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Chapter One – When Silence Speaks
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The apartment was quiet in the way that felt deliberate, like it was holding its breath.

Brain stood at the kitchen sink long after the kettle had finished boiling, his hands resting on the counter, his reflection warped slightly in the darkened window. Outside, the city murmured—distant traffic, a siren far enough away not to mean danger—but inside, everything was still. Too still.

He told himself he liked it this way.

Silence meant control. Silence meant nothing could surprise him.

But lately, silence had started to feel like a question.

He reached for the mug without thinking, the blue one with the chipped rim that wasn’t technically his. It had shown up one day among his dishes and never left. Like Dough. Like the way some presences slipped into your life so quietly you didn’t notice until imagining their absence felt impossible.

Brain poured the water, watched the steam curl upward, then stopped. Another mug sat beside it. Clean. Waiting.

He frowned at it as if it had personally offended him.

Old habits. That was all. Muscle memory. He didn’t need two mugs. He hadn’t needed two mugs in weeks.

Still, he filled it.

He carried both to the small kitchen table, setting one down across from his chair before he realized what he was doing. The sight of it—two mugs, facing each other—sent something tight and uncomfortable through his chest.

“Get it together,” he muttered, then winced at how loud his voice sounded in the empty room.

He sat anyway.

Brain had always been good at pretending. At telling himself stories that made things easier to live with. Dough was just a roommate. A friend. Someone who happened to know how Brain took his coffee and which silences meant I’m tired versus I’m hurting.

Someone who had once leaned in close, voice barely there, and whispered a promise that still lived under Brain’s skin.

He didn’t think about that. He couldn’t afford to.

The door opened without ceremony, the lock clicking softly, followed by the familiar sound of shoes being kicked off near the entryway. Brain’s shoulders tensed before he could stop them.

Dough didn’t announce himself. He never did.

“Hey,” Dough said instead, voice warm and easy, like nothing in the world was complicated.

Brain closed his eyes for half a second.

“Hey,” he replied, carefully neutral.

Dough appeared in the kitchen doorway, jacket slung over one shoulder, hair slightly wind-tousled. He looked tired in a way that made Brain want to reach out without thinking—dark circles beneath his eyes, the faint crease between his brows that showed up when he was carrying more than he said.

His gaze flicked to the table. To the second mug.

Something unreadable passed over his face before he masked it with a small smile.

“You didn’t have to,” Dough said.

Brain shrugged. “Already made it.”

A lie. Or maybe not. The line between intention and accident had gotten blurry lately.

Dough crossed the room, movements unhurried, familiar. He took the offered mug, their fingers brushing briefly. The contact was light, accidental—and yet Brain’s breath hitched like it had been planned.

They sat across from each other, the space between them filled with steam and unspoken things.

For a moment, neither of them talked.

Brain watched Dough over the rim of his mug, cataloging details he pretended not to notice anymore. The way Dough’s mouth curved slightly when he was thinking. The scar near his knuckle from a story Brain had heard too many times to count. The way his presence made the room feel warmer, fuller.

Dangerous.

“So,” Dough said eventually, breaking the silence like it was something fragile. “You’re up late.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Yeah.” Dough nodded. “Me neither.”

Another silence. This one heavier.

Brain hated how easily they fell into these moments. How natural it felt to sit across from Dough at two in the morning like this was exactly where they were meant to be. How wrong it also felt, like standing too close to the edge of something he wasn’t brave enough to jump into.

He cleared his throat. “Long day?”

Dough huffed a quiet laugh. “You could say that.”

He didn’t elaborate. Brain didn’t ask.

That was the shape of them now—circling, careful. Each of them holding back something sharp.

Dough stared into his mug for a long moment before speaking again. “You’ve been... distant.”

The words landed softly, but they hit hard.

Brain stiffened. “I live here.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

And that was the problem. Brain always knew. He just didn’t know how to respond without unraveling everything he’d worked so hard to keep neat and contained.

Dough’s gaze lifted, steady and searching. “Did I do something?”

“No.” Too fast. Brain forced himself to breathe. “This is... me.”

Dough’s expression shifted—hurt flickering briefly before being replaced by something resigned. Acceptance, maybe. Or patience.

That patience was worse.

Brain pushed his chair back slightly, needing space he didn’t really want. “I just don’t want things to get complicated.”

Dough’s smile this time was faint. Sad. “They already are.”

The truth of it sat between them.

Brain stood abruptly, carrying his mug to the sink though it was barely touched. He needed motion, something to anchor him. He rinsed it slowly, methodically, as if order could be restored through routine.

Behind him, Dough was quiet.

“I should head to bed,” Brain said, gripping the counter.

“Yeah,” Dough replied. “Me too.”

But neither of them moved.

When Brain finally turned around, Dough was standing close—closer than he had been a moment ago. Close enough that Brain could smell his soap, feel the warmth of his body.

Too close.

Dough’s voice dropped, instinctively soft. “Brain.”

Something in the way he said his name—careful, weighted—made Brain’s chest ache.

“I’m not asking for anything,” Dough continued. “I just need to know if I should keep standing here, or if I’m imagining something that isn’t real.”

Brain swallowed.

He wanted to tell the truth. That Dough was the most real thing in his life. That every quiet moment without him felt like loss. That promises scared him because they stayed—even when people didn’t.

Instead, he said nothing.

Dough exhaled slowly, the sound barely audible. Then, like a secret meant only for the space between them, he leaned in just enough for Brain to hear him whisper, “I’m not going anywhere.”

The words were soft. Almost fragile.

They wrecked him.

Brain’s heart slammed painfully against his ribs. He stared at Dough, searching his face for doubt, for uncertainty—but found only sincerity. Quiet. Steady.

Dangerous.

Dough straightened, stepping back before Brain could stop him. The moment slipped away like it had never existed.

“Goodnight,” Dough said gently.

“Night,” Brain replied, voice rough.

Dough left the kitchen, his footsteps retreating down the hall. A door closed softly.

Brain stood there long after, hands trembling, the echo of those whispered words wrapping around his thoughts.

I’m not going anywhere.

He sank back into his chair, staring at the empty space across from him, at the untouched mug growing cold.

The promise hadn’t been loud. It hadn’t demanded anything.

And that terrified him most of all.

Because silence could be endured.

But hope—hope had a way of breaking you open.
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Chapter Two – Familiar Distance
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Morning arrived without ceremony.

Brain woke to light filtering through the blinds and the faint clink of a spoon against ceramic. For a few disoriented seconds, he lay still, staring at the ceiling, listening. His body recognized the sound before his mind did.

Dough was up.

The knowledge settled into him with equal parts comfort and unease.

Brain rolled onto his side, burying his face briefly in the pillow. The bed was empty on the other half—had been empty for weeks—but his brain still cataloged the space like it meant something. He exhaled slowly, then forced himself upright.

By the time he reached the kitchen, Dough was already dressed, leaning against the counter with a mug in hand. The radio played softly in the background, tuned to a station Brain never chose himself but never asked to be changed.

“Morning,” Dough said, glancing over with a smile that felt easy in a way Brain didn’t trust.

“Morning.”

The word came out automatic. Familiar.

They moved around each other without collision, an old choreography they’d never practiced but somehow perfected. Brain reached for the coffee grounds just as Dough slid the filter into place. Dough stepped aside to give Brain room at the fridge, then reached past him anyway, murmuring a quiet, “Sorry,” even though Brain hadn’t moved.

Small kindnesses. Constant. Thoughtless in the way habits became.

Dough poured the first cup and passed it over without asking. Two sugars. Splash of milk. Exactly how Brain liked it.

“Thanks,” Brain said, even though he’d never needed to before.

Dough hesitated, just a fraction of a second. “Sure.”

They stood there sipping in silence, the space between them filled with the low hum of the refrigerator and the radio host talking about traffic Brain wouldn’t sit in today. Dough leaned back against the counter, ankle hooked casually around the other, looking relaxed.

Brain knew better.

He watched Dough over the rim of his mug, noticing the way his eyes tracked Brain’s movements, attentive even when he pretended not to be. The way he waited for Brain to take the first sip before drinking his own. The way he’d angled the radio volume down—soft enough not to intrude.

It was all so... intentional.

Brain turned away, focusing on the window. Outside, the city was already in motion. People walking dogs. A couple arguing quietly on the sidewalk below. Life moving forward whether he was ready or not.

“You working late?” Dough asked.

“Probably.”

Dough nodded. “I’ll make something for dinner, then. You can reheat it.”

The casualness of it made Brain’s chest tighten.

“You don’t have to,” he said.

“I know.”

Dough smiled again, gentle and unbothered, like the answer had been obvious. Like he’d already decided.

They finished their coffee without another word.

Brain left first, grabbing his jacket from the hook by the door. As he reached for the handle, he hesitated, something tugging at him. He
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