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After The Storm
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Sunday morning. Noah's coffee sat cold on the windowsill, a film forming on top. He'd poured it an hour ago. Maybe two. Sunny was pressed against his ribs, her nose digging into his armpit like she was trying to crawl inside him.

"You're suffocating me," he said, but his hand was already moving through her fur, fingers disappearing into the gold. The movement was automatic now. The same motion he used to—

He stopped. Pressed his thumb between her ears instead. Sunny went still except for her tail.

Two weeks. Her paws hung off his forearm now, white against his skin.

"You're getting big."

She looked up and he looked back. Then she lunged and her tongue was in his mouth before he could turn away.

"Christ—" He was laughing but trying not to. She kept going, her whole body shaking with how hard her tail wagged.

That day he'd been walking past the pet shop staring at his phone. Probably Instagram. Probably Atlas's profile even though he'd told himself he wouldn't. There'd been this puppy in the window absolutely losing it, throwing herself at the glass like her life depended on getting his attention.

Noah had stopped. Just stood there on the sidewalk.

His dad's voice in his head: You can't even remember to eat, Noah. How are you going to take care of a dog?

The puppy kept jumping. Her paws sliding down the glass.

He'd gone inside. Didn't decide to. Just did.

The employee put her in his hands and Noah felt how fast her heart was beating. She was so small. Kept licking his wrist, his thumb, trying to chew his watchband. He'd stood there holding her, not saying anything, and the employee had looked at him—really looked—and said, "You can take her home if you want."

Noah's credit card was out before he processed the words.

In the car she'd just stared at him. Wouldn't look away. Noah had thought maybe he'd made a huge mistake. Then she'd put her paw on his hand and that was it.

Now she was too big for his lap but he held her there anyway. Her paws were ridiculous—too white, too large, like she was wearing someone else's feet.

"You destroyed that lamp the first night," he said. She was chewing his sleeve. "I just sat there and watched you."

He had. Sat on the floor while she skidded across the hardwood, slammed into furniture, got up and kept going. He hadn't even thought about stopping her.

Around midnight he'd realized she didn't have a name.

"Sunny," he'd said to the empty apartment.

She'd cocked her head, kept staring. So he'd said it again. And again. Until it felt right.

Noah put his face against her neck now and breathed in. She smelled like the park, like dirt and grass and something alive. Something that needed him. Feeding her made sense when nothing else did. Brushing her until her coat shined. Sitting with her while she slept and her paws twitched, chasing something in her dreams.

The apartment didn't echo as much anymore.

Outside the window someone was doing tai chi by the fountain. A couple jogged past, not touching. His shoulders didn't hurt today. That was something.

Three weeks since—

The muscles between his ribs contracted. Sharp and sudden.

Atlas.

Three weeks since the fight. Since Noah had said you were never actually here and Atlas had looked at him like he'd been slapped and then walked out. Since Noah had stood in the doorway and not called him back.

"He's probably already—" Noah stopped. Sunny was licking his hand. "Doesn't matter."

But Marcus texted every day. Jared showed up with food Noah didn't eat. Clara and Elias wouldn't let him cancel plans.

The cooking class helped because no one there knew. No one asked why he looked like shit.

"I made pasta yesterday," he told Sunny. Her teeth found his finger, gentle. "From class. It was fine."

His phone lit up against his thigh.

Clara: we're coming over this afternoon. need to meet this puppy

He typed back with one hand: ok

Sunny's face fit between his palms. When he pressed his thumbs against her cheeks she closed her eyes and just breathed with him.

"They want to meet you."

He kissed her head. The fur there was softer than anywhere else. She got his chin with her tongue.

"Should we go to the park first?"

Sunny was already scrambling off his lap, claws scraping his thighs.

—-
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At the park Sunny pulled him everywhere—to trees, to other dogs, to a plastic bag caught on a bench. Noah let her drag him. Didn't matter where they went.

On the way back he stopped at the market. Grabbed pasta, garlic, tomatoes, basil, bread. The stuff from class. He could do this. Probably.

At home Sunny attacked her rope toy while Noah stood at the stove trying to remember the order. Garlic first or oil first. The music playing was the same album that had been on repeat for a week. He knew all the words now. Sang them wrong anyway. Sunny didn't care.

Atlas used to cook. Would stand right here and talk about his day while Noah sat on the counter with his feet swinging and—

The knife slipped. Didn't cut him but the blade hit the cutting board wrong and garlic scattered everywhere.

Noah's hand was shaking.

"It's over," he said to the empty kitchen. His voice sounded wrong. Thin.

He picked up the garlic and kept going. The pieces were uneven now. Too big. Atlas would've—

Stop.

He started cutting again. Faster.

The table took forever because he couldn't get it right. Plates lined up, then crooked, then lined up again. Fork on the left. Glass on the right. Napkin folded wrong. He'd never had them over before. Never had anyone over. The apartment was supposed to be temporary when he'd moved in and then it just... stayed temporary.

He sat on the couch and pulled out his phone.

Instagram. Someone's brunch. Someone's new haircut. An ad for something.

He opened the search bar. Typed "Atl" and it autofilled the rest.

Same profile picture. Same number of posts. No new photos.

Noah stared at it. Three weeks and nothing. Not a single post. Which meant Atlas was either posting on stories Noah couldn't see anymore or just—

Or just living his life. Without posting. Without thinking about Noah at all.

He locked his phone. Put it face down on the cushion. Picked it back up. Opened Instagram again.

"He stopped coming to meetings," Noah said. Sunny was under the coffee table, destroying her toy. "Just stopped. So he wouldn't have to see me."

The light coming through the window changed. Got more orange. Later.

Someone knocked and Sunny lost her mind—barking, spinning, slamming into the door.

Noah opened it.

Clara, Elias, Mark. They were smiling. Holding wine bottles and a bakery bag.

"Hey!" Clara hugged him fast and her perfume went straight to his sinuses, made his eyes water.

Mark squeezed his shoulder, held on a second too long. Elias messed up his hair.

Clara stopped mid-step. "Wait. Do I smell actual food?"

"I—yeah." His face was hot. "I made dinner. First time. For people."

"You cooked?" Elias was already heading toward the kitchen. "Since when do you cook?"

"Since the class. I told you about the class."

"I thought you were lying." But Elias was grinning.

Mark held up the wine. "We brought reinforcements just in case."

Then Clara saw Sunny.

Everything dropped—the bakery bag hit the floor and she scooped up the puppy. "Oh my god. Oh my god."

Sunny went insane. Licking Clara's face, her neck, her hands, squirming so hard she almost fell.

Clara looked at Noah and her eyes were shining. Wet. "She's—Noah, she's perfect."

Something in his chest twisted.

Mark and Elias were on the floor now. Mark threw the rope toy and Sunny took off after it, brought it back, dropped it at his feet and stared at him until he threw it again. Her ears were too big for her head still. They flopped when she ran.

Noah and Clara brought everything to the table. The pasta was definitely too oily. He could see it pooling. The bruschetta was fine. Maybe fine.

"So this is where you've been hiding," Clara said, looking around. "I thought your apartment was a myth."

"It's temporary."

"You've been here two months."

"Temporary," Noah said again.

They sat and Noah told them about Sunny. How she ran full speed into the glass door yesterday. How she fell asleep with her face in her water bowl. How she barked at the blender like it had personally offended her.

Elias laughed so hard he had to put his wine down. Actually wiped his eyes.

Sunny tried to jump on Elias's lap and couldn't make it. Her paws scrambled against his knees, claws catching on his jeans.

Noah picked her up and put her in his own lap. She curled into him immediately, pressed against his stomach. Her weight was warm. Real.

Elias was watching them. Not saying anything, just watching.

"What?" Noah said.

"Nothing. Just—she really loves you. Like, a lot."

Noah looked down. Sunny looked up. He kissed her head, right between her ears. The spot that was always warm.

Mark was spinning his wine glass, watching the liquid move. "Dogs are like that. Once they decide you're theirs, that's it. No take-backs." He looked at Noah. "Three weeks?"

"Two and a half."

"She's completely attached."

They talked about other things. Some concert. Some gallery. Elias was trying to get tickets but the website kept crashing.

"The pasta's good," Elias said. "Actually good, not just 'supportive friend' good."

Noah's ears burned. "Thanks."

Clara had poured herself more wine. "Look at you. Being a person. Taking care of things."

His fingers moved on Sunny's back without him deciding to. The same motion. Over and over. "I wanted a dog when I was a kid. My dad said no."

"What made you get one now?"

Noah opened his mouth. Closed it. "I don't know. She was in the window and I just—I went in."

Clara was looking at him the way she did when she knew there was more but wasn't going to push.

Mark's phone was out, scrolling. "We have cats. Miso and Sol. Mark thinks we should get a dog too."

"I didn't say we should, I said we could."

"You said we should." Elias kissed Mark's temple, let his lips stay there. "It's okay. We can."

Noah watched them and something hurt in his chest. Not bad hurt. Different hurt.

"When Sunny's bigger I want another one," he said. "A Scottish Fold."

"Very responsible," Clara said, but she was smiling.

Sunny was asleep again. Her breathing had that puppy sound, wheezy and soft.

"Haven't told my parents yet," Noah said.

"Why not?"

"Don't know. Haven't talked to them much lately."

The table went quiet for a second. Not awkward. Just quiet.

Mark cleared his throat. "You should tell them. Parents love this stuff. Gives them something to ask about that isn't work."

"That why you haven't posted her?" Elias asked. "Waiting to tell them first?"

"No. I just—I don't know."

Clara already had her phone out. "Okay, we're fixing that right now. Come on."

She took pictures. Too many pictures. Noah holding Sunny. Sunny's tongue mid-lick. Sunny upside down in his arms, completely asleep, her belly exposed.

Clara posted them, tagged him, showed him the screen.

Noah stared at the photos. At himself in them. He looked tired. But also—something else. Something he hadn't seen in his face in a while.

What if Atlas sees.

The thought came. He waited for the panic. It didn't come. Just—nothing. Tired nothing.

Who cares. Let him see.

They talked about work. Presentations. Client meetings. Deadlines. Noah wasn't really listening. He was watching Sunny sleep. Watching her ribs move.

When it got late they stood. Stretched. Started gathering their things.

Mark hugged him. Held on. "This was good."

Clara hugged him longer. Didn't say anything. Didn't need to.

"Tomorrow," Elias said, pulling on his jacket.

Then they were gone and the apartment was quiet again.

Noah loaded the dishwasher but his hands felt clumsy. Dropped a fork. Picked it up. Dropped it again.

He took Sunny out for a short walk. She was dragging behind him, barely keeping her eyes open.

Back home he sat on the couch and posted the photos Clara took.

Caption: sunny 🧡

His phone rang before he could put it down. FaceTime. Lydia.

He answered.

"WHERE—IS—SHE." Lydia's face filled the screen, too close, pixelated.

"You don't even ask how I am. Just straight to the dog."

"I'm coming tomorrow."

"No you're not."

"Oh my god she's so cute—" Lydia was making noises at Sunny through the phone, high-pitched nonsense sounds. Sunny's head tilted, ears perked.

Then Lydia was running. The camera shook. "MOM. MOM YOU NEED TO SEE THIS."

Noah heard his mom's voice from far away. Muffled.

Then her face appeared on screen. She was smiling, soft. "Oh, Noah. She's—" The smile faded. Got serious. "Can you handle this? Taking care of her?"

"I'm fine."

"I mean it. Don't—" She stopped. Started again. "Don't give up on her when it gets hard."

Noah felt it behind his eyes. Hot and sudden. "Why would I give up on her?"

He kissed Sunny's head. Too hard. She licked his jaw.

"I'm just saying—"

"I'm not giving up on her."

Lydia's face again. "I'm coming over tomorrow."

"Lydia—"

"Already asked. She said yes. Love you, bye!"

"I love you too—"

The call ended.

Noah sat there holding his phone. Sunny was already asleep against his chest, her breathing deep and even.

He carried her to the bedroom. Laid down with her tucked against him. His hand on her ribs so he could feel them move.

"I wish you could talk," he said. His voice sounded strange in the dark. "I wish—"

We never talked. Me and Atlas. Not about real things. Not about anything that mattered. Just surface stuff. Easy stuff. And then Noah had said something real, something true, and Atlas had left.

Noah's breath caught. Held. His throat felt tight.

He waited.

Sunny's heartbeat under his palm. Steady. Constant.

The tightness eased. Slowly.

Tomorrow would come. Whatever it brought with it.

He closed his eyes.

Sleep took a long time but eventually it came.
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See You Around 
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Morning came with Sunny's tongue on his face. Noah groaned and pulled her against his chest, buried his nose in the fur between her ears where it was warmest. "Five more minutes."

She barked. Once. Sharp.

"Okay, okay." He carried her downstairs, still half-asleep, her heart racing against his palm like it always did in the morning.

Outside the air bit at his lungs. Sunny squatted by a tree and Noah cleaned it up, walked her around the block while she sniffed everything. When he picked her up she pressed her cold nose into his neck and he closed his eyes for a second.

"Gonna be fine," he said to the empty street.

Back home he filled her bowl and watched her eat—the way she attacked the food like she'd been starving, her ears falling forward, how she'd look up every few seconds to make sure he was still there.

His hand found that spot behind her ear that made her leg kick.

The shower was too hot but he stayed under it anyway, let the heat turn his skin red. When he got out the mirror was fogged. He wiped it with his palm.

The new suit. Black. He'd bought it last week and hadn't worn it yet. The fabric felt expensive against his skin, different from his usual clothes. He sprayed cologne—the new one, not the one he used to wear—and Sunny barked from the doorway.

"Yeah?"

Her tail went.

"Thanks."

He made an omelet the way they'd taught him in class. Beat the eggs until they were frothy, butter in the pan on low heat, fold don't scramble. Cut a piece for Sunny. She inhaled it and licked the floor after.

The meeting today. His first time in the big conference room.

"Will he be there?" he asked her.

Sunny tilted her head.

"Probably not." He kissed her head. She smelled like oatmeal and honey.

—-
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At the office Clara and Elias were by the window. Clara's laugh echoed across the floor.

"Morning," Noah said, dropping his bag.

They turned. Clara's face did something—brightened, but also studied him. "Morning."

"Why didn't you bring Sunny?" She was already smiling. "Your dad would love her."

"My dad would fire me."

"Probably." Elias grinned. "But bring her sometime."

Noah sat at his desk and pulled up spreadsheets. Numbers. Client data. His phone buzzed twice but he didn't look.

At noon he stretched and his neck cracked. "You guys want lunch?"

Elias's eyebrows went up. "That's the first time you've asked."

Noah's ears got hot. "I'm actually hungry today."

"Where?" Clara was already getting her coat.

"That steakhouse? On 5th?"

Clara and Elias looked at each other. 

"Sure," they said.

—-
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The steakhouse was dark, all leather booths and amber lighting. The air was thick with char and butter. They ordered and while they waited Clara asked about Sunny. Noah told her about the bell, about the sock, about how she slept on her back with all four paws up.

Clara laughed. "I need to come over again."

"Yeah. Come over."

The food came. Noah cut into his steak and it was perfect, red in the middle, and he actually finished it. All of it.

Back at the office he worked until he checked his watch. 2:47.

"I need to go."

Clara looked up. "You look good today. Really good."

His neck got hot. "I'm just observing."

"Still. You look sharp."

He grabbed his laptop and left.

—-
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The meeting floor was quieter, carpeted, his footsteps making no sound. He walked toward Conference Room B and heard voices inside. Multiple. Overlapping.

He slowed. Pulled out his phone. Pretended to check it.

Footsteps behind him. Two sets. He moved aside, kept his eyes on his phone screen.

They passed. One of them glanced back.

"Hey."

Noah looked up.

Atlas had stopped walking. Turned around. The other person—older, grey suit—kept going toward the conference room without looking back.

Atlas was standing there. Maybe three feet away. Charcoal suit, no tie, white shirt with the top button undone. His hair looked like he'd just run his hand through it. Still held his phone in one hand but the other was in his pocket now, thumb hooked over the edge.

He pulled his hand out. Let it hang at his side.

"Hey," Noah said. His voice came out steadier than he expected.

Atlas took a step closer. Not much. His weight shifted onto his back foot like he was settling in.

"How are you?"

His voice was lower than Noah remembered.

Noah swallowed. "I'm good. You?"

Atlas's mouth did something. Not quite a smile but close. The corner pulled up. "I'm good."

His eyes stayed on Noah's face. Didn't wander. Just—held there.

Noah's hand tightened around his phone. He shifted his laptop to his other arm.

The older man was standing by the conference room now, waiting, his hand on the door handle.

Atlas glanced over. Looked back at Noah. "I should—"

"Yeah. Go."

Atlas didn't move for a second. Then he nodded once and turned, walked toward the conference room. His shoulders were loose, his stride easy, like the hallway belonged to him.

Noah stood there. Watched him go. Made himself breathe.

He walked into the conference room and went straight to the back row. Found a seat in the corner, far from the main table.

Atlas was at the head of the table talking to someone. When he laughed his whole face changed. Opened up.

Noah set up his laptop. Stared at the screen until it blurred.

The meeting started. Client portfolio. Growth projections. Someone from finance spoke, then someone from operations. Noah took notes, his pen moving across paper without him really seeing what he was writing.

Then Atlas stood.

The room went quiet. Everyone turned toward him.

He didn't have notes. Didn't look at the slides behind him. Just talked—about expansion, new markets, strategy. His voice was clear, confident. He made eye contact with people around the table, asked questions, waited for answers.

Then his gaze moved to the back of the room. Found Noah.

For maybe two seconds. That was all. But something flickered in his expression. His jaw tightened slightly. Then it was gone and he was looking at someone else, continuing like nothing happened.

Noah stared at his laptop. His face felt hot.

The meeting went on. More presentations. More data. Noah glanced up once and Atlas was leaned back in his chair, one arm draped over the armrest, fingers drumming once against the leather before going still.

The meeting ended forty minutes later. People stood, started gathering their things, talking in clusters.

Noah closed his laptop and left before anyone could stop him.

He walked to the elevator. Pressed the button. The wait felt long.

The door opened. Empty.

He stepped in and pressed his floor number. The doors started sliding closed.

A hand caught them. They jerked back open.

Atlas stepped in.

He didn't say anything. Just moved to the opposite wall and leaned against it, shoulder blades flat, one ankle crossed over the other. Casual. Like they were strangers sharing an elevator.

The doors closed.

The hum of the elevator filled the space. Mechanical. Constant. The light above them flickered once then steadied.

Noah stared at the numbers above the door. Descending. 42. 41.

Atlas pulled out his phone. His thumb moved across the screen but Noah could see from the corner of his eye that he wasn't really looking at it. Just—moving his thumb. After a few seconds he put it away, slid it back into his pocket.

Noah's hand was in his own pocket now, fingers curled into a fist.

"There's a new analysis report presentation next week," Atlas said.

His voice was quiet. Even. Not looking at Noah. Eyes straight ahead at the closed doors.

Noah turned his head slightly. "I saw it this morning."

"Right." Atlas nodded. Then he turned.

Their eyes met.

Atlas's gaze dropped. Just for a second. Down to Noah's mouth. His jaw. The line of his throat.

Then back up to his eyes.

Noah forgot to breathe.

The elevator slowed. 38.

Atlas straightened, pushed off the wall with his shoulder. His hand came out of his pocket.

"See you around."

His voice was quiet. His eyes didn't leave Noah's face.

The doors opened.

Noah's floor.

He stepped forward. His legs felt strange. He stopped at the threshold, hand catching the door frame. Turned back.

"Yeah. See you."

Atlas was watching him. Standing in the middle of the elevator now, not against the wall anymore. Closer. His hands were at his sides. His expression was—

The doors started closing.

Atlas didn't move.

They closed.

Noah stood there in the hallway staring at the brushed metal, his reflection warped and unclear.

His pulse was everywhere—in his throat, his wrists, behind his eyes.

He walked. Didn't know where he was going. Ended up at the bathroom. Pushed through the door.

The bathroom was empty. Fluorescent lights humming overhead. He went to the sink and gripped the edge of it, knuckles going white.

Looked up at the mirror.

His face was flushed. His pupils were blown wide, barely any color left.

He turned on the water. Cold. Cupped his hands under it and splashed his face once. Twice. The cold shocked his skin but didn't help.

"He didn't even look at me before," he said to his reflection. His voice sounded strange in the empty bathroom. "He acted like I didn't exist."

But today he stopped in the hallway. Said hey. Smiled. Almost smiled. That thing his mouth did.

"Stop." Noah straightened. Grabbed paper towels and dried his face. "Don't do this."

His neck was still warm. His hands were shaking slightly.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out.

Lydia: im almost there! 10 min

Right. Lydia was coming.

He typed back: ok

Stared at the screen for a second then locked it.

Back at the office Clara was watching him before he even sat down.

"What?" Noah said.

"Nothing." But she was smiling.

Elias glanced up from his laptop. Didn't say anything.

Noah opened his laptop and stared at the screen. Didn't see anything. Just Atlas's face. The way he looked at him in the elevator. The way his eyes dropped to Noah's mouth. The way he stood there when the doors were closing. Didn't move. Just—stood there.

He opened a file. Started typing. Deleted it. Started again.

The door opened and Lydia burst through. "Hey!"

She walked straight to him and threw her arms around his neck, kissed his cheek.

"Lydia. We're at work." His voice was flat but his face was hot again.

She ignored him. Spun around to face Clara and Elias. "Hi! I'm Lydia. Noah's sister."

They stood. Shook hands. Lydia asked about their work, about the office, about how long they'd known Noah. They answered, laughing at something she said.

Five minutes later they all left together. Outside Noah and Lydia said goodbye to Clara and Elias, hugged, promised to see them tomorrow.

Got in a cab.

Lydia was quiet for maybe thirty seconds. Then: "Why don't you drive anymore? You have a car."

"Cabs are easier."

She studied his face. Hugged his arm. "Did something happen with the car?"

"No."

"Okay." She didn't believe him. He could tell by the way she squeezed his arm.

The cab moved through traffic. Lydia talked about school, her roommate, some party this weekend. Noah made sounds of agreement, nodded when it seemed right, but he wasn't listening.

Atlas. The way his voice sounded in the elevator. Quiet. Even. The way he stood there after the doors opened. Closer than before. His hands at his sides. His eyes on Noah's face.

Stop thinking about it.

But the warmth in his chest wouldn't go away.

—-
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At home Sunny met them at the door. She was jumping, barking, her tail whipping back and forth so hard her whole body curved.

Lydia screamed. Dropped her bag. Scooped Sunny up and Sunny went insane licking her face, her neck, her ears.

"Put your stuff away first," Noah said.

Lydia sat on the floor instead. Let Sunny crawl all over her.

Noah went to his room. Changed into sweats and an old t-shirt, one that was soft from too many washes.

Came back out. "I'm taking her to the park."

"I'm coming!" Lydia jumped up, Sunny still in her arms.

They grabbed jackets. Walked to the park. The evening air was cooler now, the sun sitting low and orange above the buildings.

Sunny did her business by a tree. They walked the path around the pond. Lydia filmed them on her phone—Noah throwing Sunny's toy, Sunny bringing it back, dropping it at his feet.

Back home they cooked together. Pasta with the sauce Noah had learned to make in class. Salad. Garlic bread.

At dinner Sunny was in Lydia's lap, half asleep, her breathing deep and even.

They ate in silence for a while. Comfortable. The only sounds were forks on plates, Sunny's occasional sigh.

Then Lydia set down her fork. Carefully. Like she'd been thinking about it.

"Why isn't Atlas here?"

Noah kept eating. Kept his eyes on his plate.

"Noah."

He set down his fork. Met her eyes. "We broke up."

"What?" Her voice pitched up. "When? What happened?"

"Why do you need to know?"

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Her brow furrowed.

Noah picked up his fork again. "It doesn't matter when or how. It's done."

"I'm gonna call him. Ask him—"

"Don't." Noah's voice came out too sharp. He set his fork down. Slower this time. "Don't call Atlas."

Lydia's hand was halfway to her phone. She froze. Her shoulders pulled in slightly.

"Okay," she said. Soft. "I won't."

The silence that followed was heavy.

Noah pushed food around his plate. "Three weeks. It's been three weeks." His voice was quieter now. "And it needed to end."

"But you guys loved each other."

Noah looked up. Met her eyes. "I loved him."

"He loved you too. I know he did. I saw—"

"Can we—" His voice caught. He cleared his throat. "Can we not talk about this? Please."

He tried to smile. His mouth moved but nothing else did.

Lydia watched him for a long moment. Then nodded. "Okay."

She went back to petting Sunny. Long, slow strokes down her back.

Noah stood. Too fast. His chair scraped against the floor loud enough to make Sunny's ears prick up.

He walked to the kitchen. Leaned against the counter. Both hands flat against the marble. Cold under his palms.

Breathed in. Out. Slow.

I loved him. Past tense. It's over.

He opened the fridge. Got out the dessert Clara had brought. Cut two pieces. Plated them. Brought them back to the table.

"Try this," he said. His voice was normal again. He smiled and this time it was real.

Lydia stood up and hugged him. Tight. Her face pressed into his shoulder.

"I love you," she said.

"Love you too."

She pulled back. He told her—firmly—never to give Sunny chocolate. Or any sweets. Ever.

They cleaned up together. Loaded the dishwasher. Put away leftovers. Wiped down the counters.

Noah settled on the couch with his laptop. Work. Something to focus on.

Sunny climbed onto his chest. Curled up there, her weight warm and solid. Real.

Lydia took photos. "You guys are adorable."

She posted them on Instagram. Tagged Noah.

Later he saw them. "Stop posting pictures of me."

"Never." Lydia grinned. "You two are perfect together."

Before bed Noah stood. "I'm taking her out."

"I'm coming."

They grabbed jackets. Walked. The night was clear, stars faint but visible despite the city lights.

Lydia filmed them playing with Sunny's rope toy. Posted it. Tagged him again.

"Seriously. Stop."

She laughed. "The world deserves to see this."

Back home Noah said goodnight. Lydia was sleeping with Sunny tonight.

He went to his room alone.

Lay in bed. Stared at the ceiling. The darkness pressed in around him.

Atlas. The way he looked in that suit. The way his voice sounded in the elevator. Quiet. Lower than usual. The way his eyes dropped to Noah's mouth. The way he didn't move when the doors were closing. Just stood there watching.

Atlas. The way he looked at me. Calm. Warm. The way he smiled. The way his eyes—

He's playing a game. Being polite. That's all.

He said it out loud to the empty room. "That's all it is."

But the warmth in his chest didn't go away.

He closed his eyes.

Sleep took a long time coming.
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Careful Calm 
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Morning came with Lydia's voice cutting through sleep.

"Noah! Let's take Sunny out!"

He groaned and rolled over. Sunlight hit his eyes and he squeezed them shut. Pulled the pillow over his face.

"Noah!"

"Okay." His voice came out muffled. "Okay, I'm up."

He got out of bed and stumbled downstairs, one hand trailing along the wall.

Lydia was already by the door with her jacket on and Sunny in her arms. She was grinning at him.

"Morning."

Noah reached up. His hair was sticking everywhere. He tried to flatten it. "Morning."

He grabbed his jacket off the hook and followed her out into the cold.

The park was quiet this early. The air bit at his lungs—sharp and clean. His breath came out in white puffs.

Sunny took off the second Lydia set her down. Her ears flopped with each bound, her tail a blur of gold. She chased a leaf skittering across the path, pounced on it with both front paws, then looked back at them.

Lydia laughed. "I'll take care of her after school. I promise."

Noah glanced at her. "No food except her kibble."

"I know, I know."

They walked the loop. Sunny ran ahead, circled back, ran ahead again. Her paws left small prints in the damp grass.

When they got home Noah filled her bowl and she attacked it like she'd been starving, her ears falling forward, the kibble crunching between her teeth. She looked up every few seconds to make sure he was still there.

He threw her toy across the room. She brought it back, dropped it at his feet, and stared at him until he threw it again.

Then he made omelets for him and Lydia.

She took a bite and her eyebrows went up. "You actually learned how to cook."

"I'm learning." He sat across from her. "I have class tonight. I'll be home by nine."

She smiled. "Look at you. Growing up."

"Shut up."

After breakfast he went upstairs and got ready.

His favorite suit. Navy. Fitted. He buttoned the shirt slowly, adjusted the collar in the mirror.

Then he grabbed the cologne. Sprayed once. Twice. Three times.

He stepped back and the scent hit him. Way too strong.

He looked at himself in the mirror. Shook his head. Smiled.

Great job, Noah.

Downstairs Lydia was waiting with Sunny in her arms.

She hugged him and kissed his cheek. "See you later."

"See you."

—-
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On the way to work Atlas appeared in his head. No warning. Just there.

Don't.

He thought about the presentation instead. Tomorrow. The numbers he needed to review. The client questions they'd prepared for.

At the office only Clara was there.

"Morning," Noah said, setting his bag down.

Clara looked up. Her nose wrinkled. "Did you shower in cologne?"

Heat flooded his ears. "I think I—uh. I think I used too much."

"A little." She was grinning. "Someone at cooking class?"

"No."

"You sure? It's a good place to meet people."

Noah grabbed his coffee and sat at his desk. Opened his email.

Scrolled through.

Then stopped.

From: Henry Rains, Sterlins Holdings Subject: Tomorrow's Analysis Report Meeting

3 PM. 43rd floor.

Noah typed back: Confirmed.

He set his phone down.

At least Atlas won't be there.

A few minutes later Elias walked in. "Hey."

"Hey."

They talked about the weekend. About the project. Then settled into work.

Maybe an hour passed. Maybe two. Noah's phone rang.

"Your father would like to see you. In his office."

He frowned. "Did he say why?"

"No. He said it's important."

"Okay. I'll be there."

He hung up and stood.

What now?

He took the elevator to the executive floor. His reflection stared back at him in the polished doors. The cologne was still too strong. He could smell it.

He walked down the hall and knocked on his father's door.

"Come in."

Noah opened it. "Hey."

His father didn't look up from his computer. His fingers kept moving across the keyboard. Three more seconds. Four. Then he stopped. Looked up.

"Sit."

Noah sat.

His father leaned back in his chair. His eyes moved over Noah—the suit, the hair, lingering for a second on his face. Taking inventory.

"How are you?"

"I'm good."

His father's gaze didn't shift. Didn't blink. "Lydia's staying with you."

"Yeah."

"You got a dog."

"Sunny. Yeah."

His father's jaw tightened. Barely. "Can you handle the responsibility of a dog?"

Noah met his eyes. Held them. "I'm taking good care of her."

Silence.

His father picked up a pen. Set it down. Aligned it with the edge of his desk. "How's the work going? For next week's meetings?"

"Everything's on track. Tomorrow we're going over the Sterlins Holdings report."

"Good." His father's thumb tapped once against the armrest. "Are you still seeing Atlas?"

Noah's head came up. Fast. "No. Why?"

His father shrugged. One shoulder. "No reason."

Noah stood. His chair scraped against the floor. "If that's all, I should get back to work."

His father studied him. Long enough that Noah had to fight the urge to look away. Finally he nodded. "You can go."

He walked to the door. His hand was on the handle when he stopped. Turned.

His father was watching him.

Noah's mouth twitched. Then left.

In the elevator he leaned against the wall and breathed.

Why did he ask about Atlas?

The name still felt sharp. Like something he had to step around carefully or he'd cut himself.

Mom wouldn't have said anything.

Would she?

Back at the office Clara and Elias were waiting by his desk.

"Let's get lunch," Clara said.

They went to the Italian place down the street. Ordered. While they waited Noah told them about the new recipe he'd learned in class. Clara talked about the guy she'd been seeing—how he made her laugh, how different he was from her ex. Elias talked about vacation plans with Mark. Maybe Bali. Maybe Greece.

After lunch they stopped at Starbucks. Got coffee. Walked back.

Clara looped her arm through Noah's and kept talking about the guy. How funny he was. How he'd surprised her with flowers last week.

Elias made a joke about something. Noah laughed.

For a second he thought about Atlas. About how they used to walk like this. How Atlas would—

Stop.

He looked at Clara. "He sounds great."

"He is."

They walked into the building and headed toward the elevators.

Still laughing. Still talking. Not paying attention.

When they reached the elevator bay three people were already waiting. Their backs to them.

Clara was whispering something in Noah's ear about Elias. Something embarrassing. They were both smiling.

Then one of them turned around.

Atlas.

Noah's breath stopped. His eyes found Atlas's face before his brain caught up.

Clara's arm was still looped through his.

Atlas looked at Clara's hand first. His gaze held there for half a second—maybe less—then moved to Noah's face. Something crossed his expression, too fast to catch. Gone before Noah could read it. His face went smooth again, that careful calm sliding back into place.

A half-smile. "Hey."

The words stuck in Noah's throat. "Hey."

Clara and Elias looked between them.

The elevator doors opened.

Everyone stepped in.

The space felt smaller than usual. The hum of the elevator was loud in the silence. Noah stared at the floor numbers above the door.

Atlas moved to the side wall. Turned slightly toward Noah.

"I might stop by tomorrow's meeting." His voice was quiet. Steady. "If I can clear my schedule."

He was looking right at Noah.

Noah's mouth opened. Closed. He swallowed. His eyes went to Atlas's mouth for a second—too long—then back up.

He nodded.

Atlas's thumb moved across the edge of his phone. Once. That thing he used to do when he was nervous. His gaze lifted and the corners of his eyes crinkled slightly. Not quite a smile but close.

The elevator slowed.

Noah's floor.

The doors opened and Noah stepped out. He stopped. Turned.

"See you."

Atlas's gaze dropped to Noah's mouth. Lingered. Then back up.

"See you."

The doors slid closed.

Noah stood there staring at his own reflection in the brushed metal. His pulse hammered in his throat, his wrists, behind his eyes.

Clara and Elias didn't say anything until they got inside the office.

"Who was that?" Clara asked. She was trying to sound casual.

Noah sat at his desk. "The owner's son. Of the company we work with."

"That's not what I'm asking." Elias leaned against his desk with his arms crossed.

Warmth spread across Noah's face. "What are you asking then?"

Clara smiled. "You two have history."

"There's nothing."

"Sure."

They both watched him. Waiting.

Noah looked up. "Why are you staring at me?"

Clara grinned. "No reason."

Noah shook his head and opened his laptop.

Does he do this every time now? Just—say hi like nothing happened?

He thought about the two people who'd been with Atlas. The way they'd glanced between them in the elevator.

Don't come tomorrow. Please don't come tomorrow.

He pulled up the reports and started working.

Clara and Elias went back to their desks. They talked about deadlines. Client feedback. The usual.

At six they packed up.

"I have class," Noah said. "See you guys tomorrow."

"Have fun," Clara said.

"Don't learn too much," Elias added.

Noah left.

—-
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After cooking class he got home and Lydia and Sunny were at the door.

Sunny jumped and barked, her tail whipping back and forth so hard her whole body curved.

Lydia was talking before he even got his jacket off. About the park. About Sunny. About the comments on the photos she'd posted.

Noah listened. Laughed. Made sounds at the right times.

Then he went upstairs and took a shower.

Stood under the water. Let it run over his face.

Two days. I've seen him twice now.

He seems so calm. Like it doesn't bother him at all.

He's probably happy. Probably with someone new already.

Something twisted behind his ribs.

It doesn't matter. It doesn't concern me anymore.

He got out and looked at himself in the mirror. Forced a smile at his reflection.

I'm fine.

Downstairs he spent time with Lydia and Sunny. Lydia showed him the photos she'd taken today—Sunny running, Sunny sleeping, Sunny attacking her rope toy.

Then she took one of Noah kissing Sunny's head. Posted it immediately.

Later Sunny fell asleep on Noah's chest. Lydia took a video. Posted that too.

"We should make Sunny an Instagram," Lydia said.

Noah laughed. "What, is she gonna be an influencer?"

"Why not?"

"That's ridiculous."

"You're no fun."

They sat in comfortable silence for a while. Then Lydia spoke again.

"I see Sienna every week. She's teaching me photography." She paused. "She didn't say anything about you and Atlas breaking up."

Noah looked at her. "You see her every week?"

"Yeah. And she said I can go to Vogue Italy with them. Mom said yes."

"You expect her to gossip with you?"

"It wouldn't hurt."

"That's over. Drop it."

Lydia studied his face. "As long as you're okay. That's all that matters."

She hugged him. Tight.

Noah huffed. "You hug me constantly."

"Get used to it." She pulled back and smiled. "It's okay though."

"Can Sunny sleep with me tonight?"

"Fine."

"Night."

"Night."

They went to their rooms.

Noah picked up Sunny carefully and carried her to his bed. Set her down. She was already asleep, curled into a tight ball.

He lay down beside her and ran his hand through her fur. Soft. Warm. The color of wheat in late summer—gold at the tips, deeper amber underneath.

He thought about tomorrow. The meeting.

He won't come. He said 'might.' He hasn't been to any meetings in weeks.

But then he remembered Atlas's face. The way he looked at him in the elevator. That careful calm. His thumb moving across his phone.

Heat crept up Noah's neck.

He's playing some kind of game. Don't take it seriously. Don't.

He closed his eyes. Sunny's breathing was steady against his ribs. Outside a siren wailed in the distance, fading into the hum of the city.

Tomorrow would come soon enough.
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You Didn't Touch Me 
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Morning came early. Too early.

Sunny's bark cut through sleep. Once. Twice. High-pitched. Insistent.

Noah opened his eyes. She was sitting on the bed, staring at him. Her tail a golden blur.

He smiled. "Morning."

She lunged forward. Licked his face—his nose, his chin, his cheek. Her whole body wiggled with the effort of her tail.

"You ready to go out?"

She barked. Loud. Right in his face.

Noah scooped her up. Her fur was warm from sleep, soft against his palms. He carried her downstairs, feeling her heartbeat quick and excited against his chest.

Lydia's door was still closed. Quiet behind it.

His jacket hung by the door—he grabbed it on the way out. Slipped on shoes. Took Sunny outside.

The air was cold. Sharp enough to sting his lungs. The sun wasn't even up yet. Just a faint glow on the horizon, gold bleeding into grey.

They walked. Sunny ran ahead, her ears flopping. Came back. Ran ahead again. Her paws left small prints in the damp grass.

Noah's mind drifted. The meeting. Today. Three PM.

He looked down at her. "He shouldn't come."

She barked.

A smile tugged at his mouth. "Yeah. I thought so too."

They walked back. Noah fed Sunny, watched her attack the bowl like she'd never eaten before. Then headed upstairs.

The shower was too hot but he stayed under it. Let the water beat against his shoulders. His neck. Let it wash everything away.

After, he dressed. The navy suit—sharp lines, perfect fit. White shirt, crisp and clean. His favorite tie, the one Clara said made him look "dangerous."

Downstairs, he cracked eggs into a pan. Toast popped. Coffee brewed—the smell filled the apartment, rich and dark and familiar.

He went to Lydia's door. Knocked. "Lydia. Breakfast."

A groan from inside. "What time is it?"

"Time to get up."

"Go away."

He opened the door anyway. "Now."

She stumbled out a few minutes later. Hair everywhere. Eyes barely open. She picked up Sunny, kissed her head, collapsed into a chair at the table.

Ate in silence for a bit. Then looked at him. "I like the new you."

Noah smiled. "You're unbearable in the morning."

She grinned. "So are you."

He stood. Grabbed his coat. "I have to go. Clean up when you're done."

She nodded. Mouth full of toast.

"See you tonight."

He hugged Sunny. Buried his face in her fur for a second. Then left.

—-
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At work, Sarah was in the lobby. She looked up when he walked in. Smiled.

"Morning. You look good."

Warmth crept up from his collar. "Thanks."

"See you later."

"Yeah. See you."

The elevator was empty. Good. He rode it up, got off on his floor. But instead of going straight to the office, he detoured to the bathroom.

Stood at the mirror. Adjusted his tie. Smoothed his hair.

Yeah. I do look good.

A smile pulled at his mouth. Small. Private.

He headed to the office.

Clara and Elias were by the window, coffee in hand. Watching people on the street below. Making comments. Laughing at something.

"Morning," Noah said.

They turned. Both smiled. "Morning."

They talked about work. Tasks for the day. Deadlines. Client calls. Then settled into it.

At noon, they went to lunch. A cafe two blocks away. The usual spot.

They talked about weekend plans. Clara's date. Elias and Mark's apartment hunt. Office gossip—who was sleeping with who, who got promoted, who was getting fired.

Noah checked his watch. 1:43.

"I have a meeting at two. At Sterlins Holdings."

Clara's expression went carefully neutral. Too carefully. "Sterlins Holdings?"

"Yeah."

She glanced at Elias. Smiled.

Warmth spread across Noah's face. "What?"

Clara's smile widened. "Nothing. Good luck with the meeting."

Elias smirked into his cup.

Noah's phone buzzed. Jared.

drinks tonight. come.

Noah typed back: after my meeting

He looked at the time again. 1:47.

"I should go."

Stood. Grabbed his things. His laptop. His folder.

"Good luck," Clara said. Her tone was innocent. Her eyes weren't.

"Thanks."

Elias waved. Still smiling.

—-
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Traffic was heavy. Midtown always was. Horns. Taxis cutting each other off. Pedestrians jaywalking.

Noah went over the presentation in his head. Key points. Numbers. Projections. What Henry would ask. What he'd answer.

Traffic slowed at a red light.

His mind drifted—unwanted, automatic—to Atlas.

Not the cold Atlas from the breakup. The Atlas from yesterday. That calm smile. The way his eyes had softened when he looked at Noah. The nervous habit with his phone—thumb brushing the edge, once, twice. A habit Noah had forgotten. Now remembered.

Something warm unfurled in his chest. Familiar. Unwanted.

His fingers tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles went pale.

Stop. Professional meeting. Nothing else.

The light turned green. He drove.

Sterlins Holdings rose above him. Glass and steel. Sleek. Modern. Intimidating in the way expensive things always were.

He parked. Took the elevator up. The building was quiet. Too quiet. Just the hum of air conditioning. The soft ding of elevator floors.

43rd floor.

He found the conference room. Door open. Light spilling out.

Matte wood table. Glass walls. White light that barely hummed. Outside the windows, the city moved—silver and grey and distant.

He stepped inside.

Only Henry was there. Laptop open. Papers spread across the table. He looked up. Smiled.

"Noah. Good to see you."

Noah's gaze swept the room. Automatic. The empty chairs. The seat at the head of the table—vacant.

His eyes caught there. Held a beat too long.

He's not coming.

Something in his chest tightened, then released. He couldn't name what that was. Didn't want to try.

He looked away. Crossed to the table. Set his laptop down—the sound too loud in the quiet.

"You too."

They shook hands. Noah sat. Pulled out his folder. Opened it.

Henry was already talking. About timelines. Projections. What the client wanted.

Noah nodded. Listened. Pulled up the presentation on his laptop.

But part of him—small, stupid—kept glancing at the door.

Waiting.

Even though he'd told himself not to.

Even though it was better this way.

Focus.

He focused.

They worked.

Henry pointed to a chart on his screen. "These numbers—third quarter projections. The client wants to see growth, but realistically—"

The door opened.

Noah's head came up. Automatic.

Footsteps. Measured. Certain.

Atlas.

He walked in like the building was his. It probably was.

Noah's pulse kicked. He looked down at his laptop. Fast.

"Good afternoon." Atlas's voice was calm. Even. Unhurried.

He crossed the room. Jacket unbuttoned. Sleeves crisp. Posture loose, easy in a way that cost money to learn.

His eyes swept the table. Henry. The reports. Then Noah.

Just for a second. Their eyes met.

Noah's breath caught somewhere between his lungs and his throat.

Atlas looked away first. "Sorry I'm late."

He wasn't sorry. Everyone knew it.

Henry's phone buzzed. He glanced at it, frowned.

"Excuse me. I need to take this." He stood, already moving toward the door. "Keep going, I'll be back."

The door clicked shut behind him.

The room felt smaller.

Noah shifted in his chair. Aligned the edge of his report with the table's grain.

Atlas moved closer—unhurried, deliberate. Sat beside him. Not across.

The air changed. Warmer. Closer.

He didn't bring a laptop. Never did. Just his hands on the table, sleeves rolled to his forearms, posture easy.

Noah opened the next file. Kept his voice steady.

"This section covers Sterlins' Q3 performance."

Atlas leaned in. Just enough. "Margins improved. Slightly. But growth rate's flat."

"Two-point-three percent," Noah said. "They're stabilizing, not expanding."

Atlas's mouth curved. Almost a smile. "Because they redirected budget to PR."

"Optics over efficiency."

Atlas's laugh was soft. Barely there. "Dumas style."

Noah's lips twitched. "You said that last quarter too."

"I was right then."

"You still are."

Silence stretched between them. Neither filled it.

They moved together. Unconscious. The way people do when they've done this a hundred times before.

Atlas tapped the margin of one report with his pen. "Here—vendor contracts. The ratio's off."

Noah leaned in. Their shoulders aligned but didn't touch. A hair's breadth between them. "They duplicated supplier IDs. Two entries for the same firm."

Atlas nodded once. "Inflated reports."

"Artificially," Noah said.

"We'll need to bring that up tomorrow." Atlas's tone softened. Lost its edge.

"Better to be upfront now than fix it later."

Atlas's gaze stayed on him longer than necessary. "You always said that."

Noah didn't look up. "Still believe it."

Atlas leaned back. His eyes traced Noah's profile, the line of his jaw, the way his brow eased when a line balanced.

"You're good at this."

Noah's fingers paused over the keyboard. Then kept typing. "Someone had to be."

The corner of Atlas's mouth lifted. Tired. Honest. "Always were."

Henry's voice came from the doorway. "Sorry—urgent call. You two continue. I'll read your notes later."

He left again. The door clicked.

The room sealed shut around them.

Atlas stayed close. Watched Noah's focus narrow on the numbers. The small crease between his brows when something didn't add up.

Noah reached for a page. His hand crossed the invisible line between them—close enough that Atlas could feel the warmth of it in the air.

Atlas went still. The paper trembled slightly in Noah's grip.

"Sorry," Atlas murmured.

Noah didn't pull back. "You didn't touch me."

Atlas swallowed. Quiet. "Didn't need to."

The air felt different now. Thicker. Charged in a way neither of them acknowledged.

Noah turned another page. His voice came out quieter. "We can note it under risk mitigation."

Atlas nodded. "Do it."

They worked. No wasted words. When Noah typed, Atlas's breathing slowed. Matched the rhythm of the keys.

After a while, Atlas leaned closer. Looking at the chart.

"You adjusted the forecast variable?"

"Yeah. Market shift."

"Smart."

"It's part of the job."

"Not everyone does it like you."

Noah didn't answer. The screen's reflection caught both their faces—one focused, one quietly studying.

Atlas inhaled. A different scent cut through the sterile air. Subtle. Unfamiliar.

"You changed your cologne."

Noah's fingers stilled on the keyboard. "Yeah."

"Used to be cedar."

A pause. Then, "I like change."

Atlas smiled. Soft. Knowing. "Yeah. I can see that."

The words hung between them. Heavy with everything they weren't saying.

The report finished itself. Noah scrolled. Saved. The sound of keys faded into stillness.

Atlas straightened. His eyes flicked to the monitor—where the desktop blinked into view.

A small golden dog curled in a red blanket, asleep.

"That your dog?"

"Sunny."

"She's cute."

"She is."

Atlas reached for his notes. "Send me the update when it's finalized."

"You'll have it tonight."

He stood. Turned toward the door. His hand on the handle when he stopped.

"Don't rush it," he said. Quiet.

"I won't."

Their eyes met. Held.

The door shut behind him.

Noah sat in the silence. The hum of the vent filled the space Atlas left behind.

The screen glowed with Sunny sleeping and a row of open cells waiting for new data.

He breathed. Slow. Steady.

—-
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Noah gathered his things. Laptop. Folder. Pen.

Left.

In the car, he thought about the meeting. The way they'd worked together. Easy. Natural. Like no time had passed.

A smile tugged at his mouth. Small. Involuntary.

Stop.

But it stayed.

—-
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The bar was loud. Music. Voices. Laughter.

Marcus, Jared, Alex, and Sam were at a table in the back. Beers already half-empty.

Noah walked over. "Hey."

They looked up. All smiled.

"Noah!" Marcus raised his beer.

Alex grinned. "You look good, man. Like, really good."

Noah's face warmed. "I'm good. Yeah."

He sat. Ordered a beer.

"—and then he just fell. Face-first into the console." Marcus was laughing so hard he could barely talk.

Alex wiped his eyes. "Did he get up?"

"Eventually."

They kept going. More stories. More laughs. Sam talked about his new job. Jared complained about his landlord.

Noah told them about Sunny. How she learned to open doors by jumping. How she stole his socks. How she slept upside down.

Marcus pulled out his phone. Scrolled. "Dude. Lydia tags you in like ten posts a day."

He showed Noah. Photos. Videos. Sunny playing. Sunny sleeping. Sunny with Noah.

Noah laughed. "She's obsessed."

"She's not wrong though. You and that dog are cute as hell."

"Shut up."

They kept going. More stories. More laughs. Sam talked about his new job. Jared complained about his landlord. Marcus showed photos of a trip he was planning.

An hour passed. Maybe two.

Noah checked his watch. "I should go. Lydia's at home."

"Aww, responsible Noah," Alex teased.

"Fuck off."

They hugged. Said their goodbyes. See you soon. Text me. All that.

Noah left.

—-
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At home, he knocked.

Lydia opened the door.

She was holding a kitten. Grey. Fluffy. Tiny.

Sunny was at her feet. Jumping. Barking. Excited.

Noah stared. "What is that?"

Lydia grinned. "British Shorthair."

"I'm not asking what breed. Where did you get it?"

"I was walking after school. Saw him. Bought him." She said it like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Noah blinked. "Did you ask Dad?"

"No." Still grinning.

Noah shook his head. Took the kitten from her hands. Looked at it. Big round eyes. Soft grey fur.

"He's really cute," Noah admitted.

Sunny barked. Loud. Jealous.

Noah handed the kitten back to Lydia. Picked up Sunny instead. "Hey, baby. I see you."

Lydia laughed. Gestured to the living room. "I got him stuff. Food. Toys. A bed."

Noah looked. Everything was scattered across the floor. Toys. Bowls. A little bed.

"You exploded the living room."

"Sunny and I were playing." She showed him videos on her phone. Sunny and the kitten. Running around. Playing.

Noah loosened his tie. Pulled it off. "What'd you name him?"

"Luna."

"Luna's a girl's name."

"He doesn't know that."

Noah smiled. Sat on the floor. Still holding Sunny. Lydia handed him Luna.

He held both. One in each arm. Sunny licked his face. Luna purred.

He looked at Lydia. "If you can't get permission, don't drag me into it."

She grinned. "I'll just move in with you."

"Dad would never allow that either." Noah laughed. "Lucky for me."

Noah set them both down. "I need to work."

Went upstairs. Changed into sweats. A t-shirt.

Came back down. Made coffee. Strong. Black.

Sat at the kitchen table. Opened his laptop. Pulled up the reports.

Reviewed everything. Added the new information. Notes from the meeting. Atlas's observations. Henry's questions.

Typed it all up. Clean. Organized. Professional.

Sent it. To Henry. To Atlas.

Checked the time. 11:03.

He's probably asleep.

Closed his laptop. Went to the living room.

Lydia was on the couch. Asleep. Luna curled up on her chest. Sunny at her feet.

Noah touched her shoulder. "Lydia. Go to bed."

She mumbled something. Didn't move.

"Lydia."

"I'm sleeping here."

"No you're not."

"Yes I am."

Noah sighed. "Fine."

He picked up Sunny. She was warm. Heavy with sleep.

Luna meowed. Looked up at him.

Noah looked back. Their eyes met.

"Okay. You too."

He scooped up Luna with his other arm. Carried them both upstairs.

Set them on the bed. They immediately curled up. Close to each other.

Noah lay down beside them. Watched them.

Luna's fur was soft. Grey. Almost silver in the low light. Sunny's was gold. Warm as wheat.

They looked good together.

He smiled.

Then the meeting came back. Atlas's words. His eyes. The way they'd moved together. Unconscious. Easy.

Give it time.

He watched Luna and Sunny. Their breathing slow. Even.

Sleep found him.

Gentle.
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That Fragile Thing 
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Friday morning came with sounds.

A soft thud. A meow. Sunny's bark—sharp, playful.

Noah opened his eyes. Luna and Sunny were wrestling on the floor beside the bed. Sunny had Luna's tail in her mouth. Luna batted at her face with soft paws.

He propped himself up on one elbow and watched them. A smile tugged at his mouth.

Email. Atlas. Meeting today.

His thumb hovered over the screen. Together.

He exhaled slow.

He looked away, at Sunny and Luna still playing, and shook his head. "Get up."

Sunny barked and looked at him, tail wagging.

He pushed off the bed and scooped them both up—Luna in one arm, Sunny in the other. Their warmth pressed against his chest as he carried them downstairs.

He kissed Luna's head. "Two days. You've been with us two days."

Luna purred.

His jacket hung by the door. He grabbed it, put Sunny down, and clipped on her leash. Luna followed them, meowing and running after.

"We'll be back," Noah said, and closed the door on Luna's face. She meowed louder.

—-
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The park was quiet and cold. Sunny ran ahead, her leash pulling taut while Noah followed.

His mind was elsewhere. The company. The research he'd done last night. Market position. Growth trajectory. Risk factors.

Sunny sniffed a tree, then another, then circled back to him.

At home, Luna was waiting by the door, meowing loud and insistent. Noah set Sunny down and they ran to their bowls, eating side by side.

He went upstairs. The shower was too hot but he stayed under it and let the water beat against his shoulders.

Got out. Dressed. Navy slacks. White shirt. No tie yet.

He stood at the mirror and ran a hand through his hair, smiled at himself.

Everything changed so fast.

Downstairs, he poured granola into a bowl, added Greek yogurt and honey. Coffee brewed—dark and expensive. Luna and Sunny circled his feet, weaving between his legs.

Lydia stumbled in with hair everywhere and eyes barely open. "Morning."

"Morning. Mirror first."

She grinned and sat at the table. "Love you too."

"What's your plan today?"

"Meeting Sienna after school."

"Why?" He looked at her.

"New camera. Photography stuff."

"Right."

He finished his coffee and grabbed his bag. Luna and Sunny were at the door, waiting and sitting.

He crouched, scratched behind their ears, and kissed their heads. "Be good."

Then left.

—-
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The office was empty when he arrived. Early. Quiet.

He sat at his desk, opened his laptop, and started working.

An hour later, Clara and Elias walked in. "Morning."

"Morning."

Elias made coffee and glanced at Noah while the machine hissed. " Atlas meeting today?"

" How did you—"

"You're here early." He poured. "And you look... sharp."

Clara hugged Noah from behind and rested her chin on his shoulder. "You look great. As always. Ignore him."

Noah's brow furrowed. "I don't know what you're implying."

Clara smiled and pulled back. "Coffee?"

"Thanks."

They worked. Emails. Reports. Calls. The morning disappeared into routine.

His phone buzzed.

Atlas.

I can pick you up at 1. For the meeting.

Noah's mouth curved. He started typing: I can drive myself.

Stopped. Deleted it.

Typed: That works.

He stared at the screen, at the message, at Atlas's name.

Clara touched his arm. "Something funny?"

He looked up fast. "Just—yeah. Something stupid."

Clara's eyes glinted. "Right."

Elias stood and stretched. "Lunch?"

Clara grabbed her coat. "Let's go."

Noah shook his head. "I have the meeting. Leaving soon."

"Right." Clara's smile widened. "The meeting. Have fun."

"See you this weekend," Elias said.

They left. The office went quiet.

Noah made another coffee and stood by the window, watching people below like tiny figures moving in patterns.

His phone buzzed.

I'm here.

He grabbed his bag and left.

In the elevator, he took a breath and let it out slow. "Professional. Just be professional."

The doors opened.

Outside, a black car waited at the curb. Sleek. Not the one from before.

He changed cars.

Noah walked over, opened the door, and got in.

Atlas was behind the wheel. He turned and smiled. "Hey."

"Hey."

—-
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They pulled into traffic. The city was loud with horns, sirens, construction somewhere.

"So," Atlas said, his voice even and calm. "What do you think about the company? From the research."

"Strong fundamentals. Good leadership team. But their market share's been stagnant for two years."

Atlas nodded, one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the console between them. "They're risk-averse. Playing it safe."

"Which works until it doesn't."

"Exactly."

They stopped at a red light. Atlas glanced at him. Their eyes met.

Held.

Noah looked away first, out the window.

The light turned green.

"I read your report last night," Atlas said. "The section on vendor contracts. That was good."

"Thanks."

"You’ve got an eye for things."

Noah's face warmed. He kept his eyes on the buildings sliding past. "It's the job."

" Not everyone does it like you. "

Silence. Not uncomfortable. Just—there.

Atlas shifted gears. His hand dropped to the console, stopping inches from Noah's knee, then pulled back and returned to the wheel.

Noah's breath caught for a second. His leg tensed.

A few blocks later, Atlas spoke again. "They're going to push for a quick decision. Today, probably."

"I know."

"We should hold off. At least a week. Get more data."

"Agreed."

Atlas glanced at him again. "You're calm about this."

"Should I not be?"

"No. It's—" Atlas paused. "It's good. You're good at this."

Noah looked at him, at his profile, the line of his jaw, the way his hands rested on the wheel—easy, confident. His left wrist loose against the window, his thumb drawing a barely visible circle on the leather.

That movement.

Noah knew it. Atlas always did that when he was thinking about something.

" You’re talking more these days," Noah said quietly, not sure why he said it.

Atlas's mouth curved at the corner. "Have I?"

"Yeah."

"Maybe I'm trying something new."

Their eyes met again. Longer this time.

Atlas's fingers moved on the wheel once, twice. That nervous movement. Familiar.

He looked away, back to the road, but his throat moved with a swallow Noah could hear. "We're almost there."

Noah nodded and didn't say anything.

But something in his chest felt tight. The car felt smaller, the air heavy.

—-
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At the company, executives met them in the lobby. Suits. Handshakes. Smiles that didn't reach their eyes.

They rode the elevator up, walked down a hallway, and entered a conference room.

Large table. Windows overlooking the city. Too much light.

Noah and Atlas sat side by side. Natural. Like they'd planned it.

The presentations started. Market analysis. Growth projections. Client retention.

Noah listened and took notes, his pen moving across paper steady and controlled.

Under the table, his foot shifted an inch, maybe two, and hit something.

Atlas's shoe.

Both froze.

Noah pulled back fast, automatic.

But that spot on his ankle—even through the sock—was still burning. The heat of contact stayed there.

The presenter kept talking. "...twelve percent growth in Q3..."

Noah didn't lift his head. His eyes stayed on the paper but his pen had stopped, motionless on the page.

He felt Atlas beside him. In every cell.

His calf muscles were tense, aware of exactly where Atlas's legs were, the space between them.

A few inches. Only a few inches between them.

Atlas asked a question. "Your client retention is below industry average. Why is that?" His voice sharp and clear, but in the middle of the sentence—very slight, just for a moment—the words caught.

The executive answered. Atlas leaned forward, focused.

Noah glanced sideways at Atlas's hand on the table holding his pen, his fingers trembling slightly, at the way his jaw set when he was thinking.

Then looked away, back to his notes.

The meeting continued for an hour, then another.

Their feet didn't touch again. But Noah was aware of it. The almost. The possibility. His body still felt like it was waiting.

When it ended, they stood, shook hands, and said the right things.

Walked out side by side.

In the elevator, neither spoke. Just stood there watching the numbers descend.

—-
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In the parking garage, Atlas unlocked the car. They got in and pulled out into late afternoon traffic.

"So," Atlas said. "What did you think?"

Noah talked. The things that stood out. Growth potential. Risk areas. Leadership concerns.

His words were clean and professional.

Atlas listened, his eyes on the road, then back, and nodded.

When Noah finished, Atlas was quiet for a moment. Then started talking about the company, about market trends, about competitive positioning. Detailed. Analytical. His hands gestured in precise movements.

More than Noah had heard him say in weeks. Maybe months.

Noah found himself watching Atlas's mouth, the way the words came out, the way it moved when he spoke.

When did this change? When did he start explaining things like this?

Atlas turned and caught him.

"What?" Atlas asked, his voice soft.

"Nothing. Just—you're talking a lot."

Atlas smiled, but didn’t. Almost shy. "Is that bad?"

"No. It's good."

They held each other's gaze. The car slowed at a light.

"Where am I taking you?" Atlas asked.

"Lydia's with Sienna. I'll meet them."

"Where?"

Noah gave him the address.

But his eyes stayed on Atlas's hand, on the fingers on the wheel, that habit he'd never forgotten.

—-
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When they pulled up, Sienna was outside with Lydia.

Sienna saw Atlas through the windshield. Her eyes went wide.

Noah got out. Atlas followed.

Sienna walked over fast and threw her arms around Atlas. "Atlas! Oh my god!"

Then turned and hugged Noah. "Hey."

Lydia ran over. "Atlas!" She grabbed him tight. "I missed you."

Atlas's arms came around her gently. "Missed you too, kid."

"You can't just leave," Lydia said. "We should get dinner. I have so much to tell you."

Noah looked at her, his jaw tight.

She ignored him.

Atlas's mouth curved at the corner. His eyes flicked to Noah, then back to Lydia. "Sure. That sounds good."

"I'll text you," Lydia said.

Atlas nodded and got in the car. Stopped. Looked at Noah.

There was no coldness. Not anymore.

Something else was there instead—fragile, new. 

"See you," Atlas said.

Noah's hand lifted instinctively, stopped halfway, then dropped. "Yeah. See you."

Atlas smiled like he'd seen it. That half-movement.

Then drove away.

Noah stood there on the sidewalk, his chest tight and heavy.

Sienna turned to them. "So. Shopping?"

Lydia launched into it. Cameras. Lenses. Memory cards.

They walked. Lydia talked. Her phone rang and she stepped away.

Sienna looked at Noah. Really looked. "You seem good. Really good."

"Thanks. You too."

"How are things?"

"Good."

Sienna studied him. "How are you and Atlas? Really."

Noah's jaw tightened. "We're working together. That's it."

"Right." Pause. "You know... every relationship has problems."

"We're not in a relationship."

Sienna's eyes softened. "If the feelings are gone, they're gone. You can't force it."

Noah didn't answer. Just looked at her.

"But," she continued, "if they're not... you should figure that out."

Lydia came back and started talking about Sunday, an event, a photography thing.

"You should come," Sienna said. "Alice will be there."

"Maybe. If I'm free."

They talked about where, when, what to bring.

Then split up.

—-
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At home, Noah and Lydia cooked. 

Ate. Cleaned up.

Noah sat on the floor. Luna climbed onto his chest. Sunny curled up beside him.

He closed his eyes.

Lydia took a video and posted it.

His phone buzzed. Group chat. His friends. Laughing emojis. Comments.

dude you're a cat dad now?

what's next, a fish?

Noah looked at Lydia, half-asleep. "Post your own pictures."

She grinned. "Yours get more engagement."

"I'm going to bed."

He stood. Luna and Sunny followed.

He picked them both up, carried them upstairs, and set them on the bed.

They curled up together. Grey and gold.

Noah lay down and watched them.

Luna's fur was soft and silver in the low light. Sunny's was wheat-colored and warm.

He smiled.

Then the day came back. The meeting. The car ride.

Atlas. Talking. Explaining. Opening up.

That movement with his thumb on the wheel. The way his voice had caught. The tremor in his fingers.

He's changing.

Then Sienna's words. If the feelings are gone, they're gone.

Were they gone?

Noah's chest felt tight.

Then Atlas's face. That smile. The way he'd looked at Noah when he left. That fragile thing in his eyes.

The half-movement of Noah's hand. Atlas seeing it.

Heat spread across Noah's face. He pressed his palm to his cheek. It was warm.

What am I doing?

He closed his eyes.

Atlas's face. His voice. His hand near Noah's knee. That spot on his ankle—still warm.

Stop.

He pressed his palms to his eyes.

Stop.

Sunny shifted and pressed against his side.

Luna purred.

He took a breath.

Tomorrow. He'd think about it tomorrow.

Sleep came eventually.

Restless.
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Maybe One Day 
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Noah woke up to a sudden pull at his hair and a wet swipe across his cheek.

Luna's tiny claws were tangled in his curls, and Sunny's tongue was already all over his face. He jerked up with a half-groan, blinking hard against the pale morning light bleeding through the blinds.

"Okay—okay, good morning," he mumbled, rubbing his face. His eyes felt gritty, his mouth dry.

He dropped Luna gently on the bed and glanced at the clock. 7:06.

With a sigh, he scooped both animals and headed downstairs. The city light leaking through the blinds was cold and silvery.

Sunny got her leash. Luna hopped onto the kitchen counter, tail twitching as she watched him with those big round eyes.

Noah slipped on his hoodie—the old gray one with the frayed cuffs—and took Sunny out into the quiet park. The air smelled like wet leaves and early coffee from the corner cart, that burnt-bitter smell that always meant morning. His breath made small clouds in the cold air.

By the time they returned, Lydia was in the kitchen—barefoot, coffee mug in hand, hair falling loose around her shoulders.

"Morning," she said, grinning.

"You're up early."

"Luna and Sunny made sure of that," Noah replied, unclipping Sunny's leash. The dog immediately headed for her water bowl, tags jingling. "Why are you up?"

"Atlas is picking me up in an hour. We're heading to Hudson Valley. Alice and Sienna booked a shoot."

He blinked. Stopped mid-reach for a coffee mug. "Wait—how's Atlas involved?"

"I texted him last night." She said it like it was nothing. "He said yes."

Noah stared for a moment. His jaw tensed. He exhaled through his nose, set the mug down harder than necessary.

"You could've told me."

"You'd have said no." Lydia laughed, already reaching for her phone. "You're coming too, right?"

"I don't know."

"Come on. I told Atlas you might. I even sent him photos of Sunny and Luna."

"Why would you do that?" His voice came out sharper than he meant.

"Because look at them!" she said, pointing at Sunny wagging her tail like a maniac. "He's gonna love them."

Noah muttered under his breath and headed for the shower. His shoulders were tight, that familiar knot forming at the base of his neck.

—-
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In the shower, the sound of water filled the apartment, muting the city below. Steam rose around him, fogging the glass door.

He leaned against the cool tiles, eyes closed. Go or don't go?

The water beat against his shoulders, too hot, turning his skin pink.

He shook his head. "No," he told himself. "Not today."

But then—Atlas's look on Friday flickered in his mind. That unguarded moment. That half-smile that made Noah's stomach twist.

By the time he stepped out, towel around his waist, water still dripping down his spine, his reflection smirked back at him in the steamed mirror. Maybe just go.

He dressed down: jeans, a white t-shirt, and the new red hoodie. A spray of his usual cologne—the new one, cedar and something sharper.

Downstairs, Luna and Sunny circled his feet as he prepped breakfast. He tried not to think about Atlas—failed instantly. His hands moved on autopilot, cracking eggs, heating the pan.

"Why is Atlas coming, again?" he asked aloud. His voice echoed slightly in the empty kitchen.

"Because Lydia texted him," he answered himself, shaking his head.

Lydia walked in, hair damp, glowing with energy, wearing a vintage denim jacket over a black turtleneck.

"You're actually dressed," she teased. "So you're coming."

"Someone's gotta stop you," Noah said, a corner of his mouth lifting despite himself.

"I'm not commenting on you and Atlas," she fired back, grinning wide.

"Don't," he warned, but there was a hint of amusement pulling at his lips.

"Fine, fine. He'll be here in twenty."

She grabbed her Canon M50, slid Luna into a transparent carrier.

"You're bringing Luna?" Noah asked, eyebrows raised.

"Of course. She photographs well."

"You're not normal," he muttered, grabbing Sunny's leash. The leather was worn in his hand, familiar.

—-

[image: ]


Atlas was already there—leaning against his car outside the park, the morning sun catching on the silver of his watch. Calm, tailored, unreadable. He had one ankle crossed over the other, arms folded loosely across his chest. The light made his dark hair look bronze at the edges.

Noah crossed the street with Sunny in his arms, pulse hammering in ways he didn't want to name. Their eyes met across the pavement. Atlas straightened.

"Hey," Atlas said, voice rougher than usual.

"Hey," Noah replied. His grip on Sunny tightened.

Lydia rushed ahead, hugging Atlas. "Morning!"

Atlas returned the gesture with his usual reserve, then spotted Luna through the carrier—his whole face changed, breaking into a grin Noah hadn't seen before.

"You brought the cat."

"She's photogenic," Lydia said proudly.

"I can see that," he murmured, glancing at Noah. The look lingered.

"Can I hold her?" Atlas asked, nodding toward Sunny.

Noah hesitated.

He passed her over.

Their fingers collided—Atlas's index finger pressing into Noah's palm for half a second before finding Sunny's weight. Noah yanked his hand back, shoved it deep in his pocket, curling his fingers against the fabric.

Sunny licked Atlas's jaw. He laughed—caught off guard, the sound genuine and warm.

"Friendly one, huh?"

"She picks people carefully," Noah said, throat constricting.

Atlas's gaze found his again. "Guess I passed the test."

—-
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They slid into the car—Lydia already in the backseat with Luna, humming to herself.

Noah sat up front, Sunny in his lap. The dog was already curling into a ball, radiating warmth against his thighs.

The city blurred behind them—bridges, fall trees turning copper and gold, the slow sprawl of morning light across the water. The Hudson stretched out below them, gray and glittering.

"Didn't think you'd come," Atlas said eventually, eyes still on the road. His left hand rested against the window frame, fingers tapping an absent rhythm.

"Someone had to keep her alive," Noah said, trying for casual.

Atlas's mouth twitched upward. "You're a good friend."

Noah found himself watching Atlas's right hand—the way his thumb pressed into the leather wheel, released, pressed again.

"Have you been to Hudson before?" Atlas asked.

"As a kid. Don't remember much." Noah kept his eyes forward, watching the trees pass.

"Didn't know you liked these things."

"What things?"

"Trips. Photos. People."

Atlas laughed under his breath. "You think I only go to galas?"

"Something like that," Noah admitted.

"When I get the time, I drive out—castles, gardens." Atlas paused, his jaw working like he was deciding on words. "You'd like Sudeley Castle. Or Hopetoun House."

"Maybe one day," Noah said. For a second their eyes met before Noah looked back at Sunny. His chest ached.

Sunny tilted her head toward Atlas, watching him with those big brown eyes.

"How long have you had her?"

"Three weeks," Noah said.

Atlas made a sound—half hum, half acknowledgment. His mouth curved, but he didn't look away from the road.

Lydia hummed along to music in the backseat, half-distracted, scrolling through her phone, completely oblivious.

"She moved in with you?" Atlas asked, glancing briefly at Noah.

"Thankfully, no." Noah's voice softened. "But it's... nice having her around."

"Can't imagine living with Evelyn," Atlas said after a pause. His knuckles whitened briefly on the wheel. "We were close once. Not anymore." His voice stayed level, tension visible only in the set of his shoulders. "Leander and Evander are eleven now. They keep her busy."

"Right. Twins," Noah said. "You saw them recently?"

"Last week. Their birthday." Atlas's thumb stilled on the wheel for a moment.

Then—

"When's yours?" Atlas asked, glancing sideways. The sun caught his profile, sharp and clean.

"December seventh," Noah said.

He hesitated, then turned slightly. "What about you?"

Atlas's eyes stayed on the road. "December  twenty-nine."

Noah's lips curved. "That's close."

"Close enough," Atlas said. His expression shifted—careful, deliberate, like he was filing the information somewhere that mattered. "Plans?"

"Probably a few beers with friends. Same as every year," Noah said.

"Family?"

"Still doing the cake thing. Tradition." Noah thought about his mom's chocolate cake, too much frosting, Lydia stealing the corner pieces.

Atlas nodded once, slow.

Up ahead, Alice and Sienna were already waiting near their car, waving.

Atlas parked. The engine went quiet. Lydia was out first, Luna's carrier swinging by her side, her boots crunching on gravel.

Noah stepped out with Sunny. The wind was cooler here, cutting through his hoodie, sharp and clean. Everything smelled like earth and fallen leaves and woodsmoke from somewhere distant.

Atlas shut the door. His shoulders dropped—fractionally, tension releasing. He looked toward the hills, the rust and gold of the trees, the valley spreading wide and open.

"Not bad for a Sunday," he said, barely above a murmur.

Noah glanced at him.

"Could be worse," he said.

—-
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The street smelled like coffee—real coffee, not the burnt stuff from the corner carts—and cold river air, that clean, sharp smell that came off water in November.

Noah walked a few steps behind Lydia, Sunny solid in his arms. Luna was zipped into her carrier on Lydia's back, her little gray face pressed against the mesh, watching everything with those huge round eyes.

Atlas walked ahead. Tall, shoulders back, hands in his jacket pockets. His breath made small clouds in the cold air that disappeared as fast as they formed.

The storefronts here were different from the city. Vintage shops with brass frames in the windows, hand-painted signs for cafes and bookstores, brick buildings with ivy crawling up the sides. Fog hung between them, clinging low. Somewhere down the block, someone was playing guitar—acoustic, a melody Noah recognized but couldn't name.

Alice spotted them first.

Her whole face changed—lit up, immediate. She waved, her camera bouncing against her chest as she crossed toward them.

"Noah!"

She wrapped him in a hug before he could even shift Sunny to one arm. Kissed his cheek, European-style, then pulled back with her hands on his shoulders, studying his face.

"You look good," she said. "How are you?"

"I'm okay." Noah tried for casual. "Yeah. Good."

Alice glanced past him. Atlas was approaching now, slower, hands still in his pockets.

"You look good too," she said, pulling Atlas into a hug.

Atlas chuckled—relaxed, easy. His arms went around her briefly, then dropped. "So do you."

They had that rhythm. The kind that came from knowing someone for years.

Alice turned back to the group, gesturing.

"This is my brother, Dorian." A guy in his twenties, dark hair, paint-stained jeans, holding a vintage film camera. He nodded at them. "And that's Sienna's sister, Selena."

Selena waved. She looked like Sienna but younger, sharper—leather jacket, undercut, eyeliner sharp enough to cut.

Everyone shook hands. Murmured greetings. Sunny wriggled in Noah's arms, whining, and Sienna crouched down immediately.

"Oh my god, she's adorable." Sienna reached out, let Sunny sniff her hand before petting her head. "And Luna—look at those eyes!"

Lydia turned so they could see Luna better. The kitten blinked slowly, unbothered.

For a few minutes, everyone talked over each other. Easy laughter, the rustle of camera straps, Lydia already snapping candid shots—Alice mid-laugh, Sienna petting Sunny, Dorian adjusting his lens.

Then they started walking.

The trail led up toward the hills, winding through trees that were half-bare, leaves scattered across the path in wet clumps. The ground was damp underfoot, still holding yesterday's rain.

—-
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Alice and Atlas fell into step at the front.

They were talking, voices low enough that Noah couldn't make out words. Atlas leaning in when Alice said whatever made her laugh, her hand briefly touching his forearm.

Behind them, Sienna walked with Lydia, Dorian, and Selena. They were talking shop—lighting angles, camera setups, debating 50mm versus 85mm lenses.

Noah lagged a few steps behind. Sunny pressed against his chest, getting heavier. He could feel her heartbeat, quick and steady.

He watched Atlas's shoulders, the easy way he moved, the tilt of his head when he was listening to Alice.

What are they talking about?

He shook his head. Doesn't matter.

The air smelled like pine and damp earth. His breath fogged with every exhale.

After a while, Alice drifted back toward Sienna. Atlas slowed until he was walking beside Noah.

"Want me to carry her for a bit?"

Noah looked at him. "You sure?"

"Yeah."

Noah shifted Sunny carefully into Atlas's arms. Their fingers collided again—this time Atlas's thumb dragged across Noah's knuckles, lingering a fraction too long before he adjusted his grip. Noah pulled his hand back and shoved it into his hoodie pocket, fingernails digging into his palm.

Atlas settled Sunny against his chest, one hand under her, the other steadying her. She immediately started licking his chin, tail going wild.

"She's got energy," Atlas said, looking down at her.

"She's selective." Noah kept his voice even. "Doesn't warm up to everyone."

Atlas looked at Sunny, then at Noah. "Guess I'm lucky then."

Noah exhaled through his nose, looked away toward the trees. His pulse was erratic.

—-
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They reached Beacon's main street.

Brick buildings lined both sides, narrow and close together. Hand-painted café signs, a bookstore with stacks visible through the window, a vintage record shop with a faded awning. The hum of weekend life—low voices, footsteps, a dog barking somewhere.

Dia Beacon was nearby. Noah could see the museum's clean lines in the distance, modern against all the old brick. A couple walked past with matching scarves and art prints tucked under their arms, deep in conversation.

Everyone else had their cameras out now—Lydia, Alice, Sienna, Dorian, Selena. Snapping shots of murals, market stalls, faded signs advertising things from decades ago.

Only Atlas and Noah were empty-handed.

Lydia came running over, breathless, Luna's carrier bouncing against her hip.

"Hold her a sec—" She thrust the carrier into Noah's arms before he could respond, then darted off toward Alice and Sienna, already framing her next shot.

Noah looked down at Luna. She looked back, deeply unimpressed.

He glanced at Atlas. They both started laughing at the same time—under their breath, but genuine.

Atlas shifted Sunny to one arm so he could see Luna better. "She looks judgmental."

"She is." Noah tilted the carrier slightly. "She judged my coffee this morning."

"What'd she decide?"

"That I'm a disappointment."

Atlas grinned—his whole face changing. "Strong opinions."

"She's a cat."

They moved closer to where the others were setting up shots. Old murals, cracked and fading but still vivid—someone's rendering of the Hudson, a geometric design that looked like it was from the seventies. Market stalls with handmade jewelry and vintage clothing.

Atlas watched them work, his weight shifting onto one leg, Sunny still tucked against him.

"They're in their element," he said.

"They really are." Noah was watching Lydia frame a shot, her face completely focused.

Lydia spun around suddenly and snapped a photo of them. No warning. Click.

"You two look ridiculous!" she called out, laughing.

Noah raised an eyebrow at her. Didn't say anything.

Atlas, beside him, caught his eye.

Winked.

Noah saw it. Heat flooded the back of his neck.

"You shouldn't encourage her," he said, trying for annoyed but failing.

"Why not?" Atlas's tone was light, teasing.

"She's going to post them. For engagement."

Atlas laughed—low, easy. "She already does. Every time I open Instagram, I see you."

Noah blinked. "What? How—"

"We follow each other." Atlas looked down at Sunny, scratching behind her ears. "It's basically a Noah feed at this point."

Noah groaned, tipped his head back. "I tell her to stop. She says the algorithm loves me."

"You should read the comments under that photo of you sleeping with Luna."

"I didn't." Heat spread across Noah's cheekbones. "But the group chats were—horrifying."

They both laughed.

—-
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The group started climbing toward a small overlook.

The path got steeper, narrower. Tree roots crossed the trail, slick with moisture. Noah had to watch his footing, adjust Luna's carrier on his arm.

Alice glanced back now and then—quick checks. Her eyes would land on Atlas and Noah before turning back to Sienna.

Noah lifted his phone. Took a quick photo—the view opening up ahead, the others silhouetted against gray-blue sky, Atlas still holding Sunny.

Atlas noticed. Pulled a ridiculous face at the camera—eyes crossed, tongue out.

At the exact same moment, Sunny licked his cheek.

Noah tried not to laugh. Failed completely. The sound came out strangled, helpless.

Atlas started laughing too—full and open, his shoulders shaking.

Everyone turned around.

Lydia's face lit up. "That's going on the grid." She already had her camera up, snapping shots of both of them.

Noah turned away, hiding his face in one hand. His cheeks hurt.

Atlas was still laughing, looking at him with an expression Noah couldn't quite read.

"You're not helping," Noah muttered, but he couldn't stop grinning.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Maybe stop getting us documented." Noah looked at him, shaking his head.

Sunny barked once, sharp and happy, like she was in on the joke.

—-
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They wandered back through the open-air market.

The smell hit first—fresh bread from one of the stalls, yeasty and warm. Then jazz filtering through a speaker somewhere, mixing with the metallic clink of camera lenses being swapped. People moved slowly here, unhurried, stopping to look at handmade jewelry or vintage postcards.

Eventually they found a café with tables outside. Mismatched chairs, chipped paint, the kind of place that felt lived-in.

The group settled in, pulling chairs closer, bags dropped on the ground. Lydia, Dorian, and Selena immediately had their heads together, scrolling through their shots, trading screens back and forth, laughing at whatever Dorian had captured.

Alice and Sienna sat across from Noah and Atlas. Alice was saying about light quality, gesturing with her hands. Sienna picked up Sunny, cooing at her, scratching under her chin. Alice let Luna sniff at her sleeve, the kitten's nose twitching.

Every so often, Alice glanced at Noah and Atlas.

Noah and Atlas sat side by side. Not touching. But close enough that Noah could feel warmth radiating off Atlas's shoulder, could sense every shift of his body.

"So," Sienna said, looking up from Sunny. "Next month we're shooting in Italy."

Alice leaned forward, elbows on the table. "Come with us." She was looking at both of them. "Both of you."

Atlas made a noncommittal sound. His fingers tapped once against his coffee cup. "If I can make it work, maybe."

"You should," Lydia jumped in without looking up from her phone. "You'd love it."

Noah gave her a look across the table. Stop.

Lydia ignored him completely.

"Maybe," Noah said finally.

Alice's mouth curved—knowing. She exchanged a quick glance with Atlas that Noah definitely saw but pretended not to.

—-
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After lunch, they walked back toward the cars.

The light had changed. Golden now, softer, making everything look like an old photograph. Shadows stretched long across the pavement.

Lydia decided to ride back with Alice and Sienna. Announced it, Luna already tucked under her arm.

"Wait—what?" Noah frowned at her.

"See you back!" She was already walking away, waving over her shoulder.

Noah sighed. Shook his head. Of course.

Atlas opened the car door.

"Guess it's just us," he said.

Inside, Sunny curled up in Noah's lap immediately. Already asleep before Atlas even started the engine.

They drove in silence for a while. The Hudson gleamed beside the road, gray-blue and vast. Noah watched it through the window, his reflection ghosting over the water.

Atlas glanced over. Once. Then again a minute later.

Noah's eyes were on the window, but there was the faintest curve to his mouth.

—-
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Cold Spring, early afternoon.

They parked by the narrow main street where every shop window seemed to hold a plant or an old book or both. The air smelled like roasted coffee and river mist, that damp-earth smell that clung to everything near water. Through the trees, the Hudson caught the light, pale silver.

Atlas locked the car. Noah stepped out beside him, pulling his hoodie tighter against the wind cutting down the street.

Sunny was in Atlas's arms now, settled against his chest. They walked side by side. The crunch of gravel under their shoes, the distant sound of water.

The group spread out ahead—Alice and Sienna taking photos of the dock, Lydia laughing with Dorian and Selena, their voices carrying back.

Noah and Atlas stopped by a café kiosk. Paper cups exchanged hands, steam curling up and disappearing into the cold air.

They walked the stone path along the waterfront. The rhythmic lap of water against the dock.

Atlas broke the silence first. His voice shifted into work mode—focused, deliberate.

"About the board meeting next week... did you look over the analysis report I sent?"

"Yeah." Noah glanced at him. "I read it last night."

Atlas's tone sharpened slightly. His right hand moved as he talked, gesturing. "It's solid, but the revenue section—some projections are thin. We should expand on the expense offsets."

Noah watched him talk. Watched every gesture. The way Atlas squinted when he was thinking hard. The way his jaw worked when he was concentrating.

"You're right," Noah said. "I didn't include the secondary logistics costs. They'll ask about that."

Atlas nodded. "Exactly."

Their eyes met. The afternoon light caught in Atlas's eyes—made them look gold.

Noah looked away quickly, lips pressing together.

Atlas noticed. A corner of his mouth curved up.

Noah bit his lip.

That didn't go unnoticed either.

Atlas looked ahead.

From up the trail, Sienna's voice carried over. "We're moving to the pier! Come on!"

Alice threw her arm around Sienna, both laughing as they jogged ahead.

Noah and Atlas followed, slower.

Sunny barked once, sharp and happy. Atlas chuckled and lifted her up so she rested across his shoulders like a scarf, her paws dangling.

"You're ridiculous," Noah said. He was trying not to smile and failing.

"She likes the view," Atlas replied, grinning down at him.

Noah shook his head. His eyes flicked up to where Sunny's chin rested near Atlas's jaw.

Atlas caught the shift. The way Noah looked, then looked away.

"So... do you actually sleep with her?"

Noah glanced over, startled. Atlas's tone was teasing underneath.

"Yeah," Noah admitted, looking away at the water.

Atlas's mouth curved. "That explains a lot."

"I'm not asking what that means," Noah said, but he couldn't keep the amusement out of his voice.

"Just remembered," Atlas said, voice light.

"I'm definitely not asking," Noah replied, laughing despite himself.

—-
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By the time they reached Riverview Restaurant, the others had already claimed a table overlooking the water. The air carried salt, citrus, fried batter—that seaside smell that made everything feel like summer even in November.

Alice waved them over. "We ordered already!"

Noah and Atlas sat down side by side. Sunny curled between them. Luna perched in her carrier near Lydia's chair, eyes half-closed.

The table hummed with conversation—camera talk, laughter, someone's phone buzzing.

Alice turned to Noah, eyes bright. "So—you started cooking classes?"

Noah blinked. "Lydia told you, didn't she?"

"Of course." Alice grinned.

Atlas looked up, genuinely surprised. "Cooking classes?"

"Three weeks," Noah said, shrugging like it wasn't a big deal.

Atlas opened his mouth. Closed it. Smiled instead.

Alice jumped in. "Lydia says you're good. Like, actually good."

"She's exaggerating," Noah said, laughing.

Atlas watched him closely. His elbow rested on the table, barely an inch from Noah's. Noah leaned in slightly, lowering his voice.

"Simple stuff. Nothing fancy."

"Didn't say I did," Atlas murmured.

Their shoulders touched. Accidentally. Neither moved away.

The food arrived—warm bread that steamed when you broke it, grilled salmon with herbs, crispy potatoes. The conversation drifted between upcoming shoots, travel plans, Italy.

Sienna mentioned it casually, reaching for her water. "We'll be in Florida in two weeks. You two should come."

Atlas glanced at Noah. Quick. Testing.

"If I can free up time, maybe."

Lydia perked up immediately. "You have to! It'd be perfect."

Noah shot her a look. She ignored him completely, grinning.

"Maybe," he said finally. Took a sip of water to have with his hands.

Alice's gaze flickered between him and Atlas again. Knowing. She didn't say anything.

—-
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After lunch, they headed back to the parking lot. The sun was lower now, light melting gold across the river, turning everything amber.

Lydia tossed her bag into Alice's car.

"See you!" She was already buckled in, waving through the window.

Noah exhaled. Amused and exasperated in equal measure. Atlas gestured toward his car, one hand in his pocket.

"Guess we're carpooling again."

Sunny hopped into Noah's lap the second they got in, curling up before the engine even started. Her weight was grounding.

They drove out of Cold Spring, past quiet houses and trees burning orange in the late light.

Atlas glanced sideways. "So... which class are you taking?"

"It's downtown. Small one. Basics, mostly." Noah scratched behind Sunny's ears. "Knife skills, sauces, things like that."

Atlas made a thoughtful sound. "When I was in Italy my first summer at Yale, I took lessons from a private chef. Spent a month there."

Noah turned to him, eyebrows raised. "Really?"

"Yeah." Atlas kept his eyes on the road. "I don't love eating out. Never know how things are prepared."

"I've never even thought about that," Noah admitted.

Atlas nodded. "Mediterranean's easier to start with anyway. Simple, clean. You'd like it."

"Yeah," Noah said after a pause, voice quiet.

Atlas looked at him. Then back at the road.

Noah ran his fingers through Sunny's fur. Atlas caught the movement from the corner of his eye.

After a while, Atlas broke the quiet again. "You going to that Madison Ave event next week?"

"Probably not." Noah shifted Sunny slightly. "My mom thinks I should."

"Why?"

"My friends aren't going," Noah shrugged.

Atlas nodded, thinking. Then— "If you want... we could go together."

Noah turned to look at him.

He hesitated. Then his mouth curved slightly. "Maybe."

Atlas's lips lifted at the corner. "Maybe's good enough for now."

The car rolled on through fading light, the city waiting somewhere ahead. Sunny shifted in Noah's lap, sighing.

—-
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Olana State Historic Site—Hudson, sunset.

The cars rolled into a quiet parking lot surrounded by tall grass and gold light that looked unreal.

From here, the river was a long sheet of silver, and the sun hung low above the hills. The air smelled like pine and salt and fading warmth.

They started walking uphill toward the overlook.

The group scattered naturally. Alice and Sienna walked close together, Alice's hand resting at the small of Sienna's back. Sienna leaned her head against Alice's shoulder.

Noah slowed down, watching them for a moment before turning his gaze toward the river. Beside him, Atlas matched his pace—close, but not touching. Their steps crunched in sync on the dry grass.

Sunny slept in Atlas's arms, her chest rising and falling against his coat. Atlas's fingers moved absently through her fur.

Noah glanced over. "If you're getting tired, I can take her."

Atlas shook his head. "I'm fine." Pause. "But you could hand her over, if you want."

Noah laughed. "No chance."

The sun slipped lower, brushing orange across the water.

—-
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When dusk finally settled, they drove down into Hudson for dinner.

The town glowed with warm windowlight and faint jazz drifting from restaurants along the main street. People moved slowly here, unhurried, talking in low voices.

At the table, everyone was scrolling through their phones—posting photos from the day, tagging each other, laughing at captions.

Lydia showed on her screen. "I'll send your pictures later," she said, grinning toward Atlas and Noah.

Noah lifted a hand, half hiding his face. "Please don't."

Atlas leaned closer, tone teasing. "I'll be waiting for them."

Noah turned toward him, whispering low enough only Atlas could hear. "You should probably tell her to delete them before she does."

Atlas met his eyes.

Their faces were too close. Inches apart. Noah could see flecks of amber in Atlas's irises, could feel the warmth of his breath.

"Should I?"

Neither of them moved. The noise of the restaurant faded—conversations, clinking glasses, laughter—all of it distant and muffled.

Atlas's gaze dropped. To Noah's mouth. Lingered there for a heartbeat, two, three—

Noah's lips parted.

Then Atlas blinked. Pulled back sharply, like he'd been burned. Looked away. His jaw locked tight, muscle jumping beneath skin.

Noah's heart slammed against his ribs.

Both of them flushed—Noah first, heat crawling up his neck and flooding his face. Atlas followed seconds later, a creeping red that started at his collar and spread upward.

Across the table, Alice noticed. She caught Sienna's eye, fighting a grin.

Noah mumbled about the bathroom and excused himself.

Inside, he splashed cold water on his face. Stared at his reflection—cheeks pink, eyes too bright, pulse visible at his throat.

"Get it together," he muttered.

When he returned, his expression was controlled again. Practiced. The conversation flowed easily—Sienna talked about her upcoming gallery show, invited him.

"You should come," she said.

"I will," Noah replied.

Atlas and Alice stepped outside for a moment afterward, voices fading beyond the door. Noah stayed, chatting with Sienna about Florence, exhibitions, light.

When Atlas and Alice returned, the group gathered their things and headed out into the cool night.

—-
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The sky was fully dark now, the river glinting black under distant stars.

They walked slowly back toward the cars, the path lit by dim lamps that cut through the darkness.

Goodbyes were gentle—hugs, laughter, promises to text. Everyone warm despite the cold.

Lydia climbed into Atlas's car, Luna curled in her lap. She slipped in her earbuds, humming to herself as the car pulled away.

Through the mirror, Atlas caught her looking up. They exchanged a brief look.

From the passenger seat, Noah noticed. Watched Atlas in the reflection before turning his gaze back to the window. The night rolled past—blurred lights, silhouettes of trees, water flickering between them.

Sunny snored against Noah's leg. Luna was curled like a comma on Lydia's knees in the back.

Then, out of nowhere, Noah spoke. "Thanks. For today."

Atlas glanced over.

"I should be the one thanking you," Atlas said, voice dropping lower.

They both smiled—restrained—and turned back to the road.

The rest of the drive was wordless.

The hum of tires. The quiet breath of sleeping animals. Lydia's faint music through her headphones.

Noah felt weight settle in his chest. Not the sharp rush of before, but deeper.

—-
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When they finally pulled up outside his building, Atlas parked carefully. Lydia stirred in the back, half-awake.

"Hey," Noah said gently, turning. "We're here."

Lydia yawned, gathering Luna carefully. She turned to Atlas with a sleepy expression. "Thanks for today," she said, leaning in to hug him awkwardly over the seat.

Atlas hugged her back. Brief. "Thanks for the invite," he said, kissing her cheek lightly.

Noah stood nearby on the sidewalk, watching. When Lydia waved and headed inside, Luna tucked under her arm, he lingered by the car.

"Thanks again. For everything," Noah said.

Atlas didn't look away. His eyes held Noah's. "Thank you."

His voice was low. Serious.

They both smiled—real, unguarded for a second.

"See you," Noah said.

"See you," Atlas echoed.

Noah turned toward the building. At the door, he glanced back.

Atlas was still in the car, watching him.

Noah lifted a hand in a small wave.

Atlas did the same, lips curving faintly.

—-
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Inside, the elevator mirrored his reflection—cheeks flushed, eyes bright, hair messy from the wind.

He pressed his palm against the cool metal wall. Counted floors. Three. Four. Five.

In the apartment, Luna greeted him with a small meow, winding between his legs.

He scooped her up, carrying her to the bedroom where Sunny was already asleep, sprawled across his pillow. Lydia's door was closed—he could see light under it, hear faint music.

He changed into a t-shirt. Collapsed onto the bed.

The day replayed in fragments—laughter, sunlight, glances that lasted too long. Atlas's breath warm against his face. That moment in the restaurant when everything else disappeared.

Luna curled near his shoulder. Sunny at his feet, snoring.

Noah lay there with his eyes closed, mouth curved despite himself, until sleep finally pulled him under.
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Measured Closeness 
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Noah woke up with Luna digging her claws into his ribs.

Not painful—just insistent. Her way of saying I'm awake, you're awake, let's make that official.

Sunny was somewhere near his feet, a warm weight he couldn't quite locate without moving. He didn't move yet. Just lay there, eyes on the ceiling, on that water stain that looked like a comma.

Wednesday.

The thought arrived with his pulse: Atlas.

Board meeting today. He'd be there.

Noah's mouth curved before he could stop it. He pressed his face into the pillow, tried to kill the smile. It stayed.

His phone said 5:47. Too early for a workday, but his body was already humming, already alert.

He sat up. Luna protested with a chirp. Sunny didn't even wake.

—-
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Downstairs, he put the kettle on and stood at the window while it heated. The park was just starting—one jogger, one dog walker, a bus rolling past with its lights still on. The sky was doing that thing where it goes from gray to gold at the edges.

He thought about Sunday. Atlas holding Sunny. Their shoulders pressed together at the table. That last look in the car before Noah got out.

His reflection in the window glass was grinning like an idiot.

"Stop," he told it.

It didn't.

From upstairs, Sunny barked. Sharp, awake now, demanding.

"Yeah, okay. I'm coming."

—-
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The park was cold enough to see his breath. Bare branches, wet grass, Sunny pulling him toward every smell. His mind kept circling back—board meeting, his father's scrutiny, the way Atlas had looked at him in past meetings. Professional. Distant.

Would today be different?

His shoe caught on uneven pavement. He stumbled forward, caught himself.

Sunny turned around, ears up, checking if he was okay.

"I'm fine."

He wasn't sure that was true.

—-
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Back home, he fed Luna and Sunny side by side, watched their heads bob in sync over their bowls.

When did this become routine?

He showered too hot, let the water beat against his neck and shoulders until his skin turned pink. Got out, stood dripping in front of the closet.

The new suit. Black, clean lines. He'd bought it two weeks ago—same day as the cologne. Part of rebuilding. Part of becoming someone who had his shit together, or at least looked like it.

He put it on. White shirt. Left the tie off for now.

In the mirror: someone who could pass for confident.

He'd take it.

—-
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Downstairs he made eggs without thinking, muscle memory taking over. Crack, whisk, pour. Toast popped. Coffee brewed. The rhythm was automatic now.

A month ago he couldn't cook to save his life. Weird how fast things changed when you needed them to.

He made a plate, took one bite. Couldn't taste it. His stomach was somewhere else.

He went upstairs, knocked on Lydia's door.

"Breakfast."

A groan from inside. "What time is it?"

"Time to get up."

"Nooo. I'm so tired. Not going."

Usually he'd push. Today he didn't have it in him. "Fine. Stay in bed."

"Love you," came the muffled response.

"Yeah. You too."

All his focus was somewhere else. On someone else. Someone he'd see in two hours.

—-
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The parking garage was half-empty, his steps echoing off concrete.

He was early. Good. He could—

"Noah."

He stopped walking.

That voice. Low, familiar. It went up his spine before his brain placed it.

He turned around.

Atlas was standing by the elevators. Ten feet away. Navy suit. Hair pushed back but not styled—the way it looked when he'd been running his hands through it.

They stared at each other.

Noah's heartbeat kicked up a notch. Annoying.

Atlas looked—rested. The exhaustion that used to live in his face was gone. His shoulders were loose, not that rigid line Noah remembered. And the way he was standing there, one hand in his pocket, the other holding his phone—

Comfortable. Open.

"Hey." Noah's voice came out steadier than expected.

Atlas walked toward him. Not rushed, not slow. Just—purposeful.

Each step closer, Noah felt it. The space between them shrinking. His own breathing getting louder in his ears.

Up close, Atlas was—

The suit emphasized the width of his shoulders, the way his body filled space without trying.

His jaw was freshly shaved, sharp in the fluorescent light. His eyes—dark brown, almost black in this light—were already on Noah's face.

Watching him.

"Morning." Atlas stopped about two feet away. His voice was rougher than usual. Morning voice, maybe.

"You're early."

"Didn't want to hit traffic."

Noah's hands were in his pockets. He didn't remember putting them there.

Atlas's mouth did this thing—not quite a smile, just the corner lifting. "Smart."

They stood there.

Two seconds. Three. Four.

The air between them felt dense. Like it had a texture.

Noah needed to say something.

Atlas's throat moved. He swallowed. His thumb was doing that thing against his phone—brushing the edge, once, twice. That nervous habit Noah had almost forgotten.

"How are you?" Atlas asked. Casual on the surface, careful underneath.

"Good." Noah heard his own voice come out quieter than he meant. "You?"

"Good."

Atlas's eyes were still on his face. Not aggressive, not demanding. Just—there. Steady.

The silence wasn't uncomfortable. But it wasn't empty either.

Then Atlas took a half-step back. Not much. Just enough to break whatever magnetic thing was happening.

He tilted his head toward the elevators. "Coffee first?"

Noah's pulse jumped. "Yeah. Sure."

—-
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They walked side by side. Close enough that Noah caught it—that smell. Cedar and something clean, something sharp. The cologne Atlas wore. The one Noah still smelled in his own sheets sometimes, even though it had been weeks.

His hands curled tighter in his pockets.

The elevator was crowded—three other people squeezed in behind them. Noah and Atlas moved to opposite corners without discussing it. Professional distance. Smart.

But in the polished steel doors, their reflections were visible. Warped, ghosted, but there.

Noah's eyes found Atlas's reflection. Met. Held.

Two seconds. Three.

Noah looked away first. Pulled out his phone, stared at his home screen without seeing it.

The elevator hummed upward. Someone's cologne was too strong. Someone's breathing too loud. But Noah's whole focus had narrowed to one point—Atlas, diagonal across the elevator, six feet away but too close and not close enough at the same time.

He glanced up.

Atlas was looking at his phone now. Face neutral, professional.

But his jaw was tight. That muscle near his ear jumped once.

38th floor. Two people got off.

More space now. But neither of them moved closer.

42nd floor. One more person gone.

The woman in the corner was still scrolling her tablet, oblivious.

Atlas shifted his weight. His shoulder came off the wall.

Noah's pulse spiked—

But Atlas just rolled his shoulders back, adjusted his stance. Looked up at the floor numbers.

45th floor. The woman left.

The doors closed.

Just them.

Neither spoke.

Noah could hear Atlas breathing. Or maybe that was his own breath, too loud in the quiet.

Noah's hand hung loose at his side.

So did Atlas's.

Six inches apart. Maybe less.

Noah's pinky twitched. Not on purpose. Just—moved. Millimeters.

Found the edge of Atlas's sleeve where it met his wrist.

Not skin. Just fabric.

The lightest pressure.

Noah stopped breathing.

Atlas went completely still.

Three seconds. Four.

Then Atlas's thumb moved. Slow. Deliberate.

Pressed back through the fabric. Against Noah's knuckle.

Not a grip. Not even a hold. Just—

I feel it too.

The contact lasted maybe four heartbeats.

Then Atlas pulled back. His hand returned to neutral.

The warmth stayed.

47th floor.

Ding.

The doors opened.

Noah pulled his hand away like he'd been shocked. Curled his fingers into his palm.

Atlas said nothing. Just let out a breath—quiet, controlled.

They stepped out into the bright hallway.

Noah's pinky finger was still burning.

—-
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The rooftop terrace was almost empty. Just one couple in the far corner, hunched over laptops.

The city spread out below—steel and glass catching early light, traffic hum muted by distance and wind.

They stood at the railing. Side by side.

Noah wrapped both hands around his coffee cup. The heat bled through, just short of painful. He didn't let go. Needed something to anchor to.

"So," Atlas said. His voice was low. "Board meeting."

"Yeah."

"Your father's going to ask about the reports."

Noah nodded. Took a sip. Too hot. He didn't flinch. "Finished the revisions. Sent them Monday night. Late."

"I saw." Pause. Atlas's fingers tapped the railing. Once. Twice. "They were solid. Better than solid."

Something in Noah's ribcage loosened.

"You think they'll approve the expansion?"

Atlas was quiet. Noah glanced over.

Atlas was watching the street below, profile sharp against gray sky. The wind moved his hair slightly. His jaw was set, thinking.

"Depends on margins," Atlas said finally. "If we can show—"

He stopped. Turned his head.

Their eyes met.

Noah forgot what they were talking about.

Atlas's gaze dropped. Not fast. Slow, deliberate. To Noah's mouth.

Stayed there. One heartbeat. Two.

Then back up.

Noah's ears went hot. His next breath didn't come right. He looked away—back at the street, anywhere else.

"Sorry." Atlas's voice was rough now, scraped. "What was I—"

"Margins." Noah supplied. His own voice came out wrong—too low. He cleared his throat.

"Right." Atlas smiled. Small, lopsided. Almost shy. "Margins."

They both looked at the street.

A bus passed. Someone honked three times. A dog barked.

Normal sounds. Normal morning.

Except Noah could feel every inch of Atlas beside him. The space between their shoulders—four inches, maybe less. Heat radiating off him through fabric. The way his breathing had gone slightly faster.

If Noah shifted his weight—just slightly—their arms would touch.

He didn't shift. Held himself rigid.

"You nervous?" Atlas asked quietly. "About the meeting?"

"A little." The honesty surprised him. "My father's been—he's been watching me."

He stopped.

Atlas's hand tightened on his cup. Visible. 

The silence had weight now.

Noah turned. Looked at Atlas fully.

Atlas's expression was guarded. 

More silence. But different now—like standing at a cliff edge, looking down, not sure whether to jump or step back.

Noah drank his coffee. It had cooled enough to taste. Bitter, strong.

"Should head down," Atlas said. But he didn't move. "Starts in fifteen."

"Right." Noah didn't move either.

Wind picked up. Noah felt it on his face, cold against the heat still in his cheeks.

Atlas turned. Looked at him again—full attention, all of it. His pupils were huge, blown wide.

"Noah—"

"Yeah?"

Atlas's mouth opened. His hand lifted slightly off the railing, then stopped. Dropped back.

Whatever he was going to say—he didn't.

"Nothing." His jaw set. "Let's go."

They walked back inside.

Noah's cup was empty. He didn't remember drinking it.

—-
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The conference room was already half-full.

Noah's father stood near the windows with Atlas's father. Both in dark suits, both holding coffee, mid-conversation.

They turned. Looked at the door.

At Noah and Atlas standing there.

Noah felt it physically—his father's gaze. Sharp. Assessing. Taking inventory.

His spine straightened without him meaning to.

Beside him, Atlas went very still.

The moment stretched. Three seconds. Four.

Noah's father's expression didn't change. But his eyes moved—from Noah to Atlas, back to Noah. Slow. Deliberate.

Atlas's father said something. Low. Noah couldn't hear it.

Noah's father nodded once. Turned back to the window.

Done assessing.

But Noah felt it—the weight of what his father had just catalogued.

He walked toward his father's side of the table. Atlas moved toward his own father's side. Natural separation. Like choreography.

Noah sat. Two seats down from his father.

His father glanced at him. "Morning."

"Morning."

That was it.

But Noah's hands were cold under the table. He pressed them against his thighs.

Across the room, Atlas was sitting down. His father leaned in, said something. Atlas nodded, responded. His face was calm.

But his fingers drummed once on the table. Then went still.

Their eyes met across the room.

Brief. Understanding.

We're being watched.

Then both looked away.

The meeting started.

—-
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Financial reports. Compliance updates. International expansion proposals.

Noah took notes. His handwriting was clean, methodical. He was good at this—the analysis, the patterns, reducing complexity to data points.

Made sense. Was controllable.

Someone from legal was talking about EU regulations. Noah highlighted a section, cross-referenced with the Sterling analysis. Found a potential conflict. Made a note.

Atlas spoke.

Noah's pen stopped.

He didn't look up. Just listened.

Atlas's voice was different here. Authoritative. Clean. He was presenting Q4 growth strategy, walking through slides with the kind of fluency that came from complete mastery.

No hesitation. No wasted words.

Noah had forgotten this. How good Atlas was at this.

His sternum ached.

He forced his eyes back to his notes. Wrote something. Crossed it out.

He glanced up.

Atlas was looking at him.

Not obviously. His body was angled toward the screen. But his eyes—

They cut to Noah. Held for a fraction of a second.

Then back to the room.

Noah's pen moved again. But he wasn't writing anything real. Just lines. Shapes.

Someone asked Atlas a question. He answered, gestured to a slide, made a point about risk mitigation.

Another glance. Quick.

Noah looked down at his paper.

Focus.

Twenty minutes later, his father spoke.

"Noah."

His head snapped up.

"You reviewed the updated analysis?"

Every eye in the room turned.

"Yes." His voice was steady. "I sent revisions Monday night. The vendor contract issue is addressed, and I've included alternative growth models based on three market scenarios."

His father nodded. "Your recommendation?"

Noah didn't hesitate. "Proceed cautiously. Fundamentals are strong, but market share is static. I'd suggest phased approach—six-month assessment periods before full commitment."

Silence.

His father's expression didn't shift. But something in his eyes changed.

Approval, maybe.

"Good."

That was it.

But Noah felt it—relief he hadn't known he was holding.

The meeting moved on.

He exhaled slowly. Looked down.

Felt eyes on him again.

Atlas.

When their gazes met this time, Atlas's mouth curved. Just barely.

Proud.

Noah's face went warm.

He looked away fast.

The warmth stayed.

—-
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The meeting ended. People stood, gathered papers, started conversations.

Noah packed his laptop. Slow, methodical.

His father had already left. 

Atlas was across the room talking to his father. Both heads bent close, voices low.

Noah headed for the exit.

"Noah."

He stopped. Turned.

Atlas was walking toward him. His father had gone. They were alone in the hallway now—not really alone, people were passing, heading to offices and meetings—but it felt alone.

Atlas stopped in front of him. Close. Professional distance, but—

Noah could see the small details. A crease in Atlas's collar. His cufflinks catching light. The way his tie was loosened just slightly.

"Lunch?" Atlas asked. Simple. Direct.

Noah's first instinct: yes.

His second: "I'll pay. If we go."

Atlas's eyebrows went up. "You don't have to—"

"I know." Noah met his eyes. Held them. "But I want to."

Atlas's expression shifted. Understanding.

"Okay," he said. Soft. "Okay."

They walked to the elevator.

Noah pressed the button. Waited.

"Anywhere specific?" Atlas asked.

"You pick."

The elevator arrived. Empty.

They got in. Stood side by side. Closer than this morning.

"There's a place in Tribeca," Atlas said. "Italian. Good pasta."

"Sounds good."

The elevator descended. Noah watched the numbers.

Atlas shifted beside him. Noah felt it—hyperaware of every small movement.

But Atlas was just checking his phone.

"I'll text you the address."

"Okay."

Garage level. Doors opened.

"See you there?" Atlas asked.

"Yeah."

He walked toward his car.

Watched him go—watched the way Atlas moved, all that controlled power, shoulders back.

Noah exhaled.

His hands were shaking.

—-
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The restaurant was quiet. Mid-week lunch, early enough to miss the rush.

They sat by the window. Natural light, white tablecloth, the distant sounds of kitchen work.

The waiter came. Atlas looked at Noah across the menu. "Do you trust me?"

The question landed heavier than it should.

Noah's throat tightened. "Yeah."

Atlas ordered for both of them in Italian—fluid, confident. The waiter nodded, left.

They sat with water glasses and bread between them.

Silence. Not uncomfortable. Full.

"Your analysis," Atlas said finally. "Your father approved it. In front of everyone."

Noah shrugged, reaching for water. "It was good work."

"It was." Atlas leaned forward. Elbows on the table. The position brought him closer—Noah could see a crease in his shirt sleeve where he'd rolled it during the meeting, then rolled it back down. "But you handled the pressure. When he put you on the spot."

"He does that."

"I know." Atlas's voice dropped. "But you didn't flinch."

Noah's chest warmed. "Learned from the best."

The words escaped before he could catch them.

Atlas went completely still. His eyes locked on Noah's face.

"Did you?"

The question was quiet. Careful. Like it mattered more than it should.

Noah's mouth went dry. "I—yeah. You're good at this. The business stuff. I've always—"

He stopped. Dangerous territory.

"Always what?" Atlas's voice was soft. His gaze hadn't moved.

"Nothing."

"Noah."

The way he said his name.

"I've always watched you," Noah said. Quiet. "In meetings. The way you present. How you command a room. It's—" He stopped. "Impressive."

Atlas's expression cracked. Raw vulnerability flickering across his face.

"You never said that."

"Thought you knew."

"I didn't."

Their eyes held. Noah could see Atlas's pulse in his throat. Fast. Visible.

The waiter appeared. Set down plates. Pasta, salad, bread steaming.

Neither looked at the food.

"There's a lot we didn't say," Atlas said finally. His voice was rough.

Noah's throat tightened. "Yeah."

—-
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They started eating. The pasta was good—rich, complex. Noah barely tasted it.

Atlas talked about the meeting, the tech partnership, concerns about timeline. His hands moved when he explained things, elegant and certain.

And Noah watched. The way light caught on Atlas's hands. The way his eyes lit up when he hit a point he cared about. The way he paused sometimes, checking if Noah was following.

Always checking. Making sure Noah was with him.

When had Noah started noticing again?

"—don't you think?"

Noah blinked. "Sorry?"

Atlas smiled. Knowing. "You weren't listening."

"I was."

"You were staring."

Heat flooded Noah's face. "I wasn't—"

"You were." Atlas's tone was gentle. Almost teasing.

Noah looked down at his plate. Moved pasta around, couldn't meet Atlas's eyes.

When he glanced up, Atlas was still watching.

Their gazes met.

Atlas's eyes dropped. Slow. Deliberate. To Noah's mouth.

Noah's dimples were probably showing now—that thing that happened when he smiled despite himself. Atlas's expression shifted. 

Then Atlas's gaze returned. Held.

And winked.

Small. Quick. Devastating.

Noah forgot how to breathe.

That's not fair.

Atlas knew exactly what he was doing. That tiny acknowledgment of whatever was building between them.

Playing a game.

And Noah was losing.

He looked away fast. Grabbed his water, drank. His hand wasn't entirely steady.

Across the table, Atlas's mouth curved. Satisfied.

—-
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Silence for a moment. Then—

"Did Lydia send you the photos?" Atlas asked.

Noah looked up. "What?"

"From Sunday." Atlas pulled out his phone. "She sent me about forty."

"Oh god." Noah covered his face with one hand. "I told her to stop."

"Don't." Atlas's voice was warm. "They're good."

Noah peeked through his fingers. "They're embarrassing."

"They're not."

"There's one with Sunny on my head."

"That one's my favorite."

Noah dropped his hand. Stared. "Seriously?"

Atlas turned his phone around.

There—Noah laughing, Sunny sitting on top of his head, paws tangled in his hair. His face was scrunched up, his gamzeleri deep, genuine joy.

"You saved it?" Noah's voice came out strange.

"Yeah." Atlas looked at the photo, then at Noah. Something soft in his face. "You look happy."

Noah's ribcage cracked. "I was."

Atlas's eyes searched his face. "Good."

He put his phone away but didn't look away.

"There were a lot," Noah said, trying to redirect. "Excessive amount."

"She's enthusiastic."

"She's obsessed."

"She loves you." Atlas's voice went quieter. "Wants to capture the moments."

Noah's throat went tight.

"The one of us," Atlas continued, even quieter, "by the water. Do you remember?"

Noah remembered. Them side by side. Hudson behind them. Atlas holding Sunny. Both laughing.

Natural. Like they fit.

"Yeah," Noah said. "I remember."

Atlas's fingers tightened on his glass. "I look at it sometimes."

Noah's breath stopped. "Why?"

Atlas looked up. Met his eyes directly.

"Because I'm trying to remember what it feels like." His voice was raw. 

The honesty was devastating.

Atlas continued. Softer. "The one you were laughing with."

Their eyes held. The restaurant faded.

"I look at them too," Noah said. "The photos."

Atlas's breath caught. Audible.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

The air felt impossible.

"We should—" Atlas stopped. "Probably get back."

"Right." Noah sat back. "Yeah."

But neither signaled the waiter.

Not yet.

—-
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Eventually the check came. Noah grabbed it before Atlas could react.

"I said I was paying."

Atlas raised his hands. Surrender. But he was smiling.

Noah handed his card to the waiter.

They sat back. The meal was over. Soon they'd leave. Back to work. Back to distance.

Noah didn't want it to end.

"Do you have plans tonight?" Atlas asked. His fingers tapped his thigh. Nervous.

"No. Why?"

"Meeting some friends for drinks." Atlas met his eyes. "I want you to meet them. Properly. If you want."

Noah stared. His heart hammering.

"You want me to—"

"Yeah." Atlas's voice was quiet. Certain. "If you want to."

This was huge.

"Why?"

Atlas didn't flinch. "Because they're important to me." Pause. His eyes intense. "And I want them to know you."

Know you. Not meet you.

The difference mattered.

"Okay," Noah said. Quiet. "Okay."

Atlas's whole face changed. Relief, hope, something else.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah."

Atlas smiled—full, real, reaching his eyes.

"I'll send you the address."

"Okay."

They stood. Outside on the sidewalk, people passing, city sounds around them.

Neither wanted to leave.

"See you tonight," Atlas said finally.

"See you tonight."

They separated. After a few steps, Noah looked back.

Atlas was still there. Watching.

They both smiled.

—-
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Noah went back to the office. Clara and Elias noticed something—his mood, maybe, the way he couldn't stop checking his phone—but they didn't push.

When the address came through from Atlas, Noah stared at it longer than necessary.

He left work early. Went home. Changed. Tried on three different shirts before settling on the first one.

—-
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230 Fifth Rooftop.

Noah stepped out of the elevator into warm light and overlapping conversations.

The bar was busy. Jazz playing, something old and smooth. People in expensive casual, holding drinks, laughing.

He scanned.

Found Atlas.

Far corner. Windows behind him, city lights just starting to emerge.

He was with four people. All of them looked like they belonged here.

Noah's stomach tightened.

He walked toward them.

One of the women—blonde, sharp, elegant—said something. Atlas turned.

Their eyes met across the bar.

Atlas's face changed. Opened. That real smile.

He stood. Walked toward Noah. Met him halfway.

"Hey."

"Hey."

Two feet apart. Bar noise around them fading.

Atlas looked good. Dark jeans, gray sweater, sleeves pushed to elbows. Relaxed. Hair slightly messed. His forearms were visible—tanned, muscular.

Noah's mouth went dry.

"Thanks for coming." Atlas's voice was quiet. Just for Noah.

"Thanks for inviting me."

Something passed between them.

Atlas gestured. "Come on."

—-
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They walked together.

"Everyone," Atlas said, "this is Noah."

The blonde stood. "Noah! Finally." Extended her hand. "Lisa."

Firm grip. Sharp eyes, warm smile.

"Nicholas, my boyfriend." Tall, dark-haired, easy presence.

"Mark." Athletic, expensive watch.

"Victoria." Dark hair, red lips, old money elegance.

Noah sat beside Atlas. Their thighs almost touched.

A waiter came. Noah ordered beer.

The conversation picked up. Some wedding, some event.

Lisa turned to Noah. Studied him. "You look familiar."

Noah's stomach dropped. "I—what?"

"Have we met?" She tilted her head. "Your face—"

" Wait, did you go to Exeter?" she said suddenly. 

"Yeah. How—"

"My brother Max. You played tennis against him." She smiled. "You destroyed him."

"Heat crept up Noah’s neck. He was suddenly embarrassed. "That was years ago."

"You were good." Lisa's eyes were warm. "I remember."

Beside him, Atlas made a sound. Almost a laugh. "Guess I missed that."

Something in his voice. Regret.

"You would've liked it," Lisa told him.

The conversation shifted. Stories, connections, laughter.

Noah started to relax.

They were warm. Real. The kind of people who didn’t have to try.

These were the people from the video—the ones with their hands on Atlas, the comments saying new love.

They had partners. Their own lives.

They weren’t—God. They were never what I thought they were.

I said things that night I can’t take back.

And he still invited me here.

And Atlas was different here. Looser. Laughing. His whole body language changed.

Sometimes his knee bumped Noah's under the table.

First time—both pulled away fast.

Second time—they left them touching. Barely.

Under the table, hidden, that small point of contact.

Heat and pressure.

Noah drank his beer. Tried to focus.

Mark talked about his engagement. Summer wedding. Italy, maybe.

"You should come," Victoria said. Looked at Atlas, then Noah. "Both of you."

Noah's breath caught.

Atlas's knee pressed harder. Brief.

"We'll see," Atlas said. Careful.

But he didn't say no.

—-
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An hour passed.

Atlas leaned closer. Breath near Noah's ear. "You okay?"

Noah turned his head. Their faces inches apart.

Atlas this close—Noah could see everything. Small scar near his temple. Exact shade of his eyes—deepest brown, not black. Pupils dilated wide.

"Yeah," Noah said. "I'm good."

Atlas's gaze dropped to Noah's mouth. Lingered.

Then back up.

Heat flooded Noah's face.

Atlas pulled back. Slow. But his knee stayed pressed.

—-
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Eventually, Atlas leaned in again. "We can go whenever."

Noah's skin prickled. "You want to?"

"I want—" Atlas stopped. "I'm asking if you want to."

"I'm okay. If you want to stay."

"I'm asking what you want, Noah."

His name. Deliberate. Intimate.

Noah's chest tightened. "We can go."

Atlas nodded. Stood.

"Heading out."

Groans. Protests.

Lisa hugged them both. "Really good to meet you."

—-
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They walked to the elevator together. Atlas's hand hovering near the small of Noah's back—not touching, but close. Protective.

Inside the elevator, they stood side by side. The doors closed.

Silence.

Then Atlas spoke. "I met Lisa and Mark at a summer program in England. We were twelve."

Noah looked at him.

Atlas was staring straight ahead, jaw tight. Like he was forcing himself to say this.

"We spent most of our summers together after that. Different schools, but always the same programs." A pause. "Our families know each other. Have for years."

Noah understood.

Not surface connections for social media.

Real friends. Real history.

The elevator descended in silence.

Noah’s hand hung loosely at his side.

Atlas’s was right beside it—still, deliberate, fingers relaxed.

The air felt charged, heavy with everything Noah couldn’t say.

Then—barely—Noah’s fingers shifted.

A small movement. Almost nothing.

The side of his pinky brushed against Atlas’s.

Atlas froze.

Noah didn’t pull away.

His fingers trembled once, then settled.

The contact was so light it could’ve been an accident.

But it wasn’t.

A heartbeat. Two.

Then Atlas’s fingers moved. Slow. Careful.

Just enough for the tip of his index finger to trace the side of Noah’s.

A silent reply.

I know.

Neither looked down.

The elevator hummed, descending.

The sound of cables, the faint echo of their breathing.

Noah felt the warmth spreading up his wrist, his pulse stuttering.

He dared a glance sideways.

Atlas was already looking at him.

Their eyes met.

A flash of color climbed up Noah’s neck—heat, guilt, want.

Atlas’s jaw flexed, his own cheeks flushed under the sterile light.

Neither spoke.

The contact broke only when the elevator slowed.

Ding.

They both stepped back at once, the distance snapping into place like instinct.

—
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At the parking garage, they walked to their cars slowly.

Noah's mind was racing. He'd been wrong. So wrong.

About Atlas's friends. About his life. About—

"Thank you," Noah said when they reached their cars. "For tonight. For introducing me to them."

Atlas looked at him. Really looked. Didn't look away.

"Thank you for coming."

They stood there. Two feet apart. The garage fluorescent and cold around them.

Noah wanted to say something. Apologize. Explain that he'd made assumptions, stupid assumptions, and he was sorry.

But the words stuck in his throat.

"Goodnight," he said instead.

"Goodnight."

They got in their cars.

Noah sat for a moment, hands on the wheel, not moving.

Watched Atlas's taillights disappear around the corner.

Then he drove home.

—-
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The drive was a blur.

Red lights. His GPS talking. His mind elsewhere.

Lisa. Mark. Victoria. Nicholas.

The Instagram video replayed. Atlas with them, laughing. Someone's hand on his arm. Comments: new love? who is she?

He'd thought—

God, what had he thought?

That Atlas had moved on. That those people were replacements. New romantic interests.

Noah's hands tightened on the wheel.

They were his friends.

Just friends.

People Atlas had known since he was twelve. People with their own partners, their own lives.

And Noah had accused Atlas. Not explicitly, but the implication was there. In the fight. In the breakup.

"I don't care," he'd said. About the video.

But he had cared. He'd let it poison everything.

His stomach turned.

He pulled into his building. Parked. Sat.

The engine ticked as it cooled.

He'd been wrong.

About the video. About the assumptions. About the way he'd let his insecurity convince him of things that weren't real.

His phone lit up.

He stared.

Should say it. Should apologize.

But over text?

His fingers hovered.

Noah: Thank you again. For tonight.

Not enough. But he couldn't do this over text.

Atlas: Thank you for coming.

Pause.

Noah: Sleep well.

He pocketed his phone. Got out.

—-
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Inside, the apartment was dark.

Lydia's door was closed. Light off.

He found Sunny and Luna on the couch. Both lifted their heads. Luna chirped. Sunny's tail thumped.

Noah sat. Gathered both into his lap.

Weight. Warmth. Uncomplicated love.

He buried his face in Sunny's fur.

"I fucked up," he whispered.

Sunny licked his chin. Luna purred.

He'd been so sure. So convinced Atlas was the problem. Cold, cruel, distant.

And Atlas had issues. Walls. Communication problems.

But Noah—

Noah had built his own walls. Made assumptions. Let fear create a narrative that wasn't real.

He thought about the meeting. His father's look. The way Atlas had presented—confident, articulate. The pride in his eyes when Noah answered correctly.

He thought about lunch. The way Atlas listened. Really listened. The way he'd asked "do you trust me?" like the answer mattered.

He thought about tonight. Being introduced to people who'd known Atlas for years. Being included. Being seen.

Atlas was trying.

Not perfectly. But trying.

And Noah needed to do the same.

His phone buzzed.

Marcus. Group chat.

Marcus: drinks this weekend?

Jared: fuck yes

Alex: I'm in

Sam: same

Noah: Yeah. I'm there.

Then, separate to Marcus: Can I ask you something?

Marcus: always

Noah: How do you know when to give someone a second chance?

Typing bubbles. Stopped. Started.

Marcus: you know the answer already

Noah: what if I hurt them?

Marcus: did you mean to?

Noah: no

Marcus: then you apologize. you do better. and you hope they give you the same chance you're giving them.

Noah stared.

Marcus: this about Atlas?

Noah: yeah

Marcus: you still love him?

The question sat there. Cursor blinking.

Did he?

He thought about Atlas's smile. The real one. The way he looked at Noah when he thought Noah wasn't watching. His laugh. His cologne. The way his hand had felt, even through fabric.

The way Noah's chest ached when they were apart.

The way everything felt right when they were together.

Noah: I think so

Marcus: then figure it out

Noah: what if he doesn't feel the same?

Marcus: dude. he invited you to meet his childhood friends. he's been staring at you like you hung the fucking moon for weeks. trust me. he feels the same.

Noah's breath caught.

Marcus: just talk to him. actual words. honest shit. you'll be fine.

Noah: thanks

Marcus: anytime brother

Noah set his phone down.

Looked at Sunny and Luna.

"I have to apologize," he told them. "To Atlas. For everything."

Sunny licked his hand.

"I don't know how. Or when. But I have to."

Luna headbutted his chin. Soft.

He smiled. Small. "Yeah. I know. I'll figure it out."

He carried them both upstairs. Set them on his bed.

Changed. Brushed his teeth. Went through motions.
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