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Chapter 1 – Ordinary Forever
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Sunday mornings had always belonged to Brian.

Not because he insisted on it, but because the rest of the week rarely slowed down long enough for him to appreciate simple things. Monday through Friday were consumed by blueprints, client meetings, construction schedules, and endless emails. Saturdays often disappeared beneath errands or unexpected work emergencies.

Sunday, however, was sacred.

The smell of freshly brewed coffee drifted through the apartment before the sun had fully climbed over the neighboring buildings. Soft jazz played quietly from the speaker on the kitchen counter, barely louder than the gentle hum of the refrigerator.

Brian stood barefoot in the kitchen, flipping blueberry pancakes with the confidence of someone who had practiced the same routine dozens of times.

Behind him came a sleepy voice.

"You're showing off again."

Brian smiled without turning around.

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"You made pancakes."

"I make pancakes every Sunday."

"Exactly."

Strong arms slipped around his waist, followed by the familiar warmth of Fredy pressing a kiss against the back of his neck.

Brian leaned into the embrace.

"You smell like maple syrup already," Fredy murmured.

"I smell like breakfast."

"You smell like someone who's trying to spoil me."

"Maybe I am."

Fredy laughed, low and genuine, the kind of laugh that always made Brian feel lighter.

After nearly two years together, moments like these still surprised him. He had once believed relationships eventually settled into predictable routines, that romance slowly faded into habit.

Instead, habit had become its own kind of romance.

Sunday pancakes.

Morning kisses.

Sharing the newspaper even though neither of them actually finished reading it.

Arguing over whose turn it was to water the plants.

Tiny rituals that quietly became the foundation of a life.

Fredy reached around him and stole a blueberry from the bowl.

Brian caught his wrist.

"That was evidence."

"I have no lawyer."

"You'll need one."

"I'll represent myself."

Brian released him with exaggerated seriousness.

"Bold strategy."

Fredy popped the berry into his mouth and grinned triumphantly.

"Worth it."

Brian couldn't help smiling.

Some mornings he simply watched Fredy move around the apartment.

His dark curls refused to stay flat after sleep.

His favorite gray sweatshirt hung loosely over athletic shoulders.

Even half-awake, Fredy somehow filled every room with energy.

Brian often wondered if that was why photographers loved chasing sunlight.

Fredy carried his own.



An hour later they were walking hand in hand through the neighborhood farmers market.

Fresh flowers lined one side of the street.

Local musicians played acoustic guitars beneath colorful umbrellas.

Children chased bubbles floating above the crowd.

Fredy stopped every few minutes to photograph something most people ignored.

An elderly couple sharing one cinnamon roll.

A little girl hugging an enormous sunflower.

Rainwater sparkling on bright red tomatoes.

Brian watched him work with quiet admiration.

"You found another masterpiece?"

Fredy lowered his camera.

"I found a story."

"In tomatoes?"

"In people."

Brian chuckled.

"I'll never see the world the way you do."

"You already do."

"No."

"You just don't realize it."

Brian tilted his head.

"What do you mean?"

Fredy pointed toward the elderly couple.

"You noticed they were holding hands."

Brian blinked.

"I... guess."

"You notice details. I just happen to carry a camera."

Sometimes Fredy said things that lingered long after the conversation ended.

They continued walking until they reached a flower stand overflowing with wildflowers.

Fredy picked up a small bouquet of white daisies.

"For the apartment."

Brian raised an eyebrow.

"We already have flowers."

"These looked lonely."

Brian laughed.

"You rescue flowers now?"

"I rescue anything that deserves another chance."

Brian looked at him for a second longer than necessary.

Including people, he thought.



That afternoon they drove to Brian's sister Emily's house for a backyard barbecue.

Emily greeted them with a dramatic hug.

"There are my favorite men."

Brian kissed her cheek.

"We're your only guests."

"Details."

Fredy handed her the bouquet they had picked up on the way.

Emily smiled warmly.

"These are beautiful."

"They looked happy."

"They're flowers."

"They can still be happy."

Emily laughed.

"I've missed your optimism."

The backyard quickly filled with familiar faces.

Brian's parents.

Emily's husband, Mark.

A few cousins.

Close family friends.

Children ran through sprinklers while adults gathered beneath shaded tables.

It felt comfortable.

Safe.

The kind of afternoon Brian had always imagined when he pictured home.

As lunch wound down, conversations shifted naturally from vacations to work, then somehow landed on weddings.

Mark pointed toward Brian with a teasing grin.

"So..."

Brian immediately recognized that tone.

"Oh no."

"Oh yes."

"When are we getting another wedding in the family?"

Emily rolled her eyes.

"Leave them alone."

"I'm just asking."

Fredy laughed.

"You always ask."

"And one day I'll get an answer."

Brian reached for his lemonade.

"We're eating burgers."

"Exactly."

"What does that have to do with weddings?"

"I don't know."

Everyone laughed.

Brian managed a smile, but something settled quietly inside him.

He glanced toward Fredy.

Fredy smiled politely, answering another question about his latest photography assignment.

The conversation moved on.

No awkwardness.

No discomfort.

No obvious hesitation.

Still...

Brian couldn't ignore one small detail.

Fredy hadn't answered.

Not really.



Later that afternoon, Brian helped Mark carry empty dishes inside.

"You okay?" Mark asked casually.

Brian looked up.

"Why?"

"You've been quieter."

"I'm fine."

Mark gave him the look reserved for family members telling obvious lies.

"You know... you don't have to have everything figured out."

Brian smiled faintly.

"I know."

"You love each other."

"We do."

"That's obvious."

Brian nodded.

"So stop worrying about imaginary problems."

Brian frowned.

"What imaginary problems?"

Mark shrugged.

"The ones you're inventing."

Brian almost laughed.

Maybe he was imagining things.

Maybe.

Yet on the drive home, silence settled between him and Fredy—not uncomfortable, simply thoughtful.

Streetlights reflected across the windshield as evening painted the city in warm shades of gold.

Fredy rested one hand on Brian's knee.

"Thank you for today."

Brian glanced over.

"You had fun?"

"I always do with your family."

"They love you."

"I love them too."

Brian smiled.

For a while, they simply drove.

Finally, he asked softly, "Can I ask you something?"

Fredy turned toward him.

"Anything."

Brian hesitated.

The question suddenly felt childish.

Too small.

Too vulnerable.

Instead he shook his head.

"No."

Fredy squeezed his knee gently.

"When you're ready."

Brian nodded.

Back at the apartment, they changed into comfortable clothes and settled onto the couch with a movie neither of them paid much attention to.

Halfway through, Fredy fell asleep with his head resting against Brian's shoulder.

Brian carefully pulled a blanket over them both.

Outside, rain began tapping softly against the windows.

Inside, everything felt peaceful.

Perfect, even.

Brian looked down at the man sleeping beside him.

He loved Fredy more deeply than he had ever thought possible.

So why had one simple conversation about the future unsettled him so much?

Why had the word forever suddenly begun to feel like a question instead of a promise?

He wrapped an arm around Fredy a little tighter.

Fredy smiled in his sleep without waking.

Brian closed his eyes.

For tonight, that was enough.

Tomorrow could wait.
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Chapter 2 – The Offer
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Monday mornings were never quiet at Carter & Wells Architecture.

The reception area buzzed with clients coming and going, phones ringing almost nonstop, and the steady rhythm of printers spitting out construction plans. Junior architects hurried between conference rooms carrying rolls of drawings while project managers compared schedules over cups of coffee that had long since gone cold.

Brian stepped out of the elevator with his messenger bag slung over one shoulder, already mentally reviewing the day's agenda.

A hospital expansion meeting at nine.

Final revisions for a luxury apartment complex before lunch.

A site visit in the afternoon.

Nothing unusual.

He had barely reached his office when his assistant, Melissa, appeared in the doorway.

"Good morning."

"Morning."

She smiled knowingly.

"Mr. Wells would like to see you."

Brian frowned.

"Now?"

"He said as soon as you arrived."

That was unusual.

Daniel Wells rarely summoned anyone without scheduling it first.

Brian thanked Melissa and walked down the hall toward the corner office overlooking the city's skyline.

He knocked lightly.

"Come in."

Daniel looked up from his desk with a warm smile.

"There you are. Close the door."

Brian did as he was asked and took a seat.

"You wanted to see me?"

Daniel leaned back in his chair.

"I've been looking forward to this conversation."

Brian's curiosity grew.

Daniel had founded the firm nearly thirty years earlier. Calm, thoughtful, and respected throughout the city, he wasn't known for dramatic speeches.

"I'll get straight to the point," Daniel said. "I'm beginning to think about retirement."

Brian blinked.

"I didn't know."

"Only a handful of people do."

Daniel folded his hands together.

"When I started this firm, I hoped one day someone would care about it as much as I do."

Brian smiled politely.

"You've built something remarkable."

"I have."

Daniel nodded.

"And I've been watching you for years."

Brian felt his heartbeat quicken.

"You've become more than an excellent architect. Clients trust you. Your colleagues respect you. When problems arise, people naturally look to you."

He paused.

"I'd like to offer you a partnership."

For several seconds, Brian simply stared.

"A... partnership?"

Daniel smiled.

"Equal ownership over time."

Brian searched for words.

"I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to answer today."

"I wasn't expecting..."

"Few people do."

Daniel stood and walked toward the window.

"This firm needs someone committed to its future. Someone willing to stay and help lead it for years."

Brian joined him, looking out across the skyline he had helped shape one building at a time.

"This city has been your home," Daniel continued.

"I've never really imagined working anywhere else."

"That's exactly why I asked."

The offer settled heavily in Brian's chest.

Becoming partner wasn't simply a promotion.

It was the career goal he'd quietly chased since graduating from architecture school.

Financial security.

Creative freedom.

A chance to shape the company itself.

Everything he had worked toward.

"I'd like you to think about it," Daniel said gently.

"I will."

"No pressure."

Brian laughed softly.

"It feels like a lot of pressure."

Daniel chuckled.

"Only because it matters."

As Brian left the office, the hallway seemed strangely different.

The same walls.

The same framed architectural awards.

The same familiar coworkers.

Yet somehow everything had changed.

For the first time, he wasn't just walking through the firm.

He was imagining helping lead it.



Across town, Fredy was finishing edits from his latest photography assignment when his phone rang.

The caller ID made him smile.

"Lena."

He answered with an easy grin.

"To what do I owe the honor?"

"You sitting down?"

"I wasn't."

"You should."

Fredy laughed.

"That serious?"

"Remember the Global Wildlife Conservancy project we talked about last winter?"

His smile faded into curiosity.

"Of course."

"They chose you."

Fredy froze.

"No..."

"Yes."

He stood so quickly his chair rolled backward.

"You're joking."

"I wish I were. They called this morning."

Fredy covered his mouth with one hand.

The Global Wildlife Conservancy expedition was one of the most prestigious photography assignments in the world.

Eight months.

Six countries.

Rare wildlife habitats few photographers ever had access to.

The kind of opportunity that could define an entire career.

"When do they leave?" he asked quietly.

"In three months."

His excitement faltered slightly.

Three months.

Not tomorrow.

Not next year.

Soon.

"You'd be documenting endangered species," Lena continued. "Your work would appear in exhibitions, documentaries, conservation campaigns..."

Fredy barely heard the rest.

His thoughts had already drifted elsewhere.

Brian.

Their apartment.

Sunday mornings.

Movie nights.

Family dinners.

Eight months suddenly sounded much longer than it had a moment ago.

"You still there?" Lena asked.

"Yeah."

"You don't sound excited."

"I am."

"You've dreamed about this for years."

"I know."

"So what's wrong?"

Fredy smiled faintly.

"I'm trying to imagine being away from someone I love for that long."

There was silence before Lena answered.

"That's a different kind of dream."

"It is."



That evening, Brian unlocked the apartment door carrying a bottle of wine.

"I'm home."

"In here."

Fredy's voice came from the kitchen.

Brian stopped in the doorway.

Dinner was already cooking.

Candles flickered on the table.

"What's all this?"

Fredy turned around with an almost nervous smile.

"I have news."

Brian laughed.

"So do I."

"You first."

"No, you clearly planned this."

Fredy took a slow breath.

"I got offered the Global Wildlife Conservancy expedition."

Brian's eyes widened.

"The expedition?"

Fredy nodded.

"I was selected."

For a heartbeat Brian simply stared before pulling him into a tight embrace.

"Fredy... that's incredible."

"You think so?"

"I know so."

Brian stepped back, his face glowing with pride.

"You've worked for this forever."

Fredy's smile returned.

"I have."

Brian lifted the wine bottle.

"Well, we definitely need to celebrate."

They sat together over dinner, talking excitedly about the expedition, the animals Fredy might photograph, and the places he would visit.

Only after dessert did Brian clear his throat.

"I have news too."

Fredy smiled.

"What happened?"

Brian hesitated.

"Daniel offered me a partnership."

Fredy's fork stopped halfway to his
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