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Chapter 9

I did miss the warmth of the dorm a little, but I hugged my arms around myself and kept telling myself not to be scared. Not scared. Totally not scared.

The pitch-black path ahead of me suddenly lit up in the glare of headlights from behind.

A bunch of idiots on loud, show-off street bikes whistled at me as they rolled closer.

“Hey, you up there—the one with the pale ankles. Yeah, you. Stop.”

“Come on, pretty boy. Give us a smile.”

What kind of world was this, where a grown guy could get harassed by these wannabe punks?

I ignored them and kept walking. If I went a little farther, there should be a cheap motel where I could stay for the night, and that road had better streetlights too.

The creeps got mad fast.

“You ignoring us?”

“What’s your problem?”

“Hey! Stop!”

“We said stop! You deaf?”

I bolted.

I darted into a narrow alley their bikes couldn’t get through.

Luckily, I was fast, and I’d picked the right direction.

The good news: I got away.

The bad news: I was lost.

I’d never gone through that alley before. It branched off into a mess of little side paths, and I’d been running blindly just to shake them. By then I couldn’t even remember which way I’d come from.

By the time I stumbled out of that maze of narrow lanes, I had no idea where I was.

It



















Chapter 11

Damien took one look at my scraped knee and his jaw clenched. Then he hauled me up and set me on his precious bike like I was made of glass.

“Stay put,” he said, baseball bat resting behind his shoulders. “Watch how your husband deals with these idiots.”

Then he charged in.

The bat swung once, twice, and Damien threw himself right into the middle of them.

But there were eight or nine creeps.

How was he supposed to handle that alone?

I tried to jump down and help, but before my good foot even hit the ground, a strong hand caught me under the butt and lifted me right back onto the bike.

“Don’t dirty your feet.”

I turned around.

Mason was standing there, face dark and dangerous.

Behind him were Ethan, looking cold and openly contemptuous; Noah, worry written all over his face; and Caleb—quiet, dependable Caleb, who I hadn’t seen in what felt like forever.

“Y-you… how did all of you get here?”

Mason glanced at my injured right leg, then let out a cold laugh.

“Break every one of their right legs.”

Damien immediately shouted back from the middle of the fight, “I’ll cover the medical bills!”

And then all of them joined in.

The whole thing turned into chaos.

Somewhere in the blur, I thought I saw Ethan rush past me, the corner of his eyes a little red.

Once everyone had arrived, Damien backed out of the fight and came over to me. He handed me a helmet, swung onto the bike, and started the engine.

“Let them handle it, wifey. Hold on tight. I’m taking you to get that cleaned up.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist and pressed my face to his back. Dust from my face smeared all over his white shirt.

He wouldn’t care.

He adored me too much to care.

He even carried me into the hospital bridal-style.

My injuries were nothing serious—just a torn-up knee and cuts on the bottoms of my feet from the gravel—but Damien still insisted on a full-body checkup. Then he arranged a ridiculously luxurious private room for me while I waited for the results.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t slept well the night before, or because I’d gotten chilled outside, but the second I was settled in that warm, quiet room, I drifted off.

Somewhere in my sleep, it felt like someone kissed me.

Had Ethan come by?

And if it was him, why was he only ever brave enough to steal kisses?

I was just starting to get mad when I opened my eyes.

No Ethan.

The hospital room was empty.

And I was lying there, completely intact, tucked in Damien’s arms.

Damien, who wasn’t wearing a shirt.

Damien looked down at me with a teasing grin, one arm still wrapped around me as he pinched my cheek.

“Morning, wifey. You’re awake?”

I jerked and stared at him. “Why the hell are you not wearing a shirt?!”

Sure, Damien and I were close, but not that close.
Chapter 12

He instantly put on the most aggrieved expression imaginable. “Wifey, you fell asleep and said my shirt was scratchy. You took it off yourself.”

“I... how is that even possible?!”

He pouted. “You’re so mean. Framing me the second you wake up.”

Did I really have such grabby hands in my sleep?

Please tell me I hadn’t done anything weird to him in my dreams.

That was... embarrassingly possible.

“R-Really? Then... sorry. I didn’t mean to. Put it back on already.”

Damien curled in closer instead, rubbing his head against the hollow of my neck like an oversize cat.

“Then that’s your punishment,” he murmured. “You have to help me put it on.”

Why did it feel like ever since Damien got back from that competition, he’d been getting clingier and clingier?

Damien stood by the bed, still urging me to help him get dressed.

I didn’t have time to think too hard about any of it. I just did what he wanted.

He said he was going to pick up my test results, and the second he left, Mason, Ethan, Noah, and Caleb all came in.

The moment they stepped through the door, the first person I looked at was Ethan.

So it was true—once someone confessed to you, you couldn’t help paying more attention to him.

The corners of Ethan’s eyes were even redder than before.

Was he really serious about liking me?

Noah took one look at me and immediately started wailing.

“Leo!” He rushed over and threw his arms around me. “Why are you in the hospital? I didn’t hit those creeps hard enough!”

Mason answered for him, sounding grimly satisfied. “You didn’t go easy on them. They’re in the next ward.”

I hadn’t seen Caleb in a while. The first thing he did when he came over was make me a cup of warm milk.

Caleb was the steadiest one out of all of them. Good grades, not many words, always the one who actually did things instead of talking about them. His two favorite hobbies seemed to be eating pineapple and making me warm milk. He was the dependable, caring roommate type.

He looked at me with quiet concern and handed me the cup.

“Here,” he said softly. “Drink this.”

If Caleb ever liked someone, I felt like he’d be the kind who never said much, just stayed by their side and took care of them in silence.

I took the milk and drank it, weirdly comforted.

As long as Caleb was around, I could have a cup like this every day.

It was smooth and rich, with a little sugar stirred in. Warm, sweet, and fragrant going down, and by the time it reached my stomach, my whole body felt warmer.

Home really was best.

Anywhere the five of them were felt like home.

They were all so good to me, and I’d still been thinking about running away from them.

So what if one of them was a little mean to me sometimes?

I glanced at Mason. He was still the one who protected me most.

So what if one of them was gay and liked me?

I looked at Ethan, still silent, his expression cool as ever except for those reddened eyes.
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Because I was the shortest guy in the room?

I sighed. “Then you’re going to be disappointed. I’m already an adult. I’m not getting any taller.”

Caleb shook his head at once.

“I won’t be disappointed. I won’t.”

Judging by his expression, it seemed like he’d be genuinely crushed if I didn’t finish it, so I took the mug in both hands and gulped the whole thing down.

Then I licked the little milk mustache off my upper lip and looked at him in satisfaction.

“Thanks. I’m full now. I liked it.”

Caleb gave me that slow, earnest smile of his.

“I also... really like it...”

What?

Another one liked me too?

I instantly got my guard up.

“Like what?”

Caleb looked straight at me without blinking.

“I really like... watching you drink milk.”

Oh.

Wow. That scared me for a second.

I’d almost thought he was gay too.

Then I reconsidered. I’d deleted that private post so fast back then—maybe Caleb and Damien had never even seen it. Why was I freaking myself out for nothing?

I had just started to relax when Caleb spoke again in that quiet, awkward way of his.

“I didn’t get a chance to ask before... why did you delete that post where you said you thought you might be gay?”

“You—you saw it?”

“I saw it.”

Caleb didn’t seem to understand why I was freaking out so hard. He looked completely calm.

“Leo, I kind of figured it out a while ago, actually.”

???

Figured what out? I was straight. How had he “figured it out”?

Caleb patted me on the shoulder. “It’s normal not to realize it yourself. You’ve never dated anyone before.”

What the hell? No way.

I slapped a hand over his mouth and told him to stop talking.

Why was he talking so much today?

If Damien came back after paying downstairs and heard any more of this, that would make one more person who knew.

No. Absolutely not. Nobody else needed to know.

The pineapple delivery Caleb had ordered arrived. He loved pineapple, so he got up to go pick it up.

He left his phone on the edge of my bed.

I hadn’t been paying attention at first, but then his screen lit up right in front of me with a reminder notification.

It said:

[Day 1,616 of eating pineapple every day since age fifteen to taste sweeter.]

Eating pineapple?

Taste sweeter?

Did he mean... that kind of sweeter?

Was that why he liked pineapple so much?

Was this some kind of weird guy secret?

Then another reminder popped up on his phone.

[Day 521 of giving warm milk to the youngest one I like.]

The youngest one?

Me?

The youngest one he liked?

Caleb liked me too!

The doctor said if nothing was wrong by tomorrow, I could go back.

That night, our hospital room had two beds with a privacy curtain hanging between them.

The problem was, there were three of us.

I turned to look at Caleb.

Once someone confessed to you, you noticed him differently.

And honestly... Caleb wasn’t a bad option at all.

He’d quietly stuck by me this whole time, bringing me warm milk every day and looking after me without making a fuss. Wasn’t that way better than someone who only knew how to steal kisses?

Yeah.
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