
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Love You, Little One

Friends don’t... do this. Right?

––––––––

[image: ]


By Lucian Reef

Copyright © 2025 Lucian Reef

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — November 2025

Cover design and interior formatting by the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The coast had always carried a strange quiet at sunrise, a kind of breathless stillness that settled over the water before the world decided what shape the day would take, and on the morning Eli Carter returned to the small beach behind the school, the quiet felt sharper than usual, as though the ocean were listening rather than resting. The tide crept in with a softness that belied its strength, rolling over the sand in long silver strokes, each wave pulling light across the surface in thin ribbons that shimmered like threads caught between waking and dream. Eli stood at the edge of the water, shoes in one hand, backpack slung over one shoulder, the familiar weight of the morning pressing against him in a way that almost—almost—felt like greeting.

He closed his eyes as the first breeze swept past, carrying the cool bite of salt and the faint metallic tang that appeared only after nights when the moon dragged the ocean higher than normal. The wind brushed his hair against his forehead, gentle at first, then purposeful, lifting strands as though testing the shape of his presence. A gull cried somewhere above, the sound brief and thin, swallowed almost immediately by the hush that followed. It was too quiet for a school morning. Too watching. Too aware.

Behind him, the world stirred: the distant slam of a locker door, the low thrum of a bus engine climbing the hill, laughter drifting across the courtyard in bright, careless bursts. But here, at the boundary where seawater met stone, the noises faded into the background, leaving Eli alone with the shifting light and the weight of an unease he couldn’t name. His pulse paced itself in time with the tide, not anxious, not calm, but attuned in a way his body recognized before his mind could make sense of the rhythm.

He stepped forward until the cold brushed his toes, the water lapping around his ankles with a hesitance that felt almost deliberate. A thin circle of brightness fluttered beneath the surface—so faint it could have been a trick of the light—yet the pulse of it rippled outward like something acknowledging him. The glow disappeared a second later, dissolving into the sea’s normal blue-gray sheen, but the imprint of it lingered, warm and unsettling in the center of his chest.

When he lifted his gaze, the horizon shifted. Not visibly, not enough for anyone else to notice, but the line between sky and water wavered as if adjusting to accommodate him, a subtle tilt that made the world feel less like a place he stood within and more like a surface that had turned toward him.

He released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

The morning steadied. The breeze quieted. The sea stilled in a single long exhale.

Something had awakened—tiny, soft, almost unmarked by the larger world—but Eli felt it in the way the light settled across his skin, as though the day had chosen him before he had any chance to choose it back.

And somewhere beneath the surface, the ocean listened.
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Chapter 1: The Day the Light Looked Back
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The first bell of the year rang somewhere above the roofline, muffled by glass and the bright swell of late-summer air that rolled in from the ocean. Sunlight slanted across the front courtyard of Pacific Grove High, lay on the concrete in long pale stripes, and climbed the brick façades until every window flashed white. Salt moved through the heat in faint threads, carried up from the beach beyond the sports fields, so the whole campus breathed with a warm, briny lung.

Clusters of students drifted between the buildings in bright, restless clumps. Backpacks bumped shoulders, sneakers squeaked, someone laughed too loud near the front steps. A cheer squad poster flapped against a pillar, the tape strained and glowing along its edges as if the light wanted a place to enter the paper. From the parking lot, a car door slammed and then another, the rhythm folding into the general noise until nothing stood out except the heat and the white splash of day.

Near the row of freshmen and sophomore lockers, where the crowd thinned into a softer blur of motion, Eli Carter stood alone with his shoulder pressed against painted metal. His locker door hung open beside his ear, cool and blue against the warmth on the back of his neck. A folded activities leaflet lay in his hands, corners already curling, the list of clubs and teams printed in a dense, hopeful column—Drama, Debate, Environmental, Music, Robotics—each word crowding the next the way the voices down the hall crowded one another.

He kept his eyes on the page and let the lines of ink blur, because the space just beyond the paper held too many tiny scenes he didn’t belong in. Two kids compared schedules at the water fountain, pages spreading between them like wings. A group in matching hoodies leaned over a phone, their laughter hitting a sharper pitch and then falling back. Someone took a running jump to slam a locker closed and was immediately swallowed again by a circle of friendly shoves.

The metal under his shoulder steadied the line of his spine. He let the hinge press against him, let that solid weight say stay here, stay small, stay out of the way of all these tidy configurations of people who already knew where to go. A lock clinked somewhere to the left, another to the right; the corridor filled with a scattered percussion of opening and closing doors, a hundred small vaults of private space snapping into place.

The light caught the edge of his leaflet as it dipped. Outside the windows that lined the hall, the courtyard flared pale gold, and that color threaded through glass, fell across the floor in wide rectangles, climbed lockers and faces and hair. It reached the thin band of printed paper between his hands and sparked off the glossy ink, so a strip of white ran across the words like a scored-out sentence.

On the locker door in front of him, the reflection changed.

The surface had carried only vague shapes before—movement, a vague impression of shadows—but all at once the glow sharpened on the metal, dense and focused as if the light pooled rather than scattered. The dull blue paint took on a sheen, and a flash of brightness trembled there, narrow and vertical, quivering in place the way a chest moves around a held breath.

The noise in the hallway stayed the same, but the air near his cheek grew tight and still. A locker banged shut down the row. Someone called a name. The fluorescent strip overhead hummed in its usual tired way. Yet the strip of brightness on the painted metal kept that subtle pulse, in and out, in and out, as if something on the other side of it had leaned close.

His fingers eased on the leaflet; the paper sagged against his thumbs. The page no longer held him. The body moved before any language had time to form around the motion. Chin lifting. Eyes leaving the column of clubs and crossing the small plain of air between himself and the locker door. The hinge felt rough where his shoulder slid away.

He turned his head.

The strip of reflection on the metal widened, the locker face catching the source of it before his gaze finished the arc. At the edge of his vision, the glow broke apart into shifting pieces—white shirt, pale hair, the subtle flare of a polished buckle, the angled planes of a face that the younger grades in the courtyard already used as a point of reference. Then the reflection gave way to the actual body moving down the corridor.

Aiden Hale walked through the flow of students as if the current built itself around him.

He didn’t push; there was no need. Space opened ahead of him in a quiet, wordless agreement, the way water parts around a stone. Conversations dropped in volume when he passed and then resumed a beat later, like music fading under a voice and returning once the verse finished. The backpack slung over one shoulder pulled his shirt slightly off-center, the cotton catching the light along a diagonal that traced the line of his collarbone. His hair caught the sun in threads, not the sharp yellow of bleached summer damage but the softer, controlled brightness of someone who lived under light and carried some of it away every time he stepped indoors.

He moved with the steady pace of someone unhurried by first-day chaos. No schedule in his hands, no map to the classrooms. Just a loose, grounded stride that made the hallway seem narrower and more contained, as if the building found its dimensions around him.

He was supposed to be heading for someone else. One of the other bright clusters. A group that matched him in ease and familiarity. The direction of his steps suggested the broader stretch of hallway near the stairwell, where older students lined up in dense, laughing knots.

Halfway there, the light shifted again.

It streamed through the window at the end of the hall in a thick bar, dust shimmering in it. As Aiden crossed that bar, the brightness bent, pulled towards him instead of lying flat on the floor. A narrow arc lifted and ran along the edge of his sleeve, lingered over his knuckles, crossed the veins on the back of his hand. For a second, it gave the illusion that the light moved with him, a tether shifting over skin rather than a simple patch of sun.

In that second, his gaze turned.

The line of his eyes moved away from the general mass of the hallway and found the narrow space where Eli had opened at the lockers. The distance between them wasn’t large, no more than a few bodies’ length and a pattern of floor tiles, but the contact tugged against the warm blank of the day with the clarity of an inhalation after holding air too long.

Aiden’s gaze rested there.

Not a passing glance that skimmed over a stranger’s outline and kept going. His focus landed and stayed, attention narrowing on Eli’s face with a directness that ignored everything else, the way a lighthouse beam sometimes settles on one patch of water and holds there while waves continue under it. Students moved across the line of sight in brief stutters—jerseys, backpacks, hair—but each small obstruction cleared after a moment, and that gaze remained.

Heat climbed the back of Eli’s neck again, a flush instead of sun. His grip on the leaflet adjusted, fingers smoothing already-smoothed creases. The world inside the corridor kept behaving—someone slammed a locker too hard and yelped an apology, the overhead speaker crackled to life and announced something about homeroom—but that connection in the air refused to be drowned in the noise.

Aiden walked the rest of the way with that gaze anchored.

Every step drew him closer, pulled his outline from the bright blur of faces into sharper relief. The faint crease at one corner of his mouth, the shadow along his jaw, the way the strap of his backpack pressed into his shoulder and pulled at muscle. A few students glanced between him and Eli and then stepped aside, curiosity flickering and then folding as if some internal rule suggested that this trajectory belonged only to the two points it already connected.

At three lockers’ distance, the ambient chatter dimmed around them without actually lowering in volume. Words from nearby conversations lost their meaning, turned to soft fabric instead of sharp syllables. Footsteps retreated. The air between them lost some of its saltiness and took on the dryer, cleaner smell of school corridors baked in afternoon sun.

Aiden stopped in front of the locker to Eli’s right.

Up close, the light around him felt different. Not brighter than the rest of the hallway but more organized, as if it knew where to land. It gathered on the ridge of his cheekbone, on the bridge of his nose, along the neat edge of his hairline, leaving soft, deliberate shadows in the hollows. His eyes stayed on Eli’s face with no urgency, no surprise, like they had settled there once before and simply returned to an old habit.

He stood close enough for the warmth of his body to register through the layer of air between them, close enough that the little currents of breath that moved when he spoke brushed the space just above Eli’s collar.

“Hey,” he said, voice low and even, the word shaped as though they had used it a hundred times already. “Want to join our group?”

The sentence arrived like the soft drop of a pebble into water. No flourish, no announcement, nothing sharp enough to fit the surprise that came with it. The consonants brushed the edges of Eli’s name even though the name itself never left his mouth. Group implied there were others waiting for this invitation, somewhere out of immediate sight, a configuration that had left a space empty long enough to imagine a specific person filling it.

The leaflet in Eli’s hands slipped against his fingers again, and the paper flexed. Breath moved higher in his ribs without permission. The air entering his lungs carried Aiden’s faint scent now, some clean detergent under the salt, and the line where that new strand entered went taut inside his chest.

The corridor remained as it had been. Locks opened and snapped shut. Laughter flared near the water fountain. The announcements continued to hum. Yet all of it fell back from the surface of his skin; the only sharp point in the room anchored itself in the small invitation hanging between them.

No answer came out at first. The word yes gathered behind his tongue, but the muscles of his throat stayed hooked on the shock of hearing the question at all. He swallowed, the motion small and visible in the line of his neck.

Aiden’s expression didn’t shift into impatience. No frown, no hint of second-guessing his choice of recipient. If anything, the corner of his mouth eased more fully into something that approached a smile, gentle and unhurried, as though this pause belonged exactly where it fell.

“You don’t have to decide for the rest of the year,” he added, voice still quiet against the rush of the hallway. “Just for today. We’ve got space at our table.”

Our table laid a shape over the cafeteria in Eli’s mind, a circle or a rectangle with defined edges, chairs that already knew who sat where. A blank spot waited in that outline, not in the back corner or along the edge, but in some place direct and reachable, because otherwise there would be no reason for this invitation to cross the hall.

The leaflet bent. His knuckles had gone white around the paper without him tracking the moment they tightened. Air moved out of his chest on a small, leaked breath that brought the clean scent of Aiden’s laundry soap deeper, slid a warmth through his sternum that unsettled and steadied at once.

“Yes,” he said.

The word arrived softer than he meant it to, but it broke the hold inside his throat. It made a little space there where something larger could have lodged and stayed in the future. Sounding it out left the vowels exactly where Aiden’s gaze already rested, so the agreement felt less like answering a question than confirming a fact that had settled between them from the moment that strip of light trembled on the locker door.

Aiden’s smile changed, not wider, not brighter, just more complete, as if the features of his face had been waiting for that exact combination of letters. The muscles around his eyes eased, and a new warmth rose under the steady light there. Small lines formed at the edges, faint and human.

“Good,” he said. “Come on, then.”

He shifted his backpack strap higher on his shoulder, a smooth habit, and stepped half a pace back to open the space between his body and the lockers, a small corridor meant only for Eli. His hand didn’t touch—no casual grab at a sleeve, no guiding palm between shoulder blades—but the line of his arm marked a clear direction down the hallway, an invitation drawn in the geometry of bodies instead of ink.

The urge to stay with the safety of metal pressed against his back lingered for a beat. The locker had held his weight when the bell rang and everyone else found places to go; the cool paint still promised that familiar relief. The movement waiting beside him promised something else entirely, something that stepped out of the background hum and asked him to cross into it.

He took a breath, deep enough that the air scraped a little at the back of his throat. Salt and floor cleaner and a faint thread of ocean damp settled inside his rib cage. The breath held for a moment, suspended between the lockers and the boy whose presence altered the brightness of the hall.

Then his feet shifted.

One sneaker peeled off the strip of light that had lain across the floor, sole leaving a half-second impression on the warmth of the tile. The next step carried him into the space Aiden had opened, the corridor between metal and shoulder, where the air seemed slightly denser, as if it had learned how to pay attention.

They fell into step without negotiation. Their shoulders aligned not in perfect symmetry but in the kind of proximity that suggested they had done this before, somewhere far away from lockers and flyers and the stale hum of fluorescent tubes. The crowd thickened again as they approached the wider intersection of hallways; voices surged, colors blurred, the sound of someone dropping a book turned sharp and then vanished into the general swell.

The light near the windows changed angle once more.

As they emerged into the full reach of it, the sun caught the edge of Eli’s cheek, the line of his jaw, the frame of his glasses, and the brightness wavered. No flicker in the power lines, no passing cloud. Just a small, contained disturbance in the way the beams lay across the corridor, as if the light had paused to register this new configuration of two bodies walking side by side.

The disturbance smoothed out after a heartbeat, falling back into its usual pattern. The corridor kept its shape of teenagers and posters and institutional paint. Yet somewhere beneath the hum of the day, beneath the piece of paper still crushed a little in Eli’s grip, a thin awareness lingered in the brightness, quiet and patient, the way an eye might narrow when something long-expected finally entered the frame.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Four Shadows of the Coast
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The second morning of the term settled over Pacific Grove High with a softer kind of sunlight, the sort that drifted through the upper windows of the main building in long, diluted bands as if the beams had thinned and stretched during the night. The hallways were already warm with the breath of so many bodies funneling between classes, a low tide of voices gathering and breaking without pattern. The scent of floor polish clung to the air near the lockers, but a sharper thread of pine slipped in whenever the doors opened toward the quad, where the coastal wind played along the branches before curling inside the building like a polite intruder.

Eli followed the stream of students toward Room 203 with the faint sense of stepping into a current he didn’t yet understand. The crowd moved around him in shifting, scattered shapes, arms rising to wave at friends, a backpack swinging out as someone turned too fast, a heel squeaking against tile. His own footsteps landed quietly, measured by habit rather than confidence, and he kept his shoulders slightly angled to keep from brushing against anyone who passed too close.

Room 203 glowed faintly under the fluorescent tubes, the bulbs humming with the familiar tired buzz of old wiring. The temperature inside hovered on the cool side, a breath of air conditioning slipping from the vents at the back wall and mingling with the warmer currents coming off the windows. The desks stood in neat rows, each paired with a faint shadow beneath from the overhead lights, a grid of pale rectangles and darker anchors.

Near the middle of the room, four seats had already been claimed. Rowan occupied the one nearest the window, his posture straight but not rigid, hands loosely folded on the desk as if waiting for something quiet rather than something scheduled. Blake sprawled across his chair with casual ease, one leg stretched out under the desk, a grin flickering on his face as he said something to Micah, who sat with a textbook open and a pencil balanced between two fingers, the tip tapping the margin in a rhythm that seemed almost too precise to be idle.

And beside Rowan’s desk, angled slightly as if leaving space without thinking about it, sat Aiden Hale.

The morning sunlight drifted across the window and touched the side of his face, softening the line of his cheek and brightening a few strands of hair until they held a pale gold. He listened to Blake’s half-joking commentary with that calm, grounded attention of his—eyes steady, mouth gentled at the corners, the stillness in his shoulders carrying the quiet weight of someone who knew when movement was necessary and when it wasn’t.

Eli paused in the doorway, caught for a beat between entering and retreating. The soft chorus of classroom noise wrapped around him—chairs scraping gently, notebooks shuffling across desks, a cough from the back row—but there was a different texture to the air near the four of them, as though the atmosphere thickened slightly around that cluster, shaped by something beneath the usual surface of student chatter.

Aiden lifted his head.

The motion wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t even quick. It simply happened with a smooth inevitability, like the tide reaching a certain line on the shore: his eyes lifting, his attention moving toward the doorway, the faint shift of breath that marked recognition.

A tiny thread of heat slid under Eli’s ribs. Not pain. Not comfort. Something between the two, drawn tight like fine wire.

Blake followed Aiden’s line of sight, and his grin brightened. “Hey! Eli! Over here, man.” He waved an arm high enough for his sleeve to ride up his forearm, then dropped it again with the ease of someone who assumed the invitation would naturally be accepted.

Micah glanced over the top of his textbook, eyes sharp behind the lenses of his glasses. He didn’t smile, but his chin dipped in a polite acknowledgment that suggested he had already cataloged Eli’s presence, his schedule, and perhaps the entire context of his being there.

Rowan didn’t move at first. His gaze remained fixed on the front of the room, where the whiteboard still held faint blue marks from yesterday’s class. Only after a breath passed did his attention shift slightly, a subtle tilt of his head, as if a new weight had settled on the air and he needed to measure it.

The teacher hadn’t arrived yet, but the classroom’s energy had already rearranged itself in quiet lines.

Eli stepped past the threshold, the sole of his sneaker making the softest sound on the linoleum floor. The air-conditioning brushed cool over the back of his neck, a faint thread of chilled air that seemed to retreat as he walked deeper into the room. Blake gestured toward the empty desk between Aiden and Micah—as if the seat had been left open intentionally—but the thought lodged somewhere behind his ribs, unvoiced and unformed.

He took the seat.

The plastic chair creaked under the adjustment of his weight, a thin, familiar note in the quiet. His backpack slid down beside the legs of the desk, the zipper rasping softly. Aiden’s presence sat to his left, steady and warm, not touching but near enough that the temperature of the air felt altered.

Micah gave him a sideways glance. “Morning,” he said, crisp and unadorned, his pencil landing another precise tap on the margin.

Blake leaned back and spun halfway in his seat. “Dude, did you see the signup sheet for the trip? We get the cliff trail this year. Best views on the coast, promise.” His grin widened as if the scenery alone could solve every other discomfort lingering in the room.

Eli nodded, but the movement felt small in the frame of the moment. He placed his notebook on the desk, fingers brushing the cardboard cover lightly, and the surface of the desk cooled the underside of his wrist.

A faint flicker danced along the fluorescent light overhead.

Not the usual kind—no steady hum, no slow fade—just a brief pulse, a thin tremor in the brightness that passed over the desks and shadows like a hand skimming water. It came and went before anyone else reacted. Except Rowan.

His head turned a fraction faster than the light returned to normal, and his shadow on the floor dragged behind him by a breath too long.

The discrepancy should have been invisible—shadows didn’t behave like that, not in a room with fixed lights and even surfaces—but something in the slight delay made the space under Rowan’s desk feel denser, as though the shadow carried its own weight independent of the overhead bulbs.

Eli’s lungs held the air they had just taken. Not trapped—just held.

Rowan’s gaze lifted toward the ceiling, following the path of the flicker, while the shape on the floor beneath him settled a moment later, catching up like a figure arriving late to a silent cue.

The temperature in the room dipped by a narrow degree. Not enough for anyone else to mention. Enough for the fine hairs on Eli’s forearm to react, rising under the brush of cool air that threaded along his skin.

Aiden shifted beside him.

The sound was almost nothing—the faint adjustment of his shoes under the desk, the slight realignment of his spine—but the motion pulled warmth back into the space that had chilled a heartbeat before. His profile turned just enough that the light caught the edge of his jaw, the earlier gold softening into a warmer hue inside the classroom.

“Did you see that?” Blake asked, eyebrows lifting, but his tone suggested he meant the flicker, not the shadow. “These lights are ancient. Last year one of them buzzed so loud we thought it was going to explode.”

Micah kept his pencil steady. “It’s not the bulb. The power grid here is stable.” His voice held a certainty that came from more than casual observation.

Aiden didn’t look at the light. His attention swept the room in a slow, deliberate arc that passed over Eli’s desk, lingered a breath too long, then continued on. The air near his shoulder warmed where that attention had traced its line, as if the movement of his gaze had disturbed something in the subtle currents around them.

The teacher entered then, the door clicking shut with a decisive sound that reset the room’s focus. Students shifted upright. Chairs scraped back into alignment. The hum of the lights steadied.

But the shadow under Rowan’s desk remained just a little darker than it should have been.

Class began with a list of reminders for the upcoming coastal trip. Waivers due tomorrow. Students assigned to small groups. A safety lecture scheduled for next week. The teacher’s voice rose and fell in a practiced cadence, familiar and organized, yet something in the rhythm slid past Eli without anchoring. He wrote down each point with careful strokes of his pen, but the ink felt distant, the page a landscape of lines without center.

A soft scrape of paper reached his ear—Aiden turning a page of his notebook. The sound curled into the space between their desks, a light friction that stirred the tiny hairs at the back of Eli’s wrist. A breath shifted near him, warm enough to push against the cool from the vents, and that warmth lingered a moment longer than the breath itself.

Another flicker rolled through the lights.

This one smaller, more controlled, like someone tapping a dimmer switch with precise measure. The brightness dipped and returned, and the shadows beneath the desks stretched by the width of a pencil line before snapping back.

Rowan’s head rose again.

Only a fraction, but the movement cut through the room with the unmistakable steadiness of someone who didn’t startle but instead registered change with bone-deep instinct. His eyes—dark, clear, quietly assessing—tracked the corners of the room, then settled for a moment on Eli as if measuring something only he could detect in the air.

The shadow beneath his desk didn’t follow the motion at first. It hesitated, anchored by some unseen tether, before sliding into its proper place.

A cold thread slipped around Eli’s ankle, not a touch, not a physical sensation, but a subtle contraction of the air that made the skin there tighten. His breath hitched enough for the inhale to catch high in his chest, tight and brief, before smoothing out again.

Aiden reacted.

He didn’t turn fully. His hand just shifted on the edge of his notebook, a small, precise adjustment, fingers uncurling, shoulders aligning with quiet intention. The warmth radiating from him increased by a thin degree, threading across the space between them like a boundary redrawn without announcement.

Eli’s pulse moved toward that warmth.

The teacher’s voice continued, unaware of the tautness building between desks, unaware that the fluorescent lights had whispered something into the shadows beneath the room’s surface. Assignments, due dates, reminders. The board filled with neat bullet points. Students scribbled notes with varying levels of attention.

Rowan’s posture remained perfectly still—too still. His hand hovered a breath above the desk, not touching the surface, as if expecting a tremor through the floorboards.

Micah noticed.

His pencil froze mid-tap. His eyes flicked toward Rowan, then toward the shadows, and the tilt of his jaw set with the stiffness of someone confirming a suspicion they had hoped to disprove.

Blake, sensing tension without understanding its source, lowered his voice. “Okay, what’s happening? Did I miss a memo?”

Rowan answered quietly. “There’s something in the room.”

Blake blinked. “Like what, a rat?”

“No.”

The single word landed without inflection. It absorbed the ambient light around it, leaving a small silence afterward.

Aiden finally turned.

The change in his focus reoriented the room for Eli, drawing brightness into new shapes, narrowing the space between their desks until the only steady line left in the moment connected the side of Aiden’s profile to the edge of Eli’s breath.

When the lights flickered a third time, the air near Eli’s feet shifted again.

Rowan’s shadow moved out of time by a full heartbeat.

Aiden’s eyes snapped toward him with sudden, unwavering precision.

The teacher kept lecturing, unaware.

A chair squeaked in the back row.

Someone laughed faintly near the windows.

But that moment—Aiden’s gaze locking onto the small tremor near Eli’s legs—carved itself into the room with a sharp, almost inaudible seam, as if the fabric of the ordinary had tightened around a single point.

Eli pressed his heel into the floor, grounding instinctively against the thin thread of cold slipping across his ankle. His pulse climbed, the beat quick and immediate behind his sternum. The room seemed to pull away in layers—the chatter softening, the hum of the lights thinning—until the only clarity left rested in the warmth radiating from the seat beside him and the way Aiden’s attention no longer drifted but settled with unmistakable intent.

The shadow stilled.

Rowan’s shoulders eased by a breath, but not fully.

Aiden didn’t look away.

The teacher finally capped the marker, unaware of anything unusual, and announced group assignments for the trip. Pages rustled. Students sat up straighter. Blake let out a low whistle of anticipation.

But Eli’s focus stayed tethered to the point of contact in the air where Aiden’s awareness had fixed its shape around him.

The warmth remained.

The cold withdrew.

The lights steadied.

And in the quiet shift that followed, Eli felt—not in words or explanations, but in something subtler, more precise—that whatever had brushed the air near his ankle had not been a mistake of wiring or imagination. It had been a presence.

And Aiden had recognized it the moment it touched him.

The class moved on.

The moment didn’t.

And when the bell finally rang, scattering voices and footsteps into the hallway, Aiden rose with the kind of controlled intention that said the morning was not finished, not by a long stretch, and certainly not for the two of them.

He waited by the edge of Eli’s desk.

Not touching.

Not speaking.

Just waiting—

as if the light had flickered for a reason neither of them was ready to name.
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Chapter 3: When the Sea Breathes in Your Name
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The back terrace of Pacific Grove High opened toward the ocean in a long concrete ledge, the railing low and chipped in places, the paint worn thin where generations of hands had rested to stare past the sports fields and down toward the water. Morning sat over the campus in a clear, pale blue, the sky wide and unbroken, the sun still low enough that the light came in at an angle and poured across the grass in shimmering bands. Beyond the fence and the last bleachers, the Pacific breathed against the shore with slow, weighty strokes, the waves rolling in and folding back on themselves, white caps breaking and smoothing into sheets of glitter along the sand.

Aiden stepped out from the corridor that led to the science wing, the door clicking shut behind him with a small, hollow sound that the open air swallowed immediately. The coolness from the air-conditioned hallway peeled away from his skin as the warmth of the outside world wrapped around his shoulders, a gentle heat that carried the clean edge of salt and the faint sour-sweet scent of wet wood from the bleachers. The ocean’s breath traveled up the incline of the field and met him halfway, a steady rhythm that brushed his face and nudged the hair at his temple.

At the far left of the terrace, where the railing curved slightly inward before following the building’s line, a lone figure leaned forward, elbows resting on the metal, gaze turned toward the water beyond the fields. Eli’s posture carried a stillness that did not match the restless movement of students behind the glass. Shoulders rounded slightly inward, head tipped as if the entire horizon had narrowed to a single line. The morning wind caught at the dark strands of his hair and lifted them in small, irregular arcs, strands crossing his forehead and falling away again as though the air wanted to learn the shape of his face.

The light on the ocean moved.

Sun ignited on the surface of the waves in small, bright shivers, throwing mirrored fragments upward. The reflection skipped across the field and the edge of the railing, then climbed, a faint, wandering shimmer that found Eli’s cheek. A narrow band of brightness settled there, running from the high point beneath his eye down toward the curve of his jaw, tracing bone like a fingertip. The glow did not behave like a simple reflection: it held, gathered, concentrated with the stubborn patience of recognition.

Aiden’s shoulders drew a fraction tighter.

The weight behind his sternum thickened, not heavy enough to slow his breathing, but firm enough to mark this as something that would not disperse with a shrug. The light inside him, usually quiet and obedient at this time of day, stirred with an alertness that carried no words, only a clear, bright pressure that rose from somewhere deep and old, pressing outward as if answering a call.

Eli remained focused on the line where sea met sky. The breeze tugged at his shirt, pulling the fabric against the curve of his back, outlining ribs and shoulder blades in brief, shifting impressions. The glow on his cheek intensified in the span of a heartbeat, as though the ocean had chosen that angle, that face, that patch of skin as the anchor point for all the morning’s brightness.

A breath later, the light inside Aiden pushed harder.

Heat slid under his ribs, a spreading warmth that did not come from the sun on his skin. Every time the leyline stirred, the sensation rose, but this morning carried an edge that scraped the inside of his chest. A narrow band seemed to tighten around his lungs, not enough to steal air, just enough to make each inhale pass through something that resisted.

He walked toward the railing anyway.

His steps landed evenly, measured in a pace that matched the slow crash and pull of the waves below. A stray group of juniors crossed the terrace in the other direction, their conversation bright and scattered, hands cutting the air as they argued about something on one of their phones. They drifted past the empty center of the space, left a clear path between him and the boy anchored at the far end as if they registered, in some quiet, unspoken way, that their place lay elsewhere.

Closer now, the details of Eli’s posture sharpened.

His hands curved loosely over the top rail of the metal, fingers relaxed but firm, knuckles pale where they held his weight. The line of his neck always carried an easy vulnerability when uncovered; today, his collar sat slightly askew, opening a narrow triangle of skin at the base of his throat to the air. The gusts off the water worked in cycles, and whenever one struck at the right angle, the hair at the nape of his neck lifted and settled again, strands brushing the back of his collar with a quiet persistence.

The band of light along his cheek brightened at each pass of the waves below, as though the sea exhaled his name and the reflection repeated it in silence.

The pressure in Aiden’s chest deepened, no longer just warmth but a prickling heat that ran along the inside of his ribs. The leyline stretched out from the coast like a submerged root system, invisible to almost everyone at the school, but its resonance up the hill had thickened, a low, inaudible hum that rolled beneath the sound of the surf. That resonance had always recognized him; the Hale line belonged to its history. Today, that recognition shifted, the center of the attention sliding toward the boy at the rail.

Fine, bright threads inside Aiden pulled taut, drawn toward Eli’s outline with the inevitability of metal toward a magnet.

The next breath scraped.

Air entered as usual, but the passage brushed a seam of heat that ran through his chest. His pulse climbed one notch, and the light under his skin stirred in a quick, restless swirl that brushed against bone and muscle in a way that carried both reassurance and threat. Strength wanted to answer whatever moved under the waves. Instinct wanted to protect the boy who had become the focal point of that call. The two urges traveled in the same direction and, at the same time, strained against each other.

He came to a stop a few feet away from Eli, near enough that the wind carried the other boy’s scent—laundry detergent, the faint sharpness of pencil shavings from his backpack, and under that, something warmer that belonged only to skin warmed by morning.

The ocean moved again, another long wave gathering and rolling toward shore. When it crested, a spray of light leapt from its surface and reached the terrace in a narrow, shimmering arc that struck Eli’s cheek a second time, directly over the same line of bone. The glow sharpened until the arc of his cheekbone looked almost carved from the sunlight itself.

Pain lanced through Aiden’s sternum.

Quick. Precise. A burning point, small but intensely focused, like a coal pressed against the inside of his chest. It did not explode outward. It settled, dug in, and then began to pulse in a slow, steady beat that did not match the rhythm of his heart.

The leyline had locked on.

The world around them kept its familiar shape—the field below remained dotted with distant figures in gym uniforms, the whistle from the coach’s mouth carried faintly on the wind, laughter from somewhere closer rippled along the terrace—but the light’s attention had narrowed to this small span of concrete, this boy at the rail, this link between ocean and school.

The brightness on Eli’s skin did not remain a simple wash of sun. It clung, thickened, as though the sea had reached up and drawn a mark on his face, an invisible seal only Aiden’s power could read.

His fingers curled against his palm, nails grazing the skin. The movement grounded him enough for the habitual discipline to surface. The Hale line had protected this place for generations. The light that lived inside him was not a wild fire, not anymore. It could be shaped, directed, muted when necessary.

The pain under his sternum flared again, and the decision resolved.

He shifted his stance, turning slightly so that his body angled toward the water instead of directly at Eli. The position aligned his chest more squarely with the line of the horizon, giving the light inside him a clearer direction. His shoulders lowered. His spine lengthened.

On the inhale, the heat rose, pushing up against his lungs with more insistence.

On the exhale, he let it out.

The glow did not burst from him in any visible beam; this was not the moment for raw display. Instead, a controlled release slipped through the spaces between his ribs, a slow, deliberate pour of brightness that never broke the skin but rushed outward along unseen currents. The light moved like water through underground channels, seeking cracks in the rock and filling them, slipping down the hill in a thin, concentrated wave that met the leyline’s rising attention halfway.

The collision pinched.

Pressure clamped around his heart, a band tightening in a sudden, decisive squeeze that knocked his next breath off rhythm. Heat shot along his collarbones and into his shoulders, then spread down his arms like a current too strong for the vessel that carried it. His hand trembled once at his side before the muscles locked against it.

He did not move away.

The light inside him flared brighter in response, pushing back against the incoming call, throwing up a soft wall around the boy at the railing. The leyline’s recognition still aimed at Eli, but the signal fuzzed, cloaked behind the interference. The sea’s exhale reached the terrace and fell inward, but instead of striking the mark on Eli’s cheek again, it diffused across an invisible layer, dimming from a sharp beam into a soft scattering.

The pain shifted from a lancing point to a broader, throbbing warmth. Each pulse bumped against bone, dull and insistent, like knuckles against a locked door.

Next to him, Eli exhaled, long and slow, a breath that carried a hint of something loosening. His shoulders dropped a fraction, as if a tension had left him without leaving words behind. The bright line on his cheek softened back into ordinary light, no longer so fiercely concentrated.

He blinked against the wind; the lashes caught a dusting of brightness and then settled. His fingers flexed around the railing, a small arc of motion that gave his knuckles color again. The fabric of his shirt stopped clinging so tightly to his back; the breeze played with it in gentler pulls.

The ocean did not quiet entirely. The waves still rolled, the leyline still murmured beneath the surface, but the intensity of that fixed call eased, redirected into Aiden’s chest where the light continued to hold its shape as a buffer.

Another breath scraped across the still-heated seam inside him. The burn no longer stabbed, but the soreness remained, a persistent ache that radiated through his ribs and settled into the muscles between them. His pulse rode higher than usual, a steady climb that refused to drop even after the initial clash passed.

The warmth around his heart belonged partly to power and partly to something less easy to name.

Eli had not turned yet; his gaze stayed on the water, on the point where the waves broke and spread themselves thin along the sand. The line of his profile against the sky carried a quiet gravity, a sense of attention that was both sharp and open, as if he could stand there all day letting the horizon fill him. The wind lifted his hair again, strands brushing across his forehead and falling away, repeating the motion with subtle insistence.

The ache under Aiden’s sternum swelled on the next inhale, reacting to that simple sight the same way it had to the leyline’s call.

Staying away would have made sense in a certain, cold kind of logic. Distance dulled the pain when the light inside him refused to stay still. Less proximity meant less strain on the balance between his power and the sea’s hunger. The old stories in the Hale line had warned of bonds that grew too quickly, of connections that bent the rules of what their power could bear.

Yet the ache sharpened whenever that distance stretched.

During class, when Eli sat three rows over, the light inside Aiden had rested with a restless patience, as if counting the minutes until the space between them shrank. In hallways, when the crowd pushed them apart, his power pressed against his ribs in a quiet, wordless protest that never fully settled until Eli’s presence returned to his peripheral vision.

The wind changed direction, carrying the scent of the ocean more directly up the terrace. It slid through Aiden’s shirt, gathering under the fabric along his spine, cooled the sweat that had begun to bead at his lower back from the strain of maintaining the veil. The sudden cool against overheated muscle sent a brief shiver through him, a tiny tremor that traveled from his shoulders down to his wrists.

Eli straightened a little, as if picking up on the subtle movement at his side.

His head turned.

Slowly, carefully, as though the ocean had loosened its hold on his attention for a moment and allowed him to notice the person standing a few feet away. His gaze shifted from horizon to terrace, from waves to concrete and paint and sky-blue lockers glimpsed through the glass. Then his eyes found Aiden’s profile.

The ache under Aiden’s sternum jolted.

For a heartbeat, the light inside him pushed up again, eager, bright, ready to answer some resonance in that gaze. The leyline, still prowling beneath the waves, flared in faint response as if tasting that connection and testing its edges.

Aiden tightened the weave of his power.

The invisible veil around Eli thickened, not enough to smother anything, just enough to blunt the leyline’s access again, to keep the boy in front of him wrapped in a gentler quiet than the sea seemed willing to offer.

“Hey,” Eli said, his voice low and a little rough around the edges, worn by the wind and the salt and whatever the morning had already put in his chest. “You come out here a lot?”

The words landed between them with easy directness, but the pause before them carried a hesitancy that brushed against Aiden’s ribs like fingers testing a bruise. The sound of Eli’s voice at this distance did something to the rhythm of his own breathing; the next inhale arrived late, catching up to the sudden, small spike of heat that rose where body and power met.

“Sometimes,” Aiden answered. The effort of speaking sent a tiny, controlled ripple through the light he held in place, like a stone dropping into a loaded spring. “Before practice. Or when the classrooms feel too close.”

The field below flickered with motion—students running drills, a ball arcing in a clean curve across the bright air—but that activity existed in a slightly dimmer register now. The clearest elements in the scene had narrowed to the rail, the boy standing against it, the shared space of salt and light just wide enough to hold two breaths.

Eli’s gaze drifted back toward the water, but not all the way. It hovered somewhere between Aiden’s shoulder and the horizon, as if the vantage point had changed forever, even if he did not fully register how or why. “The air’s better out here,” he murmured. “Feels like...you can breathe without asking permission.”

The phrase sank into Aiden’s chest and settled near the ache. Another small pulse of light responded to it, rising on the next heartbeat. A short, sharp surge of heat jabbed at his ribs, disagreeing with the notion of easy breath, but the edges of the pain softened again as he forced the power back into its controlled arc.

He let his back press lightly against the railing, the metal cool through his shirt, anchoring the overwarm line of his spine. The contact grounded the leftover tremors in his muscles, gave the light inside him something solid to push against while it argued with the sea.

Below, a larger wave began to gather.

The swell built slowly, drawing water away from the shore in a noticeable pull, exposing darker sand and streaks of rock. The low thunder of its preparation rolled up the incline of the hill. Even without direct sight, the change in rhythm carried a new kind of weight, like a chord taking on an extra note. The leyline surged with it, excitement or warning or hunger—there was never a clear name for that sensation—rising under the surface with keen interest.

The ache in his chest braced for the impact before his mind had finished tracking the motion.

When the wave broke, white and high, light exploded off its surface, flinging shards toward the terrace again.

They flew, bright and fast, angling for the same point as before, that narrow strip of skin along Eli’s cheekbone. A direct hit would sharpen the sea’s recognition again, opening lines better kept blurred.

Aiden pulled.

The light he had woven around Eli thickened in an instant, drawn tighter and closer, not to smother the boy but to create a denser barrier between him and that incoming shine. The power responded with the ease of long practice—this kind of redirection had been drilled into him since childhood—but the circumstances had changed. The presence at the center of the protection altered the equation in ways no training had quite addressed.

Pain slashed across his chest in a clean, slanting line.

His breath stopped completely for one count, frozen on an inhale that refused to finish. The world tilted a fraction; color around the edges of his vision brightened unnaturally, as if the sunlight had turned too sharp, too white. The smell of salt slammed into his senses with sudden intensity, filling his nose, his throat, his lungs, until it felt as if he had stepped directly into the surf instead of standing above it.

The light lanced out of him in a narrow, precise stream, invisible to eyes that lacked the right lineage, and met the reflected brightness midair.

The collision snapped inside his ribs like a knotted cord jerking taut. The force of it surged back through the channel he had created and into his body, ricocheting off bone and muscle. His fingers tightened on the railing, joints whitening. The cold metal under his palms steadied the faint tremor that ran through his arms, helped hide it from anyone glancing over.
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