

Through the gap: Atlas's bedroom. City lights painting everything in gold and shadow.

Atlas pressed someone against the wall. A man. Dark hair, Noah couldn't make out features in the dim light. But he could see Atlas's hands. One fisted in the man's hair, pulling his head back to expose his throat. The other splayed across his chest, holding him in place.

Atlas's shirt was gone. His back was a study in controlled violence—muscles shifting as he worked his mouth down the man's neck. Athletic. Powerful. Nothing gentle about it.

"Fuck," the man breathed.

Atlas's response was to bite down where neck met shoulder. Hard enough to mark.

Noah's knees went weak. His hand gripped the doorframe, knuckles white against dark wood.

This wasn't the careful, apologetic fumbling Noah knew. This was taking. This was hunger without apology.

Then Atlas's eyes opened.

Found Noah's through the gap.

Black. Completely black. But burning.

The kiss didn't stop. If anything, it intensified. His mouth worked harder, teeth visible for a moment before they sank into skin again. But his eyes—

His eyes locked onto Noah and held him prisoner.

There was no surprise in that gaze. No shame.

He'd known Noah would come.

He'd been waiting.

Atlas's hand tightened in the man's hair. Pulled harder. The control in it—the easy dominance—made Noah's stomach drop like he'd missed a step.

His hips rolled forward. Slow. Deliberate.

A demonstration.

The man moaned. Tried to pull back for air.

Atlas didn't let him. His hand held him in place, controlled every breath, every movement. His black eyes never left Noah's face.

Those eyes tracked everything—the way Noah's chest rose and fell too fast, the blush spreading down to his collar, the way his pink tongue darted out to wet his lips.

Something shifted in those black eyes. Darker...

The corner of Atlas's mouth curved. Not quite a smile. Something crueler.

He mouthed one word. Silent. Just for Noah.

Run.

Noah stumbled backward. His shoulder cracked against the doorframe. Pain shot down to his fingertips.

But even as he fled—

Even as his legs carried him down the stairs—

Even as his breath came in sharp gasps that tasted like cedar and leather and want—

He could feel Atlas's eyes following him.

That single word chasing him.

Not a dismissal.

A promise.

Get out.

He tried to fix his face on the way down. Smooth out whatever expression was there.

But his hands wouldn't stop shaking.

——
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Emma was waiting by the valet stand, their coats folded over her arm.

Noah stopped a few feet away. Forced his breathing to slow.

"There you are!" She turned. Her smile faded. "Noah? You okay?"

"Headache. Too many people."

The valet brought the car.

Emma drove. The city blurred past in streaks of gold and red. She was talking. Something about the party, the apartment, did he see so-and-so from Princeton.

Noah pressed his forehead against the window. Cool glass against overheated skin. In the reflection, his green eyes looked wild. Frightened. Hungry.

"You'd tell me if something was wrong, right?" Her voice had gone soft. "If something was bothering you?"

"Just tired." The lie scraped his throat. "Long week."

She pulled up outside his building. The Hudson glinted beyond the glass towers, black water reflecting fractured light.

"Get some rest." She studied his face—those pretty features she loved to show off. "You look pale, baby."

"I love you," she said.

Those words used to mean something. Used to feel like safety.

"Love you too."

He kissed her. Quick. Lips barely making contact before he pulled back.

Her taillights disappeared down River Terrace.

——
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Noah's apartment was dark. He didn't turn on the lights.

The door clicked shut behind him. He stood there, keys cutting into his palm from how hard he gripped them.

Silence pressed against his ears.

He made it three steps before his legs gave out.

Slid down the wall. The hardwood floor was cold through his trousers.

His reflection stared back from the dark windows—pale face, honey-colored curls sticking up where he'd run his hands through them. Green eyes too wide, too bright.

Atlas Sterlins—

The thought wouldn't complete. Kept stopping halfway, like hitting a wall his mind had built.

Atlas Sterlins is—

No.

He pressed his palms against his eyes until he saw stars.

But the image was burned there. Atlas's back, muscles shifting in the half-light. That mouth working against skin. Those black eyes finding his through the gap and—

Noah's stomach clenched.

He scrambled to his feet, stumbled to the bathroom. Splashed cold water on his face. Once. Twice. Three times.

The mirror showed him the truth anyway. Flushed cheeks. Pupils still dilated. Lower lip swollen from biting it.

He looked—

Wrecked.

No. He looked tired. Just tired. It had been a long night. Too many people. Too much champagne.

That's all.

His phone buzzed.

Emma: You sleeping? Love you so much 💕

The words swam on the screen.

Three years. Safe. Normal. Everything exactly as it should be.

His thumb moved without thinking: Love you too

There. See? Normal.

He went to the bedroom. Lay on top of the covers fully dressed. Stared at the ceiling.

High school memories kept surfacing, uninvited:

Atlas in the locker room. Water running down his spine. Noah's eyes tracking the droplets before he'd force himself to look away. Just admiring his form. Athletes did that. Normal.

Atlas's hand on his shoulder after Noah's father had humiliated him at dinner. The weight of it. The warmth that had lingered for hours. Just comfort. Friends did that. Normal.

The way Noah always knew where Atlas was in a room. Like his body was a compass that only pointed one direction—

Stop.

He rolled over, pressed his face into the pillow.

Tomorrow there would be a meeting. Conference Room B. Two o'clock.

Both families. All the executives. Professional. Controlled.

Atlas would be there in his perfect suit with his perfect composure and nobody would mention—

Nobody would know that Noah had—

That he'd seen—

Nothing. You saw nothing.

His hands were shaking again. He pressed them flat against the mattress.

It was just shock. That's all. Surprise at seeing Atlas with—at seeing him—

At seeing something Noah hadn't expected.

That's all this was. Shock.

Not the other thing. Not the heat that had pooled low in his stomach. Not the way his body had responded, wanted to—

No.

He sat up. Grabbed his phone.

Calendar notification: "Wellin Enterprises - Sterlins Holdings Partnership Meeting. Tomorrow 2:00 PM. Conference Room B."

He stared at it until the words lost meaning.

Tomorrow Atlas would shake his hand again. Those black eyes would be professional, distant. They'd talk about quarterly projections and market strategies.

Nobody would mention tonight.

Nobody would mention that moment when Atlas had looked at him and mouthed that word—

Run.

A shiver went through him. Not fear. Something else. Something that made his skin feel too tight, made him hyperaware of every nerve ending.

He stood. Paced to the window.

The city sprawled below, all those lights, all those lives. Everyone out there knowing exactly who they were, what they wanted.

While Noah—

Noah had Emma. Noah had his job. Noah had Sunday dinners with his parents and a future mapped out in careful, safe lines.

Noah had everything he was supposed to want.

So why did his chest feel hollow? Why did his hands keep shaking? Why could he still smell cedar and leather even though Atlas hadn't touched him?

You're tired. You're confused. You saw something unexpected and you're processing it.

That's what this was. Processing.

By tomorrow it would fade. By next week it would be forgotten.

Atlas would go back to being Atlas Sterlins, business partner, son of his father's associate. Someone from school. Someone from before.

Not the Atlas from tonight.

Not the Atlas who'd taken what he wanted without apology, without hesitation.

Not the Atlas whose black eyes had promised things Noah didn't have words for.

Didn't want words for.

His reflection in the window looked ghostlike. Translucent. Like he might disappear if he stopped trying so hard to be solid.

Maybe that's what Atlas had meant with that look. That Noah was barely there. A sketch of a person. All careful lines and no color.

While Atlas—

Atlas was real in a way that made everything else look like pretense.

Stop thinking about him.

But his mind wouldn't listen. Kept circling back to that moment. Atlas's eyes finding his. Knowing he was there. Knowing he was watching.

Choosing to let him see.

Why?

The question lodged in his throat like glass.

Why had Atlas looked at him like that? What did it mean? What did he want?

Nothing. It meant nothing. He wants nothing from you.

Noah crawled into bed, still fully dressed. Pulled the covers up to his chin like armor.

Tomorrow would be different. Tomorrow he'd wake up and this strange, twisted feeling in his chest would be gone. Tomorrow he'd kiss Emma and go to work and sit across from Atlas in Conference Room B and everything would be exactly as it had always been.

Normal.

Safe.

Empty.

No. Not empty. Full. Your life is full.

But sleep wouldn't come.

Every time he closed his eyes, Atlas was there. Those black eyes burning into his. That mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile.

That word.

Run.

Like a command.

Like a promise.

Like Atlas already knew something about Noah that Noah didn't know about himself.

Couldn't know.

Wouldn't let himself know.

The clock on his nightstand glowed: 3:47 AM.

In ten hours, he'd be sitting across from Atlas in a conference room.

Professional. Composed. Normal.

Nobody would know that Noah had stood in that doorway. Nobody would know what he'd seen. What he'd felt.

What he'd wanted—

No.

He pressed his face harder into the pillow.

You didn't want anything.

You don't want anything.

You're Noah Wellin. You have Emma. You have your life exactly as it should be.

And Atlas Sterlins—

Atlas Sterlins is nobody to you.

The lie tasted like copper on his tongue.

But he swallowed it anyway.

Kept swallowing it, over and over, until the sun came up and painted his walls the color of blood and all the things he couldn't let himself name.
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The Game Begins 
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Noah woke to his alarm at 6:30.

He hadn't slept.

Atlas's face. That room. The way he'd looked at Noah while—

Stop.

Shower. Water scalding. Didn't help.

Mirror showed dark circles. Pale lips. Someone who'd been up all night.

Three texts from Emma on his phone.

He swiped them away.

Work email glowed: "Wellin Enterprises - Sterlins Holdings Partnership Meeting. Today 2PM. Conference Room B."

Eight hours.

——
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Office lights too bright.

Noah sat at his desk. 8:15. Floor mostly empty.

Computer on. Screen glowing.

He stared at nothing.

Morning meeting dragged. His father's voice cut through: "Sterlins Holdings at two. Everyone ready?"

Noah's pen stopped.

"Be professional. Important clients."

Professional.

——
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1:58 PM.

Noah stood outside Conference Room B.

Through the glass—his father, the CFO. Across the table, old Mr. Sterlins and two suits.

No Atlas.

Maybe—

Footsteps.

He turned.

Atlas walked down the hallway. Charcoal suit. White shirt, no tie.

Didn't glance at Noah.

Just walked past. Hand on the door.

Stopped.

"After you."

Flat.

Noah's legs moved. Stepped through.

Cedar hit him. That cologne.

His breath caught.

Atlas followed. Pulled out the chair directly across.

Sat. Opened his folder. Each movement precise.

Looked up.

Their eyes met.

Two seconds.

Atlas's gaze moved to the window. Empty.

——
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The project manager talked. Mobile payments. Demographics. Revenue.

Noah took notes. His handwriting slanted.

Ten minutes in, Atlas picked up his pen.

Started tapping.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Soft. Steady. Relentless.

Noah kept his eyes down.

The tapping continued.

Someone asked about costs.

"Noah?" His father. "Marketing budget?"

Noah looked up. "Projected CAC for 18-35 is—"

His eyes flicked across the table.

Atlas was watching.

The pen stopped. Balanced between two fingers. Perfectly still.

Noah's mouth dried.

"—within Q1 target."

"Good."

The pen started again.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The corner of Atlas's mouth lifted. Microscopic.

Gone.

Noah looked away. Pulse loud.

——
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An hour.

That fucking pen. Atlas shifting. The weight of him filling the room.

Finally old Mr. Sterlins stood. "Good meeting."

Handshakes. Packing up.

Noah grabbed his folder. Stood.

"Noah." His father. "Projector?"

"Yeah."

Everyone left. Door closed.

Noah walked to the projector. Hit power.

"Noah."

He turned.

Atlas stood by the window. Phone in hand.

Noah's stomach dropped.

He shut off the projector. Screen went dark.

Started for the door.

Atlas was there.

Not blocking. Just there.

Noah stopped. "Excuse me."

Atlas looked up. "Mm?"

"I need—" Gestured.

"Right." Stepped aside. Not far.

Noah passed close.

"Noah."

Stopped. Turned.

Atlas pocketed his phone.

"You look tired." Clinical. "Did you sleep?"

Noah's throat closed.

"I'm fine."

"Are you."

Silence pressed down.

Atlas tilted his head. Studied him.

"Interesting."

"What?"

"Nothing." Blank face. "You seem tense."

Noah's hands gripped the folder. White knuckles.

"I'm not—"

"Long week?"

"Yeah."

Pause.

Atlas checked his phone. Put it away.

Like he'd lost interest.

"Hope you enjoyed the party." Neutral. "You left early."

Polite.

But his eyes—

Watching for the flinch.

"Emma had a meeting."

"Right." Atlas nodded once. "Good."

He walked past Noah. Picked up his folder.

Stopped at the door.

"Get some rest. You look like you need it."

Left.

Door closed.

Noah stood there.

The folder slipped. Papers scattered.

He bent down. Hands shaking.

Fuck.

——
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Six PM.

Office empty. Just fluorescent hum.

Noah sat at his desk.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

The pen. Atlas watching. That micro-smile.

Did you sleep?

Every word a needle.

His phone buzzed.

Emma.

He let it ring.

Silence.

His thumb found Atlas's number.

Hovered.

The pen tapping. That look. The way Atlas had played him in front of everyone.

He knows what he's doing.

And he wanted me to know he knows.

Noah's jaw clenched.

I can't just sit with this.

Opened a message.

Can we talk?

Deleted.

About the meeting—

Deleted.

Finally: Are you free tonight?

Pressed send.

One minute.

Two.

Five.

Nothing.

He grabbed his bag—

The phone buzzed.

Atlas Sterlins: Are you free now?

Noah's chest tightened.

Yes.

Atlas Sterlins: Come.

An address.

Noah typed: Twenty minutes.

Send.

——
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Underground parking. His car under flickering light.

He turned the key. Headlights cut darkness.

Pulled out.

Rain-slicked streets. Lights reflecting in puddles.

Noah's hands gripped the wheel.

What the fuck am I doing?

Atlas's building rose ahead. Glass and steel.

He pulled in. Parked. Killed the engine.

His reflection stared back. Pale. Lost.

You can leave.

But he opened the door.

——
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Elevator climbing. Numbers rising.

Penthouse.

Doors opened.

Atlas's door. Unmarked.

Noah knocked twice.

Footsteps.

A man opened it. Mid-thirties. Black shirt. Staff.

"Mr. Wellin?"

"Yeah."

"He's expecting you. Study. Last door on the right."

Noah stepped in. Door closed.

Cedar and leather. Smoke underneath.

His steps echoed on marble.

Down the hall.

Last door. Slightly open. Light spilling out.

No going back.

He pushed it open.

——

[image: ]


Atlas sat behind a mahogany desk. Whiskey in hand. Amber catching light.

White shirt. Collar undone. Sleeves rolled.

Looked up.

"Close the door."

Not asking.

Noah stepped in. Door clicked shut.

Atlas took a sip. Set the glass down. Careful. Deliberate.

Leaned back.

"Sit."

Noah sat. Leather cold. The desk between them.

Atlas watched.

"Drink?"

Noah shook his head.

"You sure?" Neutral. "You look like you need one."

"I'm fine."

"Do you."

Noah's hands gripped his knees.

Silence. Atlas didn't fill it.

Books lined the walls. Dark wood. One lamp.

"About last night." Noah's throat tight. "The party. I walked into the wrong room. I didn't mean to—"

"You saw something."

Flat.

"Yeah. I'm sorry. I won't tell anyone."

"Won't you."

"No. Your private life—I just wanted you to know."

Atlas picked up his glass. Swirled it. Watched the liquid move.

"Why."

"What?"

"Why did you need to tell me that."

"Because at the meeting, you seemed—"

"I seemed what."

"Like you were testing me."

"Was I."

Sip. Eyes never leaving Noah's face.

"I was being professional."

"Right."

"But you thought it was something else."

Noah's hands pressed against his knees.

"I wanted to make sure we understood each other."

"And what do you think I need to understand?"

"That I won't say anything. That things stay professional."

"Professional."

Atlas set his glass down.

Stood.

Noah stopped breathing.

Atlas walked around the desk. Slow. Deliberate.

Stopped at the corner. Leaned against it. Arms crossed.

Closer.

Not touching. But close enough Noah could see threads in his shirt. Pale forearms. Eyes—amber in the light.

Close enough Noah had to look up.

"You seem tense."

"I'm not—"

"Your hands are shaking."

They were.

"Long day."

"Is it." Tilted his head. "Or something else."

"I don't know what you mean."

"Don't you."

Quiet deepened.

Atlas pushed off. Another step.

Noah pressed back.

"You came here because you wanted answers."

"I came to clarify—"

"No." Eyes narrowed slightly. "You came because you're confused."

"I'm not—"

"I've known you since high school, Noah." Pause. "I know exactly what type you are."

Should've been reassuring.

Wasn't.

"Then why—"

"Why did I ask if you slept?"

"Yeah."

"Normal question."

"But the way—"

"How did I say it."

Noah couldn't answer.

"You don't know." Atlas took another step. "Or you do. And that scares you."

"I'm not scared."

"Then why are you shaking?"

Noah stared at his hands. Trembling.

Atlas reached out.

Noah froze.

But Atlas's hand moved past. To the bookshelf.

Pulled out a book. Leather-bound.

Opened it. Flipped pages. Read.

Face unreadable.

Closed it. Set it beside Noah.

"Poetry. Ever read it?"

"What?"

"Simple question."

"No."

"There's a line about masks." Atlas walked back. Sat. "Wearing them so long you forget what's underneath." Pause. "Ever feel like that?"

"No."

"You sure?"

"Yeah."

"Interesting."

Sip. Eyes on Noah.

"You know what I think?"

Silence.

"You saw something that challenged what you thought you knew." Pause. "About me. About yourself."

"That's not—"

"And now you're trying to make sense of it."

Noah's hands clenched.

"But it won't fit." Atlas tilted his head. "Because some things—once you see them—you can't unsee."

Heavy silence.

Atlas picked up his pen. Started turning it. Slow. Controlled.

Hypnotic.

"You walked into that room. Saw something. And it made you feel something you didn't expect."

The pen kept spinning.

"And now you're sitting here, trying to convince yourself it didn't happen."

Noah's breath stopped.

"But your body knows." Atlas leaned forward. Elbows on desk. Pen stilled. "Your hands shake. Your pupils dilate. You can't hold eye contact."

Noah looked away.

"That's what I thought."

Silence.

Noah forced himself to look back.

"You're wrong."

"Am I?" Mouth curved. Microscopic. "Then leave."

Noah stared.

"If I'm wrong—" Gestured to the door. "—you're done. Leave."

Noah's legs wouldn't move.

"But if I'm right—" Leaned back. Arms crossed. "—if you came here because you wanted something else—"

Didn't finish.

The question hung.

Noah's heart hammered.

Leave.

But he sat there.

Frozen.

Atlas watched. Patient.

Like he knew.

"I should go." Hoarse.

"Should you."

"Yeah."

Didn't move.

"Then go."

Noah stood. Unsteady.

Walked to the door. Hand on handle.

"Noah."

Stopped. Didn't turn.

Long silence.

Then:

“Be professional”

Two words. Quiet. Final.

Noah's hand tightened on the handle.

He pulled the door open. Stepped out.

Door closed.

He stood in the hallway. Breathing hard.

Be professional.

Not a request.

A line drawn.

His hand found the wall. Steadied himself.

Then walked. Fast.

——
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Elevator descending. Numbers dropping.

Nothing happened.

But his body knew.

Doors opened. His car.

Got in. Started the engine.

Sat there.

Be professional.

What did that mean?

A boundary.

Or a dare.

Forehead against the wheel.

Put the car in drive.

——
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Empty streets. Yellow lights.

I know exactly what type you are.

What type?

Red light. His reflection. Haunted.

Green light.

Home. Parking. Engine off.

Silence.

This ends now.

Tomorrow. Normal.

Got out. Fumbled with keys.

Three tries.

Inside. Silence absolute.

Leaned against the door.

Wrong.

Everything felt wrong.

Bedroom. Lights off. Lay down clothed.

Stared at ceiling.

Phone on nightstand. Dark.

Part of him expected it to light up.

It stayed dark.

Because Atlas didn't need to text.

He'd said everything.

Closed his eyes.

But his mind circled.

The study. Atlas leaning close. Cedar and smoke.

The pen turning. That controlled precision.

Be professional.

What if he went back?

No.

Pillow over head.

Just confusion.

Doesn't mean anything.

But the lie wasn't working.

His body remembered.

The way Atlas stood over him. Heat. Pulse jumping.

Stop.

Face in pillow.

When sleep came—

Hours later—

He dreamed.

Not of Emma.

Of amber eyes.

A voice: Did you sleep?

Hands turning a pen.

What type are you?

Woke at 3 AM. Heart pounding. Sheets tangled.

Phone glowing.

No messages.

Noah stared at the dark screen.

Part of him had expected—

What?

A text?

Atlas didn't need to.

He'd already won.

Set the phone face-down.

Lay there.

Listening to breathing.

Tomorrow. Normal.

But deep down—

He knew.

Atlas had opened something.

And now Atlas was waiting.

Patient.

For Noah to come back.

Because they both knew—

Noah would.
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Silence That Hurts 
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Time passed in a fog.

Noah worked. Quarterly reports. Budget meetings that should've been emails.

His father mentioned the Sterlins partnership once—Noah kept it short.

Emma came over Tuesday night. Thai food. Some Netflix show.

She fell asleep on his shoulder around eleven. He drove her home after midnight.

Normal.

Regular.

He wasn't thinking about Atlas.

He was trying really fucking hard not to.

——
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Wednesday morning. Phone buzzed.

Emma: Coffee? Miss your face ☕💕

Noah stared at it.

Typed: 12:30pm? Usual spot?

Emma: Perfect! See you soon 😊

He put the phone down.

Went back to the sales report.

Same paragraph. Third time.

Numbers kept sliding out of his head.

——
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The café was packed. Lunch rush.

Emma waved from a corner table. Yellow dress bright against dark wood. Hair up. That smile.

She stood and kissed his cheek. "Finally. Felt like forever."

"I literally just saw you."

"Forever," she said.

They sat. Emma had already ordered—iced latte for her, black coffee for him.

She always remembered.

"Okay, so." She pulled out her tablet. "Need your honest opinion."

Fabric samples spread across the table. Paint chips. Floor plans.

"New client?" Noah asked.

"Penthouse renovation. Upper East Side. The wife wants—"

Penthouse.

Something twisted in Noah's gut.

Floor-to-ceiling windows. City lights. Atlas by the glass—

"—minimalist but cozy, you know? So cream or ivory?"

Noah blinked. "What?"

Emma held up two samples that looked identical. "Cream or ivory?"

"Cream."

"Really? I was leaning ivory."

"Then ivory."

She laughed. "You're not even looking."

"Sorry." He made himself focus. "Long week."

"It's Wednesday."

"Long Wednesday."

Emma set the samples aside. Reached across. Took his hand.

Her palm warm. Soft. Her thumb stroking his knuckles.

"You okay?" she asked. "You've been kind of... off."

"I'm fine. Just the Sterlins thing. Lot of prep."

"Atlas Sterlins, right?"

Hearing her say his name felt wrong.

"Yeah. Him."

"He seemed intense at the party. Kind of intimidating." She squeezed his hand. "But you'll figure it out. You always do."

Her eyes held that familiar certainty. Unshakable faith.

Used to feel like a safety net.

Now it just felt like weight.

Noah pulled his hand back. Picked up his coffee.

"How's your mom?"

Emma let him change the subject.

Her smile didn't quite reach her eyes this time.

——
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Back at the office. Inbox refreshed.

New email: Wellin-Sterlins Partnership - Project Kickoff

Tomorrow, 2PM. Conference Room B.

Attendees: Noah Wellin, Atlas Sterlins, Project Team

Noah stared at the name.

Atlas Sterlins.

Closed the email. Opened a spreadsheet instead.

Revenue projections. Market analysis.

Focus. Work.

Phone buzzed.

Emma: Love you. Dinner Friday?

He typed: Love you too. Friday works.

Hit send before he could think about how automatic it felt.

——
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Five o'clock. Sales review.

Noah sat at the conference table with seven others. His father at the head.

Someone talking about market trends. Consumer behavior.

Noah's pen moved across his notepad. Taking notes.

Except he wasn't writing words.

Just lines. Random shapes.

"Noah?"

He looked up fast.

His father. Watching. That look—the one that said I'm waiting for you to become the son I need.

"Thoughts on Q3 forecast?"

Everyone staring.

"Conservative but realistic," Noah said. "We'll hit targets if retention holds."

His father's gaze lingered a second too long before moving to the next slide.

"Good."

Meeting continued.

Noah went back to his notepad.

Drew another line.

He'd written a letter without meaning to.

A.

He scribbled it out.

——
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Six-thirty. Most people gone.

Noah shut down his computer. Grabbed his jacket.

Phone rang.

Emma.

He answered. "Hey."

"Hi." Soft voice. "I know it's last minute, but I made way too much lasagna. Want to come over?"

Noah hesitated.

"Or not," Emma added quickly. "If you're tired—"

"No. Yeah. I'll come."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"Okay." Relief in her voice. "See you soon."

——
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Emma's apartment smelled like tomatoes and garlic.

She'd set the table with candles. Wine glasses.

The candlelight caught the rim of her glass as she poured.

For a second—just a second—Noah saw another reflection in the curved crystal.

Pale skin. Dark eyes. A mouth that didn't smile.

He blinked.

Just Emma. Smiling at him. Always Emma.

"Fancy," Noah said.

"It's Wednesday. We deserve fancy."

They ate. Emma talked about her client. The impossible penthouse wife. Contractor drama.

Noah listened. Laughed when he should. Said the right things.

Normal.

"You're quiet tonight," Emma said.

"Am I?"

"More than usual." She touched his arm. "You sure you're okay?"

"Long day."

"You keep saying that."

She watched him the way you watch a vase that's started to wobble.

He met her eyes. Brown. Warm. Worried.

"I'm fine," he said. "I just need to sleep more."

Emma looked at him for a long moment.

Nodded. "Okay."

But she didn't believe him.

——
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After dinner they ended up on the couch.

Emma picked some comedy.

She curled up against him. Head on his shoulder. Hand on his chest.

The movie played. Noah couldn't tell you what happened.

Emma laughed at something. He felt it more than heard it.

"This is nice," she murmured. "Just us."

"Yeah."

Her hand moved. Fingers tracing patterns on his shirt.

She tilted her head up. Kissed his jaw.

Noah turned. Kissed her properly.

She responded right away. Warm. Eager.

Her hands in his hair. Body pressing closer.

Her lips were soft. Familiar. She tasted like wine and home.

And all Noah could think was: This should work. Why doesn't this work?

His body responded on autopilot—hands on her waist, lips moving with hers—while some distant part of his brain screamed from behind glass.

He pulled back.

"What's wrong?" Emma asked. Breathless.

"Nothing. I just—" He stood. "I should go."

"What? Why?"

"Early meeting tomorrow."

"Noah—"

"I'm sorry. I just—" He grabbed his jacket. "I'll call you."

"Did I do something wrong?"

That hurt.

There was a new caution in her touch as she reached for him. Like he might break.

Or worse—like he already had.

"No. God, no. You're perfect. I'm just—not feeling great. Think I'm getting sick."

Another lie.

Emma walked him to the door.

"Okay," she said quietly. "Rest up."

He kissed her forehead. "Thanks for dinner."

"Noah?"

He stopped. Hand on the doorknob.

"You'd tell me if something was actually wrong, right?"

"Of course."

He left.

——
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Noah sat in his car in Emma's parking lot.

Didn't turn the key.

Just sat there.

Phone lit up.

Emma: I love you

Three words.

He typed: I love you too

Started the car. Drove home through quiet streets.

——
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His apartment was dark.

Noah dropped his keys on the counter. Stood in the entryway.

Tomorrow was Thursday.

Project kickoff at 2PM.

Conference Room B.

Atlas would be there.

He walked to his bedroom. Lay down without changing.

Stared at the ceiling.

Couldn't sleep.

11:47 when he gave up. Reached for his phone.

Opened contacts.

Scrolled to Sterlins, Atlas.

Company directory. Work number.

His thumb hovered.

What the fuck would I even say?

He locked the phone. Put it face-down.

Rolled onto his side.

"It's nothing," he said to the empty room. "He's nothing."

Didn't sound true.

When sleep finally came, it didn't help.

——
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Thursday morning. Alarm at 6:30.

Noah got up. Showered. Dressed.

Made coffee. Made toast he didn't eat.

His reflection looked tired.

Good. He felt tired.

Phone buzzed.

Emma: Good luck with your meeting today! You'll be amazing 💪

He typed: Thanks

Sent it.

Felt nothing.

——
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The office was normal. Meetings stacked on meetings. Inbox wouldn't stop.

Lunch at his desk—half a sandwich he didn't finish.

The afternoon crawled.

Numbers on his screen blurred into gray static. 1:17 PM.

His coffee had gone cold. Bitter skin forming on the surface.

Each minute stretched like taffy. Sweet with anticipation. Sticky with dread.

1:30.

Noah grabbed his folder. Headed to Conference Room B.

The hallway felt too long.

Through the glass he could see people already there.

His father. The CFO. Project manager.

And across the table—

Atlas.

Dark gray suit. White shirt. Reading something on his tablet.

Like this was just another Thursday.

Like the last three days hadn't happened.

Like nothing had changed.

Noah's hand on the door handle.

Breathe. Professional.

He pushed it open.

Atlas looked up.

Their eyes met.

One second. Two.

Then Atlas looked back down at his tablet.

Like Noah was nobody.

Like that moment in the study never happened.

Noah took his seat across from him.

Three feet of table between them.

His father cleared his throat. "Let's get started."

The project manager pulled up slides. "Q4 integration timeline—"

Noah opened his folder. Pulled out his notes.

Atlas hadn't looked at him once.

Not a glance. Not a nod.

Just—nothing.

Ten minutes in, Noah's pen rolled off the table.

Hit the floor with a soft click.

He bent to pick it up.

Atlas's foot shifted. Just slightly.

Close enough Noah could feel the warmth through his shoe.

Then gone.

Noah straightened. Pen in hand.

Atlas was still looking at his tablet. Face blank.

Like it never happened.

The project manager kept talking. "—market penetration by Q2—"

Noah tried to focus. Take notes.

His handwriting slanted sideways.

"Noah?" His father's voice. "Your thoughts on the rollout strategy?"

Noah looked up. "The phased approach minimizes risk. We should prioritize high-volume markets first."

Atlas picked up his pen.

Started tapping it.

Soft. Steady.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Noah's jaw clenched.

"And the budget allocation?" his father asked.

"Weighted toward digital channels. Higher ROI."

The tapping continued.

Atlas still wasn't looking at him.

But the pen kept moving.

Relentless.

The CFO jumped in. "What about—"

Atlas suddenly stopped. Set the pen down.

Silence.

Everyone kept talking.

But Noah felt it—the absence of that sound.

Louder than when it was there.

Twenty minutes later, old Mr. Sterlins asked about timelines.

"We'll have projections by Monday," Noah's father said.

Atlas finally spoke. "Which markets specifically?"

His voice—flat. Bored.

First time he'd said anything all meeting.

The project manager answered. "Northeast corridor, then—"

"And the competitive analysis?" Atlas cut him off. Eyes still on his tablet.

"Noah's team is handling that," his father said.

Atlas looked up.

Not at Noah.

At his father.

"When?"

"End of week."

"Make it Tuesday."

Not a request.

"We can do that," his father said.

Atlas's gaze finally moved to Noah.

Two seconds. Three.

Then back to his tablet.

Like Noah was furniture.

The meeting continued.

Noah tried to take notes. His pen wouldn't cooperate.

Someone asked about user demographics.

Noah started to answer—

Atlas yawned.

Covered his mouth. Polite.

But deliberate.

Noah's voice faltered.

"Sorry," Atlas said. Flat. "Continue."

Noah finished his point. Voice tight.

Atlas checked his watch.

Subtle. But Noah saw it.

The message clear: You're boring me.

——
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The meeting ended at 3:15.

Everyone stood. Packed up.

Atlas was already at the door.

"Atlas," his father called. "A moment?"

Atlas stopped. Turned. "Of course."

They stepped into the hallway. Door closed.

Noah gathered his things. Hands shaking slightly.

The project manager leaned over. "You okay? You look pale."

"I'm fine."

"Sterlins can be intimidating. Don't take it personally."

Noah nodded.

Through the glass, he could see Atlas and his father talking. Atlas's face neutral. Professional.

Then Atlas glanced back.

Through the glass.

At Noah.

One second.

His expression didn't change.

But his eyes—

Aware.

Then he looked away. Back to his father.

Smiled at something. Shook hands.

Walked away.

Noah's hands gripped his folder.

White knuckles.

——
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Five PM. Noah sat at his desk.

Staring at nothing.

The meeting replayed.

Atlas yawning. Checking his watch. That fucking pen.

Like I'm nothing.

Like I'm nobody.

Phone buzzed.

Emma: How'd it go?

He typed: Fine. Busy. Talk later?

Emma: Of course. Love you 💕

He put the phone face-down.

Atlas had ignored him.

Completely.

Like Noah didn't matter.

Like the study never happened.

So why did it feel like Atlas had been in his head the entire time?

Why did every tap of that pen feel personal?

Why did that yawn feel like a knife?

Noah pressed his palms to his eyes.

Get it together.

But he couldn't.

Because Atlas had done exactly what he said he would.

Be professional.

And somehow—

Somehow that was worse than anything else.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Game Under the Game
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Saturday morning came with that annoying kind of perfect sunshine.

Noah met Emma at their usual brunch place. She was already outside—white tennis skirt, matching top, designer sneakers.

"Ready to lose?" she asked.

"In your dreams."

They'd been playing together for two years. Emma was good—fast, competitive as hell. Noah usually let her win because it made her happy.

Today he just needed something to do with his hands.

The country club was twenty minutes out. Old money, perfect lawns, tennis courts lined up like they were on display.

Emma pulled into the lot near the clubhouse. "Got us court three. Eleven o'clock."

They grabbed their stuff from the trunk. The air smelled like cut grass and chlorine.

Court three was empty. They started warming up—easy volleys back and forth, Emma laughing when she whiffed an easy one.

Normal.

Forty minutes in, Noah was almost relaxed.

Then he heard someone laugh.

A woman. Bright, carrying.

He turned his head.

Three people heading toward the courts.

Oh fuck.

Atlas.

Noah gripped his racket harder.

Atlas was in all black—fitted shirt, shorts that showed way more leg than Noah should be looking at. Sunglasses pushed up in his hair.

Next to him was a woman. Tall, stunning, blonde hair in a high ponytail. White tennis dress that looked expensive.

Alice Whitmore.

Noah knew who she was. Everyone did.

She'd been in Atlas's world since high school. Always there, always gorgeous, always right next to him.

The third person was a guy. Tall, put-together, expensive casual. Dark hair, easy smile.

Something about him pinged immediately in Noah's head.

Gay.

Not obvious, just—there. How he moved, stood a little too close to Atlas.

"Oh," Emma said next to him. "Isn't that—"

"Atlas Sterlins," Noah finished.

"And Alice Whitmore. Jesus, she's gorgeous." Emma lowered her voice. "Didn't they date in high school?"

"No idea."

He knew. Everyone thought they had.

The three of them reached the next court over. Alice spotted them first.

"Noah Wellin?" Her voice carried. "Oh my god, I haven't seen you in forever!"

She waved and started walking over.

Shit.

Atlas followed, slow and controlled.

The guy—Julian—came too.

"Hi!" Alice got there first, hand out to Emma. "I'm Alice. This is Julian."

"Emma." She shook, smiling. "Nice to meet you."

"And Noah." Alice turned to him. Her smile was warm. "How've you been?"

"Good. You?"

"Can't complain." She glanced back. "You remember Atlas, obviously."

Atlas was a few feet back, sunglasses on now.

"Noah." Flat. Polite. Nothing.

"Atlas."

They didn't shake hands.

Julian stepped up. "Julian Reeves." Firm handshake, warm palm. "Good to meet you."

"Yeah, you too."

Emma introduced herself and suddenly they were all doing that rich people small talk thing.

Atlas stayed quiet.

Just stood there, arms crossed.

Alice looked at their court. "You guys playing?"

"Just warming up," Emma said.

"We were about to start." Alice gestured to their court, then paused. Smiled. "Actually—want to make this interesting?"

Emma glanced at Noah. "How?"

"Doubles. Mixed teams." Alice's eyes lit up. "Winners get champagne. Julian's got a bottle in his car."

She said it like it was casual.

But Noah knew these people. Champagne wasn't about the drink.

"I don't know—" Noah started.

"Come on." Alice looked at Emma. "You play, right?"

"Yeah, but—"

"Perfect!" Alice clapped her hands. "Boys versus girls is boring. Let's mix it up."

She turned to Atlas. "What do you think?"

Atlas shrugged. "Fine."

One word. Zero emotion.

Julian grinned. "I'm in."

Emma looked at Noah. "Want to?"

No. Fuck no.

"Sure," Noah said.

Alice was already dividing teams. "Okay, I'll take Atlas—we've played together forever. Noah, you're with Julian?"

Julian moved over next to Noah. His hand landed on Noah's shoulder, squeezed. "Hope you're good. I hate losing."

"I'll try."

Emma grabbed her water. "I'll watch then. Go team Noah!"

She walked to the bench, waving her water bottle like a flag.

Noah wanted to grab her and leave.

But Alice was already on the other court and Atlas was walking to his position.

Julian's hand was still on Noah's shoulder. Warm. Familiar in a way that felt wrong.

"Ready?" Julian asked, standing close.

Not even a little.

"Yeah."

—-
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They took their spots.

Noah and Julian on one side. Atlas and Alice on the other.

The net between them felt both too close and not close enough.

Atlas stood at the baseline, racket loose in his hand.

Then he looked up.

Right at Noah.

Their eyes met across the court.

Atlas's face didn't change.

But something in the air shifted. Charged.

Alice served first—clean, fast.

Julian returned it easy. "Nice!" His hand found Noah's lower back. Quick touch. "We got this."

The rally started.

Noah tried to focus. Ball, positioning, anything except—

Atlas moved and it was fucking unfair how good he looked doing it.

He hit a forehand—hard, fast.

Straight at Noah.

Noah barely got his racket up. The ball flew off wild. Out.

"Our point," Alice called.

Julian jogged over, hand on Noah's arm. "You good?"

"Fine."

His hand was stinging from the impact.

Atlas was already back in position. Waiting.

Next serve. Another rally.

This time Noah was ready.

When Atlas aimed at him again—and he fucking did—Noah stepped into it.

Hit it back hard.

Right at Atlas.

Atlas's racket came up smooth as anything. Sent it back.

At Noah.

Again.

This wasn't strategy. This was something else entirely.

Julian and Alice were playing their own game—good shots, solid positioning.

But Atlas and Noah—

Every single ball between them felt personal.

Atlas hit. Noah returned. They moved across the court, mirrors of each other.

The ball was just an excuse.

—-
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Ten minutes in, things started happening.

Noah dove for a shot, barely got it over. Landed hard on his knee.

Julian was there immediately, hand out. "Shit, you okay?"

Pulled Noah up. Didn't let go right away.

"That was amazing," Julian said, grinning. Eyes dropping to Noah's face, lingering on his mouth. "You're really good at this."

His thumb brushed Noah's wrist.

From the bench, Emma cupped her hands around her mouth: "That's my boyfriend! Woo!"

From across the net, Atlas's jaw tightened.

His hand curled at his side.

The game continued.

Noah hit a perfect shot down the line. Julian high-fived him, hand sliding around his waist. "Fuck yeah!"

Emma was on her feet. "NOAH WELLIN, YOU'RE A LEGEND!"

Atlas served. Hard. The ball came at Noah like a bullet.

Noah returned it.

Atlas hit it back harder.

They went back and forth—faster, harder, neither backing down.

Julian touched Noah's shoulder. "Easy, save some energy."

Atlas's eyes flicked to Julian's hand.

His knuckles went white around his racket.

—-
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Twenty minutes in, Noah was soaked through, breathing hard.

Atlas's shirt was stuck to his chest, hair damp. His movements sharp, controlled.

Every time they switched sides, Atlas's eyes tracked Noah. Followed Julian's hands every time they landed on Noah's arm, his shoulder, his back.

Noah made an impossible save—sprinted across the court, dove, somehow got his racket under the ball.

It sailed over the net. Perfect placement.

Emma screamed. Actually screamed. "OH MY GOD! NOAH! BABY! I LOVE YOU!"

She was jumping, hands in the air.

Julian grabbed Noah as he got up, laughing. "Holy shit, that was insane!"

His hands on Noah's shoulders, shaking him.

"You're incredible," Julian said, eyes bright. Dropped to Noah's face. "Seriously."

His gaze caught on Noah's cheeks.

The dimples.

"Those are dangerous," Julian said, grinning. Voice lower.

Atlas's jaw locked. His free hand clenched into a fist.

Alice glanced at him. "Atlas? You okay?"

"Fine." Clipped.

He served.

Vicious. Fast.

The ball came at Noah like Atlas was trying to kill him with it.

—-
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"Match point," Alice called. "We're up."

She served.

Julian returned.

Alice sent it back.

Noah moved, got under it, set up the shot—

Atlas was already there.

He slammed the ball cross-court. Unreturnable. Perfect.

Julian dove. Missed.

"Game!" Alice jumped, laughing.

She walked over and high-fived Atlas.

Atlas didn't celebrate. Just stood at the net, chest heaving, staring at Noah.

Noah stared back.

Neither moved.

Then Julian was there, grabbing Noah into a hug.

Tight. Full-body. Noah's face pressed against Julian's shoulder.

"You were fucking amazing," Julian said into his ear. Breath warm.

He pulled back but kept his hands on Noah's arms.

His eyes dropped to Noah's cheeks again. The dimples still showing from the exertion.

Julian's thumb came up. Traced one.

Light. Deliberate.

"These," he said, grinning. "I could kiss these."

Emma was there in a second, laughing as she pulled Noah away. "Nope! Mine!"

She wrapped her arm around Noah's waist possessively, pulled him against her side.

Her head on his shoulder. "Only I get to kiss those."

Julian held up his hands, laughing. "Fair enough."

But his eyes lingered on Noah's face.

From across the net, Atlas turned away.

His hand was still clenched. Knuckles white.

—-
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They walked to the net for handshakes.

Julian shook Atlas's hand. "Nice playing with you, man."

Atlas nodded. Said nothing.

Alice hugged Noah. "That was so fun! You're really good."

"Thanks."

Atlas held out his hand.

Noah looked at it.

Then took it.

Atlas's palm was hot, slick with sweat. His grip firm. Too firm.

He held on longer than necessary.

"Good game," Atlas said. Voice low. Just for Noah.

Noah pulled his hand back. "Yeah."

The contact still burned.

—-
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Alice headed to the parking lot. "I'll grab the champagne!"

Emma walked over, beaming. Looped her arm through Noah's. "You were so good, babe. I'm so proud."

Julian wiped his face with a towel, looked at Atlas. "You were ruthless today."

"Was I." Flat.

His eyes cut to Noah for just a second.

Julian caught it. Something flickered across his face—understanding, amusement.

He smiled slightly but said nothing.

Alice came back with champagne. Expensive bottle.

"To the winners!" She handed it to Atlas.

Atlas looked at the bottle. Then at Noah.

Emma was pressed against Noah's side, her hand on his chest.

"Open it," Julian said.

Atlas's mouth curved. Barely.

He twisted the cork. It popped, champagne foaming over.

Alice laughed and pulled out plastic cups. "Classy."

They poured.

Emma took one, raised it. "Cheers?"

"To good games," Alice said.

Noah's hand shook slightly as he raised his cup.

Atlas saw it.

He took a drink—slow, deliberate—staring at Noah over the rim.

Then lowered it.

"You put up a good fight," Atlas said.

The words sounded innocent.

They weren't.

"Could've played better," Noah said.

"Could you?"

The question sat there between them.

Emma's hand tightened on Noah's arm. "He was perfect."

The word—perfect—landed wrong.

Alice glanced between them. "Oh, you two are together?"

"Three years," Emma said, smiling. Proud. Her arm around Noah's waist.

Alice looked at Noah. Then at Atlas.

Something passed across her face. Too quick to read.

"That's wonderful," she said.

Her smile didn't quite reach her eyes.

Julian finished his champagne. "We should do this again."

"Definitely," Emma agreed.

They exchanged numbers, made promises to meet up again.

All performative bullshit.

Finally Alice and Julian started walking back to the lot.

Atlas stayed.

He looked at Emma. "Good seeing you."

"You too!"

Then he looked at Noah.

Didn't look away.

Long enough that Emma shifted uncomfortably.

Long enough that Noah's pulse jumped.

Then Atlas turned and walked away.

Noah watched him go—tall, confident, controlled.

Completely aware of what he was doing.

—-
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In the car, Emma was quiet.

Then: "That was weird."

Noah kept his eyes on the road. "What was?"

"I don't know. Just—" She paused. "The way Atlas looked at you."

Noah's hands tightened on the wheel. "What way?"

"Like—" She laughed but it sounded off. "I don't know. Intense."

"He's always intense."

"I know, but—" She trailed off. "And Julian was really flirty with you."

Noah's stomach dropped. "He wasn't—"

"Noah." She looked at him. "He was all over you. I'm not blind."

"He's just friendly."

"That wasn't friendly." She said it light, teasing. But there was an edge. "Good thing I was there to claim my territory."

She squeezed his hand.

Noah forced a smile. "Yeah."

"I love you," she said.

"Love you too."

Automatic.

The worst part was how easy the lie came now.

—-
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That night Noah lay in bed staring at his ceiling.

Replaying everything.

Every shot Atlas aimed at him.

Julian's hands on his shoulders, his arms, his back.

Julian's thumb on his cheek.

I could kiss these.

Emma pulling him close.

Mine.

But Atlas's eyes—burning across the net every time Julian touched him.

Atlas's hand clenched white.

Atlas's voice: Could you?

Noah rolled over, grabbed his phone.

2:47 AM.

He unlocked it. Opened contacts.

Scrolled.

Sterlins, Atlas.

His thumb hovered.

He could text something. About work. Monday's meeting.

But that'd be bullshit.

Noah locked his phone. Dropped it face-down.

Atlas hadn't texted. Hadn't called.

Didn't need to.

He'd said everything on that court.

In how he looked at Noah.

In how his fist clenched when Julian touched him.

In that question: Could you?

Noah pulled the pillow over his face.

Couldn't sleep.

Every time he closed his eyes—

Atlas was there.

Staring at him.

Still asking.

Could you?
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Cold War
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Sunday morning. Noah sat at his kitchen counter with reports spread out, second coffee going cold.

His phone rang.

Dad.

On a Sunday.

Shit.

"Hey."

"Noah. Quick thing—dinner tonight at the Sterlins'. Six PM. Celebrating the partnership."

Noah's pen stopped. "Tonight?"

"Yes. Your mother and Lydia are coming. Be there by six. Don't be late."

"Yeah. Okay."

"Good. See you there."

Click.

Noah set his phone down.

Stared at the reports.

One day since the tennis match. Since Atlas held his hand too long. Since that question: Could you have?

One week of Atlas Sterlins creeping into every corner of his life.

Party. Study. Conference room. Tennis court.

And now Sunday dinner at his family's house.

Noah stood up. Walked to the window.

Enough.

New plan: Show up. Be polite. Give nothing.

Atlas Sterlins was a supervisor. A business contact. Someone four years older who happened to be at the same events.

No reactions. No tells.

He could do this. Probably.

Noah walked back to the kitchen. Poured the cold coffee down the sink.

Stared at the drain.



Five-thirty. Noah grabbed his keys.

Stood in his garage staring at two cars.

The Audi. Practical. Safe.

The Ferrari. Red. Loud. His twenty-first birthday present that he barely drove because his father thought it was "excessive."

Fuck it.

He got in the Ferrari.

Engine roared to life.



The Sterlins estate was forty minutes outside the city. Old money property—gates, long driveway, probably staff quarters.

His phone buzzed at a red light.

Emma.

He answered. "Hey."

"Hi! How's your Sunday?" Bright. Happy.

"Busy. Got a work dinner tonight."

"Oh. Want me to come over after?"

"It'll be late. Rain check?"

Pause.

"Okay. Miss you."

"Yeah. You too."

They talked for another few minutes. Her client's renovation. His dad's expectations.

The words came easy. Automatic.

Noah hung up.

Silence filled the car except for the engine's purr.

He drove.

The gates appeared ahead—iron, tall, intimidating as hell.

He pulled up to the call box.

"Noah Wellin. For dinner."

The gates opened.



The driveway curved through manicured grounds. The house appeared—stone facade, columns, windows that probably cost more than Noah's college tuition.

His parents' car was already there. Lydia's too.

Noah parked the Ferrari next to his father's Mercedes.

Got out. Straightened his jacket.

The sweater he'd grabbed was forest green. Cashmere. Fitted.

Normal. Professional.

The front door opened before he reached it.

A woman in her early thirties. Tall, dark hair pulled back, sharp eyes.

Evelyn Sterlins. Atlas's older sister.

"Noah Wellin." She smiled. Then her gaze dropped to the driveway. "Is that a 488?"

"Yeah."

"Nice." Her smile widened. "Come in."

The foyer was bigger than Noah's apartment. Marble floors. Art that probably belonged in museums.

Voices drifted from somewhere deeper in the house.

"Everyone's in the sitting room," Evelyn said. "Your family just arrived."

"Great. Thanks."

She led him through hallways that felt designed to make you feel small.

The sitting room was less intimidating. Warm lighting. Comfortable furniture. His parents talking with old Mr. Sterlins. Lydia on her phone in the corner.

His mom spotted him. "Noah! There you are."

"Sorry. Traffic."

Lydia glanced up. "You look tired."

"Long week."

Evelyn settled into a chair across from him. "That sweater, Noah." She smiled. "The color does amazing things for your eyes. All that green."

Noah's mouth curved slightly. "Pure coincidence, Evelyn."

"Sure it is."

Old Mr. Sterlins stood. "Noah. Good to see you. Excited for the project."

"Yes sir. Should be productive."

They did the small talk thing. Business. Market trends. His father being careful around Sterlins the way he always was.

Noah kept his face neutral. Polite. Present but not engaged.

After twenty minutes, a woman appeared in the doorway.

"Dinner's ready."

They moved to the dining room.

Long table. Too many place settings. Formal as hell.

Noah ended up between his mother and an empty chair.

Everyone sat. Conversation continued.

Atlas wasn't there.

Noah told himself he didn't care.

Maybe Atlas wasn't coming. That'd be easier.

Five minutes into dinner, footsteps.

Atlas walked in.

"Sorry. Call ran late."

Dark slacks and a white shirt. Sleeves rolled to his elbows. Hair slightly damp like he'd just showered.

And the scent—

Different.

Not cedar. Something darker. Bergamot maybe. Leather.

Noah's brain registered it: That's fucking attractive.

Then killed the thought.

Nope. Atlas Sterlins was a coworker. Nothing else.

Atlas greeted everyone. Professional. Polite.

Then sat down.

Next to Noah.

Of course.

"Noah."

"Atlas."

Their eyes met for half a second. Noah kept his face blank. Then looked at his plate.

Atlas settled into his chair.

Close. Their shoulders almost touching.

Noah didn't move. Didn't shift away. Just sat there like Atlas was furniture.

Dinner started. Plates passed. Conversation flowed.

Noah ate. Responded when spoken to. Stayed calm.

Atlas was silent for a while.

Noah could feel it though.

Eyes on him. Watching. Waiting.

Noah ate. Answered when spoken to.

Gave nothing.

Midway through the meal, Atlas reached for the bread basket.

His arm brushed Noah's.

On purpose.

Noah didn't flinch. Didn't tense. Just kept cutting his food.

Atlas's hand paused. Waiting for a reaction.

Got nothing.

"Sorry," Atlas said quietly.

Noah glanced at him.

Bland. Uninterested.

Turned back to his plate.

Out of the corner of his eye, Noah saw Atlas's jaw set.

Old Mr. Sterlins cleared his throat. "I wanted to make an announcement."

Everyone looked.

"Atlas will be leading the integration project. Noah will be assisting as second."

Noah's fork paused for a fraction of a second.

Second. Not co-lead.

His father beamed. "Wonderful. Noah will learn a lot from Atlas."

Noah swallowed. "I'm sure."

Atlas was watching him. Noah felt it.

Didn't look back.

Evelyn leaned forward. "So Noah—how are things with Emma?"

Everyone's attention shifted.

Noah kept his face neutral. "Good. Great, actually."

"How long have you two been together?"

"Three years."

"That's wonderful." Evelyn smiled, but her gaze flicked between Noah and Atlas for just a second. "Serious then?"

"Yeah. We're happy."

He felt Atlas's eyes on him. Sharp. Focused.

Noah didn't react. Just took a sip of water.

Atlas's hand reached for his wine glass. Fingers tight around the stem.

The knuckles went white.



Dinner ended. The adults moved to the terrace—some outdoor lounge area with a view and expensive whiskey.

Noah stayed downstairs.

Lydia flopped onto the couch next to him.

"Missed you," she murmured. Dropped her head onto his shoulder.

"Yeah?"

"Weeks since we actually hung out." Her arms wrapped around his waist. Cheek pressed to his chest. "You're still the best pillow."

Noah's arm came up automatically. Wrapped around her shoulders. "Missed you too, Lyds."

She settled in. Comfortable. Safe.

Footsteps.

Noah glanced up.

Atlas stood in the doorway.

Stopped.

His eyes landed on Lydia curled against Noah. On Noah's arm around her.

Something in his face went very still.

His jaw locked. Hands curled into fists at his sides.

Then smoothed out. Blank.

He turned. Walked toward the kitchen instead.

Lydia didn't notice. Too busy scrolling her phone against Noah's chest.

But Noah saw.

The way Atlas's shoulders had gone rigid. The white-knuckle fists.

The way he'd looked at them for exactly five seconds before leaving.

Noah looked back down at Lydia.

Squeezed her shoulder once.

Didn't say anything.



Ten minutes later, Noah stood to get water.

Kitchen was through the hallway. Quiet. Empty.

He pushed through the door—

Atlas was there.

By the counter. Glass of whiskey in hand.

Staring at nothing.

Noah stopped.

Atlas looked up.

Their eyes met.

Silence.

"Didn't know anyone was in here," Noah said.

"I needed a minute."

"Right."

Noah walked to the sink. Filled a glass. Took a sip.

Atlas watched him.

"You alright?" Noah asked. Casual.

"Do I not look alright?"

Noah almost smiled. His own words from before.

"You seem... tense."

Atlas's mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. "Do I."

"Yeah."

Pause.

Atlas set his glass down. "Your sister seems comfortable with you."

Noah shrugged. "She's my sister."

"Very comfortable."

"That a problem?"

"No." Flat.

But the way Atlas's hand tightened on the counter said otherwise.

Noah took another sip. "You have siblings. You know how it is."

"Evelyn doesn't curl up on me like that."

"Maybe you're not as comfortable."

The words landed.

Atlas's eyes narrowed slightly.

Noah held his gaze. Calm. Unaffected.

"I should get back," Noah said.

Started for the door.

"Noah."

He stopped. Turned.

Atlas was closer now. Noah didn't know when he'd moved.

"You've barely said two words tonight."

"Should I have said more?"

"Most people talk at dinners."

Noah opened his mouth. Closed it.

Then: "I talked."

"Barely."

Noah shrugged. "Didn't have much to say."

He could see Atlas trying to read him. Looking for cracks.

Nothing there.

"You're acting strange," Atlas said.

Noah met his eyes. Calm. "Am I?"

"Yes."

"Strange how?"

"You're..." Atlas paused. "Cold."

Noah's mouth curved. Just slightly. "I'm being professional."

"Professional."

"Yeah. We're coworkers now. You're my supervisor. Thought it was appropriate."

Silence.

Atlas was close enough now Noah could smell that new cologne. See the way his jaw set.

"Is that what this is?" Atlas asked quietly.

"What else would it be?"

Atlas didn't answer.

Noah held his gaze. "You're four years older than me. My boss. Just keeping things appropriate."

He watched it land. Atlas's own words from the study—professionalism, boundaries—coming back to him.

Atlas's face stayed blank. But his eyes—a flicker. Brief.

"Right," Atlas said. Flat. "Appropriate."

Noah's phone buzzed in his pocket.

He pulled it out.

Mom: We're leaving in five. Say your goodbyes.

"I should go," Noah said.

He walked past Atlas. Close enough their shoulders almost touched.

Atlas didn't move.

Noah went upstairs. Found the adults on the terrace.

"Thank you for dinner, Mr. Sterlins. Mrs. Sterlins."

"Anytime, Noah."

His parents stood. Said their goodbyes.

Noah came back downstairs.

Atlas was by the window. Watching the driveway.

Noah stopped near the door.

Their eyes met.

"Good night, Mr. Sterlins."

Atlas stared at him. Face blank. But his eyes—confusion, maybe. Frustration.

Or something Noah couldn't name.

Silence stretched between them.

He didn't answer.

Noah left.



In the Ferrari, Noah's hands were steady on the wheel.

Engine purred beneath him.

He drove in silence. Mind replaying the night.

Atlas reaching across him. The way his arm felt—warm, solid.

The kitchen. That look when he'd seen Lydia.

The barely controlled anger in Atlas's fists.

Noah shoved the thoughts away.

At a red light, he glanced at himself in the rearview.

He looked calm. In control.

Smiled slightly.

He'd won something tonight. Taken back some power.

If he kept this up—stayed cold, professional, unreactive—everything would go back to normal.

Atlas would get bored. Move on.

The light turned green.

Noah drove home, trying to convince himself that everything would settle back to normal. That this cold distance he'd built between them would hold.

He was fine.

Everything was fine.



Back at the Sterlins estate—

Atlas stood alone in the sitting room.

Empty. Quiet.

He picked up his whiskey glass.

Stared at it.

His hand tightened around it. Then released.

Then threw it.

It shattered against the wall.

The sound echoed. Sharp. Final.

Like something inside him breaking.

Glass scattered across the floor. Amber liquid dripping down white paint.

He stood there. Chest heaving.

Walked to the window. Looked out at the driveway.

Empty now.

His reflection stared back. Jaw set. Eyes dark.

He pressed his palm against the glass.

Cold.

The way Noah had looked at him.

The way Noah had touched his sister—easy, natural, comfortable—when he couldn't even look at Atlas without building walls.

The way Noah had called him Mr. Sterlins.

Like they were strangers.

Like Atlas was nothing.

His hand curled into a fist against the glass.

And for the first time, he didn't know who he was angry at.

Noah.

Or himself.
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The Hallway 
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Monday morning sucked ass.

Noah's laptop took three tries to boot up. Coffee went cold while he waited, and his inbox was a nightmare—47 unread emails screaming for attention.

One new.

From: Atlas Sterlins

Subject: Mobile Payment Integration — Analysis Required

His gut twisted before he even clicked it.

Noah,

Comprehensive analysis of the mobile payment integration framework by Wednesday, 5 PM.

Focus areas:

– Market viability

– Risk assessment

– Implementation timeline

– Budget projections

We'll review in my office, Wednesday at 5.

A.S.

Wednesday.

Two fucking days.

"You've got to be shitting me."

A couple of heads turned at nearby desks. Noah didn't give a single fuck.

Cracked his knuckles, closed the email, pulled up a blank spreadsheet.

Fine. Atlas wanted perfect?

He'd get perfect.

—-
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Three PM. Eyes like sandpaper, numbers splitting into doubles every time he blinked.

Phone lit up.

Marcus: drinks tonight? 6:30, usual spot?

Jared: im in

Marcus: @Noah don't tell me corporate already ate you alive

Stared at the screen.

Hadn't been out in... what, three weeks? A month?

Yeah. I'm in.

Three beer emojis flooded the group chat immediately.

Half-smiled despite himself, chugged the cold coffee, turned back to the hellscape of cells and formulas.

—-
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6:30 PM.

The bar smelled like whiskey, wood polish, and way too many people crammed into one space. Loud, warm, borderline suffocating—the kind of crowded where you couldn't move without bumping into someone's drink or elbow. Marcus and Jared had already snagged the booth by the window, halfway through their first beers.

"Noah freaking Wellin." Marcus grinned. "Dude. You look like absolute shit."

"Thanks, man. Love you too."

"Long week?"

"It's Monday."

Jared cracked up. "Jesus Christ. That bad?"

Noah's smile came easy. Automatic. Muscle memory from better days.

For like five seconds, he forgot about impossible deadlines and Atlas Sterlins' ice-cold emails that always felt like barely-concealed threats.

They fell into the usual rhythm. Marcus's train wreck of a Tinder date. Jared's boyfriend adopting yet another stray cat despite their lease only allowing two.

Normal shit. Easy shit.

Door swung open.

Atlas.

Black button-down, sleeves rolled to his elbows, cutting through the crowd like everyone else was just set decoration. Some woman in a sleek black dress beside him—elegant, polished, new girlfriend maybe?—two guys trailing behind in that expensive-casual way that screamed money without trying.

Noah's stomach did something weird. Stupid.

They claimed a table near the bar.

Back to the wall, Atlas faced the entire room.

Faced Noah.

Their eyes met across the chaos and the bar's noise just—pulled back. Like someone had turned down the volume on everything except Noah's pulse.

Looked away first.

His pulse didn't get the memo.

"Holy shit," Marcus whispered.

Jared followed the stare. "Wait. That's Atlas Sterlins. The guy from the business section, right?"

"Yeah," Noah said, aiming for casual. "We work together."

Marcus's eyebrow shot up. "He's your boss?"

"Our companies are working on a project."

Shut it down. Simple.

"Damn," Jared said, leaning back. "He's—"

"Don't."

"—hot as fuck," Marcus finished anyway.

Noah took a long pull from his whiskey. "You two are fucking idiots."

Across the room, Atlas pulled out a cigarette. Lit it right there indoors—completely illegal, nobody said shit.

Smoke curled toward the ceiling, caught the dim lighting.

His gaze cut back to Noah.

This time, Noah didn't look away. Just raised his glass. Silent. Detached.

Atlas didn't move.

Not even a blink.

Nothing.

Noah turned back to his friends, forced out a laugh at whatever Jared was saying.

Under the table, his leg wouldn't stop bouncing.

—-
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Hours bled together after that. Whiskey, war stories from their respective corporate hellscapes, Jared doing a truly terrible impression of his department head.

By the third drink, everything felt softer around the edges.

Three drinks. Normally he'd be fine past this point, solid and steady. 

Atlas became background noise. Just another face in the crowd.

Until Noah needed to piss.

"Bathroom," he muttered, sliding out of the booth.

Hallway to the restrooms was narrow, flickering overhead light making everything look vaguely horror-movie-ish, footsteps echoing way too loud on the sticky floor.

Bathroom door—cool air hit.

Washed his hands. Stared at the mirror. Cheeks flushed, eyes too bright.

Small smile. Tired but real.

Pushed the door.

Fuck—

Atlas.

Right there, leaning against the hallway wall, cigarette between two fingers, smoke drifting lazy toward the ceiling.

"Good evening, Mr. Sterlins."

Voice came out light. Too light. Performative.

Atlas just stared.

Noah moved to step past.

Atlas's hand shot out. Grabbed his arm.

Pulled.

Back hit the wall hard enough to knock the air from his lungs.

"Are you playing a game?"

Quiet. Almost conversational.

But his grip—warm, steady, tight.

Noah met his eyes. "I don't know what you mean."

"You do."

Space between them evaporated.

Heat radiating through his shirt. Could smell smoke and leather and something expensive—cologne, maybe. Stupid expensive.

" I’m just out having fun with my friends," Noah said.

Atlas’s voice came low. “This is your idea of fun?” 

The words weren’t loud — but they hit like a slap. 

Noah’s jaw tightened. “You don’t get to define that.” 

“Don’t I?” Atlas said, too calm. Too quiet. 

Eyes locked.

Neither moved.

Every sound from the bar outside—music, voices, laughter—died completely.

His heart wouldn't slow. Just breath.

Noah's hand came up. Pressed flat against Atlas's chest.

Pushed.

Atlas stepped back. Slow. Deliberate. Like he was allowing it.

His hand dropped.

He looked away first this time.

"You—" Noah's voice shook. "You can't just—"

Stopped. Words gone. Couldn't trust his mouth.

Atlas said nothing.

That silence—worse than anything he could've said.

Noah walked.

Felt eyes on his back the whole way down the hall, burning through his shirt, until he turned the corner and could finally fucking breathe again.

—-
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When he got back to the booth, Marcus and Jared were dying laughing about something on Jared's phone.

"You good?" Jared asked, glancing up.

"Fine."

Way too fast.

Atlas's table sat empty now.

Grabbed his drink. Tried to forget how his skin still burned exactly where Atlas's fingers had wrapped around his arm.

—-
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10:00 PM hit and the world tilted sideways when Noah stood.

Too many drinks. Or too many thoughts crashing into each other. Hard to tell which.

"I'm done," he muttered.

Marcus stood to steady him. "You good to get home, man?"

"Yeah. I'm good."

Pushed through the crowd toward the exit. Cold air outside hit like a slap.

Then a familiar voice cut through the noise.

"I'll take him."

Atlas.

Standing next to a sleek black car. Daniel—Atlas's assistant, tonight behind the wheel—opened the back door without a word.

Marcus blinked. "Uh—sir?"

Atlas's tone left exactly zero room for negotiation. "I'll make sure he gets home safely."

Noah didn't argue. Couldn't trust his mouth not to say something stupid.

Atlas's arm came around his back. Firm. Steady.

Hand hesitated for a second at Noah's waist before settling there.

Marcus hesitated too, watching. "Text us when you're home, yeah?"

"Yeah," Noah mumbled. "I will."

Atlas guided him toward the car.

Noah slid in. Or Atlas helped him slide in, hard to tell, details got fuzzy.

Door closed—soft thunk.

City lights blurred past the window, streetlights smearing into neon streaks that made Noah's eyes hurt or maybe that was the whiskey, couldn't tell.

Forehead against cold glass.

Then it slipped.

Sideways, without meaning to, landing on something solid.

Atlas's shoulder.

The cold of the window to the warmth of Atlas's shoulder—his brain didn't want to register the difference, but his body already had.

Atlas went rigid. Total lockdown.

Silent. Still.

Then his hand came up—stopped halfway—dropped back to his thigh.

Stared straight ahead, jaw working like he was chewing through words he wouldn't say out loud.

Daniel's eyes flicked to the rearview.

Said nothing.

Just the sound of tires on wet asphalt and distant sirens somewhere in the city.

—-
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By the time they pulled up outside Noah's building, he was out cold.

Atlas carried him inside. Careful—like Noah might break.

Paused at the entrance.

Looked down.

Noah's face, slack with sleep, that small stupid smile still there.

Kept walking.

Daniel stayed by the entrance, hands in his pockets, eyes scanning the empty street.

Fingerprint lock on the apartment door.

Atlas lifted Noah's hand. Pressed his thumb against the scanner.

Soft click. Green light.

Shouldered the door open.

Found the bedroom down the short hallway.

Laid Noah down on the bed. Gentle. More gentle than he'd ever been with anything in his entire life, probably.

Pulled the blanket up.

Started to turn.

Stopped.

Adjusted the pillow under Noah's head even though it was fine.

Then turned to leave.

Felt it.

Fingers wrapping loose around his wrist.

Noah's hand. Warm. Barely holding on.

Atlas stopped breathing.

Noah's eyes cracked open halfway. Unfocused. Hazy. But his smile—small, real, unguarded.

"G'night," Noah mumbled.

Atlas let out a long breath. Quiet. Controlled.

Pulled his hand free slowly.

Stood there for another few seconds. Just looking.

Then turned around fast, like staying longer would be a mistake.

Closed the bedroom door soft behind him.

—-
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Outside, Daniel straightened up from where he'd been leaning against the car. "All good, sir?"

Atlas nodded once. "Drive."

In the backseat, city lights washed across the window in waves.

Atlas looked at his hand. 

Still warm.
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You Were Yourself 
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Tuesday morning, 7:00 AM.

Noah's alarm went off like a fucking air raid siren.

Slapped at his phone. Missed. Tried again. Finally killed the noise.

Lay there. Eyes closed. Head pounding like someone was using his skull as a drum.

What the hell happened last night?

Fragments came back slow. The bar. Marcus and Jared. Whiskey.

Atlas.

Sat up too fast. Room spun. Waited for it to stop.

Bathroom. Stumbled there. Turned on the shower cold.

Stepped under the spray.

Ice water hit like a slap. Gasped. Stayed under it anyway.

Pieces kept surfacing while he stood there shivering. Atlas walking into the bar. That woman in the black dress. The way Noah's stomach had twisted for no reason.

The hallway. Bathroom door opening.

Atlas right there. Cigarette smoke. Wall against Noah's back—

Then nothing.

How did he get home?

Couldn't remember. Everything after that moment just... blank.

Got out. Towel. Stared at himself in the mirror.

Looked like death. Pale, bloodshot eyes, hair dripping.

Walked back to the bedroom. Phone on the nightstand.

Picked it up.

Marcus: dude you get home okay?

Sent at 1:47 AM.

Yeah. I'm good.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Marcus: atlas sterlins literally carried you to his car Marcus: his DRIVER took you home Marcus: you were so fucking gone

Atlas.

Atlas took him home.

Noah's stomach dropped.

What?

Marcus: yeah man, we were gonna get you an uber but he just showed up and was like "i'll take him" Marcus: very mr darcy of him ngl

They weren't close.

They weren't anything.

So why would Atlas—

Another message. Emma.

Emma: Hey babe! Crazy day. Can we raincheck dinner? I know you have that big report due tomorrow anyway. Let's catch up after ❤️

The report.

Wednesday. 5 PM.

Shit.

Opened his laptop. Files everywhere, notes scattered, spreadsheet half-finished.

Last save: Monday, 4:47 PM.

Before the bar. Before he got drunk and apparently blacked out.

"Fucking idiot."

Coffee. He needed coffee.

Started typing.

—-

[image: ]


The day disappeared into spreadsheets and projections, revenue models and risk assessments. Coffee went cold. Drank it anyway. Made more. Repeat.

Hours blurred together.

At some point the sun moved across the window. Didn't notice.

Just kept working.

Market viability. Implementation timeline. Budget projections.

His eyes burned. Fingers cramped. Didn't stop.

By Wednesday afternoon, the report was done.

2:37 PM.

Read through it one more time. Checked every number, every citation, every word.

Solid. It was solid.

Hit send.

To: Atlas Sterlins Subject: Mobile Payment Integration - Final Analysis Attached: Sterlins_Wellin_Integration_Report_Final.pdf

Sent.

Sat back. Exhaled.

Phone buzzed.

Atlas Sterlins: Received. See you at 5.

Two hours.

Looked down at himself. Same shirt from yesterday. Coffee stains. He smelled like exhaustion and desperation.

Right.

Shower. Clean clothes. Look like a human being.

Stood up. Legs protested. How long had he been sitting?

Went to the bathroom. Shower on. Hot this time.

Stood under the spray. Let the heat work into his shoulders.

Two hours until he had to face Atlas.

After whatever happened Monday night.

After Atlas drove him home.

After—what? What else?

Couldn't remember. Didn't matter.

This was work. Professional. Just a meeting.

Got out. Towel. Mirror. 

Steam cleared slow, showing him looking slightly less dead than before.

Walked to his closet.

Stared at his shirts.

The blue one. No, too casual.

The gray. Professional. Clean lines.

Pulled it out. Then stopped.

Why was he thinking about this?

It was just a meeting. Didn't matter what he wore.

Put the gray shirt back. Grabbed the navy instead. Then put that back too.

Stood there like an idiot, staring at fabric.

Grabbed the first shirt his hand touched. White. Simple. Fine.

Pants. The charcoal ones. Shoes—

Went to the bathroom. Cologne on the counter.

Reached for it. Paused.

Did he need cologne? For a work meeting?

He always wore cologne to work. This wasn't different.

Except it felt different.

Sprayed it anyway. Two pumps. Normal amount.

Checked himself in the mirror.

Professional. Put-together. Like he hadn't spent forty-eight hours awake running on coffee and anxiety.

His phone buzzed.

4:10 PM.

Shit.

Grabbed his keys. Laptop bag. Out the door.

—-
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Sterlins Holdings. Glass and steel and money.

Noah stepped into the elevator. Pressed 18.

Watched the numbers climb.

His reflection in the polished doors looked nervous.

Was he nervous?

This was fine. Just a meeting. He'd done this before.

Except—

Atlas had driven him home Monday night. And Noah didn't remember. And something about that felt important.

Elevator doors opened.

Reception. The blonde woman smiled. "Mr. Wellin. Mr. Sterlins is in Conference Room B."

"Thanks."

Down the hallway. Polished floors. Everything pristine.

Stopped outside the door.

Breathed.

Knocked.

"Come in."

Pushed the door open.

Atlas sat at the head of the table. Laptop open. White shirt, sleeves rolled up. Hair perfect. Looked like he'd slept ten hours and woke up ready to own the world.

Noah felt like a mess in comparison.

"Noah."

Atlas didn't smile. Didn't stand. Just gestured to the chair.

Not across from him.

Next to him.

Noah walked over. Set his laptop down.

Close. They were sitting close.

"Sit."

Did.

The AC hummed overhead. Somewhere down the hall, phones rang.

Atlas opened the report on his screen. Scrolled through it.

Noah waited.

His shoulders tensed up. Jaw tight. Everything wound like a spring.

Atlas's posture was different too. Controlled, like always, but—rigid. Like he was consciously holding himself in place.

"Report's comprehensive," Atlas said finally. Eyes on the screen. Not on Noah. "You covered the main points."

"Thanks."

Atlas scrolled. Noah tried not to watch him. Failed.

"Market viability section is strong," Atlas said. Still not looking at him. "Good data synthesis."

"Appreciate it."

The keyboard clicked faintly under Atlas's fingers.

This was wrong. Meetings with Atlas were efficient, direct. This felt like they were both walking on broken glass.

"Risk assessment needs work."

Atlas finally turned to face him.

Their eyes met.

Something passed between them. Quick. Electric.

Then Atlas looked away first.

Pointed at the screen. "Here. You identified the regulatory concerns but didn't propose mitigation strategies."

"Right. I can add—"

"We'll add them now." Atlas was already typing. "Compliance roadmap. Three-phase implementation."

His fingers moved fast. Noah watched them. Watched the way Atlas's forearm flexed when he typed.

Looked away.

Focused on his own laptop.

They worked without talking. Atlas pointing out gaps. Noah filling them in.

Professional.

Except neither of them were looking at each other. And every time their hands got close—reaching for the same document, pointing at the same line—they both pulled back.

Like touching would break something.

An hour passed.

Atlas leaned back. "Implementation timeline works. Budget projections are solid."

"Good."

The AC kicked on again. Low hum filled the room.

"You put this together in two days," Atlas said.

Not a question. Observation.

"Yeah."

"Alone."

"Yeah."

Atlas’s attention shifted to him. Full focus. Something in his expression Noah couldn't read.

"That's good work."

The words came out quiet. Almost careful.

"Thanks."

They kept going. Revenue models. Market projections. Regulatory compliance.

Every section reviewed, refined, polished.

At some point, Atlas shifted his chair closer. So they could both see the same screen, he said. Made sense. Professional.

Except now Noah could feel every micro-movement. Atlas reaching for his coffee. Atlas leaning forward to type. Atlas's knee coming within inches of his.

Not touching. Never quite touching.

But the awareness—constant, electric, impossible to ignore.

Another hour passed.

The tension didn't disappear. Just... shifted. Became something they both pretended not to notice.

Every time Noah leaned in to see the screen, he felt Atlas tense beside him.

Every time their hands almost touched, they both pulled back like they'd been burned.

At 7:45, Atlas closed his laptop.

"We're done."

Noah exhaled. Didn't realize he'd been holding his breath.

"I'll send the revised version to the team tomorrow," Atlas said. " The presentation’s next week."

One week.

"Okay."

"There's more work coming," Atlas continued. "This integration project needs dedicated oversight. I want you leading the implementation timeline."

"Me?"

"You proved you can handle complex analysis under pressure. I need someone I can trust with this."

Trust.

Coming from Atlas, that word felt significant.

"Okay. Yeah. I can do that."

"We'll need to meet regularly. Weekly, at minimum. Go over progress, address issues."

Weekly meetings with Atlas.

"Sure."

"Friday night. 7 PM. My place."

Noah's brain stuttered. "Your place?"

"Easier than staying late here. We can go over the presentation strategy without interruption."

Made sense. Logical.

So why did it feel like—

"I—" Noah's mouth went dry. "Could we do Monday instead? I've got something Friday."

Lie. Weak lie. But something about going to Atlas's apartment—

Bad idea. Obviously bad idea.

Atlas looked at him. That same measuring stare.

"No," he said. Simple. "Friday works better for me."

Not a suggestion.

"I'm not sure I can move—"

"Is it work-related?" Atlas's tone stayed level. Professional. "Your Friday plans?"

Trapped. Cleanly trapped.

"No."

"Then move them. This is priority."

Noah's jaw tightened. "Fine. Friday at 7."

"Good."

Atlas's eyes dropped to his laptop. Conversation over.

Noah started packing up his stuff. Hands fumbling with the charger.

Almost had everything gathered when—

Froze.

He should say something. About Monday. About Atlas driving him home.

It felt wrong not to acknowledge it.

Set the laptop bag down. Looked at Atlas.

Atlas was watching him. Had been watching him, apparently.

"Um." Noah's throat went dry. "Before I go. I just—"

Stopped. This was harder than it should be.

Atlas waited. Expression unreadable.

"About Monday night." The words came out quiet. Noah couldn't quite meet his eyes. "My friends told me you... gave me a ride home."

Atlas's fingers stilled on the keyboard.

"I don't really remember any of it. So. Thank you. For doing that." Looked up. Met Atlas's gaze. "And if I said or did anything inappropriate, or if I was an asshole, I'm really sorry. I don't usually get that drunk."

The words tumbled out awkward, sincere.

Atlas went very still.

Something flickered in his expression. Too fast to read.

"You don't remember," Atlas said.

Not a question. Statement. Careful.

"No. I—" Noah's face heated. "The last thing I remember clearly is seeing you in the hallway. Outside the bathroom. After that it's just... blank. I don't know what happened or what I said or—"

"You don't remember the car," Atlas interrupted. Voice quiet. Controlled.

"No."

"The drive."

"No."

"Me walking you to your door."

Every word landed heavy.

Noah shook his head. "Nothing. I'm sorry. I woke up Tuesday morning with the worst hangover of my life and no memory of how I got home."

Atlas's eyes flicked to the floor. Nothing.

Then back to Noah.

Atlas leaned back in his chair. Studying him. Eyes dark and unreadable.

The room felt smaller suddenly.

"Do you not remember?" He stopped. "Or do you not want to remember?"

The question landed like a punch.

Noah's breath caught. "What?"

"It's a simple question."

"I—" His throat closed. "I genuinely don't remember. I'm not avoiding it or blocking it out. I just—I was too drunk. Everything after that hallway is gone."

Atlas watched him for a long moment.

Noah couldn't read his expression. Couldn't tell if he believed him or not.

"The hallway," Atlas repeated. Quiet.

"Yeah. You were there. You were smoking. And you—"

Stopped.

Because there was something. Vague, blurry.

Wall against his back. Atlas close. Too close.

Heat.

His pulse kicked up just thinking about it.

Atlas's eyes narrowed. Like he could see the thought forming.

"And I what?" he prompted. Voice low.

"I don't know." Noah's hands were shaking. "It's not clear. Just—you were there. And then nothing."

Not quite true.

That hallway. Even thinking about it—his skin too tight, breath going shallow.

But he couldn't grab hold of it.

Atlas stood.

Slow. Deliberate.

Walked around the table. Came to stand in front of Noah.

Close. Not as close as—

As what?

Noah met his eyes.

" You didn't do anything wrong. You were just... yourself," Atlas said. Quiet. Final. 

The words should've been reassuring.

Weren't.

Because the way Atlas said them—loaded, heavy with meaning—made Noah feel like he'd missed something crucial.

"Then why—" Noah's voice came out rough. "Why does it feel like something happened?"

Atlas's jaw tightened.

" You were just... yourself," he said.

The words hung between them.

Noah's heart hammered against his ribs.

"I don't understand."

Atlas stepped back. " It's late. You should leave."

Dismissed.

Just like that.

Noah stood. Grabbed his bag.

Started for the door.

Hand on the handle when Atlas spoke again.

"Noah."

Froze. Didn't turn.

"You fell asleep in my car. I made sure you got home safe. That's all."

That's all.

So why did those two words feel like a lie?

"Okay," Noah said. "Thanks again."

Walked out. Door clicked shut. 

Hallway. Empty. Just him and the sound of his own breathing.

What the hell just happened?

—-
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Elevator. Ground floor. Parking garage.

Got in his car. Sat in the dark.

Atlas's voice kept echoing.

Do you not remember, or do you not want to remember?

You were yourself.

What did that mean?

Started the car. Pulled out.

Traffic was light. Highway mostly empty.

His mind circled back to Monday night. Trying to grab those missing pieces.

The bar. Atlas walking in. That woman in the black dress. The weird twist in Noah's stomach.

Bathroom. Hallway.

Atlas there. Wall hard against Noah's back.

The memory sharpened suddenly.

Atlas's hand on his arm. Grip tight. Close enough to feel heat between them.

"Are you playing a game?"

His voice. Low. Dangerous.

What had Noah said?

What had he done?

The memory broke apart before he could grab it.

But his body remembered. The way his pulse kicked up now, just thinking about it. The way his skin felt too warm.

Another fragment surfaced.

Car. Backseat. City lights sliding past.

His head on something solid.

Warm.

Atlas's shoulder.

Oh god.

He'd fallen asleep on Atlas.

Heat flooded his face.

That's why Atlas asked if he remembered. That's why the whole conversation felt loaded.

Noah had literally passed out on him.

Pulled into his apartment complex. Parked. Killed the engine.

Sat there.

This was fine. Just embarrassing. Everyone had drunk stories. This was just another one.

Didn't mean anything.

Except—

Why did Atlas drive him home personally instead of putting him in an Uber?

You were yourself.

Those words wouldn't leave him alone.

What had he said or done that made Atlas look at him like—

Like what?

Couldn't finish the thought.

Got out of the car. Walked to his apartment.

Inside, the quiet pressed down on everything.

Went to the bedroom. Lay down on the bed fully dressed.

Stared at the ceiling.

Friday. 7 PM. Atlas's place.

Where they'd be alone.

Why did that thought make his pulse race?

This was work. Strategy session. Professional.

That's all.

Rolled onto his side. Pulled the pillow over his head.

Sleep. He needed sleep.

But even as exhaustion pulled him under—

Atlas's voice echoed.

"You were yourself."

What did that mean?

What version of himself had he been?

And why did breathing feel different when Atlas looked at him like that?
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Thursday. Normal day.

Or it should've been.

Noah sat at his desk, staring at spreadsheets that blurred together after the third hour. Project timelines. Budget allocations. The usual.

His phone buzzed.

Emma: Still on for dinner tonight? 7:30? 💕

Right. Dinner.

He'd forgotten. Or tried to.

Yeah. Where?

Emma: That Italian place downtown? The one with the candlelit tables? Emma: Haven't seen you in forever. Miss you ❤️

Guilt twisted in his stomach.

Sounds good. See you at 7:30.

Set the phone down.

Stared at the screen.

Numbers. Just numbers.

Couldn't focus.



7:30 PM.

Mercato Italiano occupied the corner of Fifth and Main. White tablecloths, soft lighting, the kind of place where people went for anniversaries.

Noah stepped inside. The host smiled.

"Reservation?"

"Wellin. Table for two."

"Right this way."

Emma was already there. Red dress, hair down, smiling when she saw him.

Got up to hug him. Her perfume—something floral, expensive—wrapped around him.

"Hey, babe."

"Hey."

They sat.

Candle between them flickered. Cast shadows across her face.

"You look tired," she said. Not accusatory. Gentle.

"Long week."

"The Sterlins project?"

"Yeah."

The waiter appeared. Took their drink orders.

"I'll have the Pinot Grigio," Emma said.

The waiter looked at Noah.

"Just water."

Emma's eyebrow lifted. "No wine?"

"Not tonight."

She didn't push. Just smiled. "Okay."

The waiter left.

Emma reached across the table. Her hand covered his.

Warm. Soft.

He should feel something.

Didn't.

"So," she said. "Tell me about this project. You've been working insane hours."

"It's just—complicated. Lot of moving parts."

"You're working with Atlas Sterlins directly, right?"

His chest tightened.

"Yeah. He's... demanding."

"I bet." She laughed. "I've read about him. Business magazines love him. Youngest CEO in the industry or something."

"Something like that."

"Is he as intense as they say?"

You have no fucking idea.

"He's professional."

Emma squeezed his hand. "Well, I'm proud of you. Handling a project this big."

"Thanks."

Conversation moved. Her job—marketing campaign for some tech startup. Office drama. Her coworker Sarah's engagement.

Noah nodded. Smiled at the right moments.

But his mind kept drifting.

Monday night. That hallway. Atlas's voice: "Are you playing a game?"

"Noah?"

Blinked. "Sorry. What?"

Emma's smile faltered. Just slightly. "I asked if you wanted to split the tiramisu."
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