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Chapter 1: The Things We Don’t Say
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Jaxson had always hated places like this.

Too loud. Too crowded. Too full of people pretending they weren’t looking for something.

Or someone.

He leaned back against the bar, fingers loosely wrapped around a glass he hadn’t touched in the last ten minutes, eyes scanning the room out of habit more than interest. It was the same scene on repeat—bodies pressed a little too close, laughter a little too forced, glances that lingered just long enough to mean something, but not long enough to matter.

It was easy, here. That was the appeal.

No expectations. No complications. No one asking for anything real.

Exactly the way Jaxson liked it.

“Are you going to drink that, or just stare into it like it holds the meaning of life?”

Jaxson didn’t look over right away, but the corner of his mouth tilted. “Still deciding.”

His friend Marcus slid onto the stool beside him, already halfway through his own drink. “You’ve been ‘deciding’ for fifteen minutes.”

“Maybe I like the suspense.”

“Or maybe,” Marcus said, nudging his shoulder, “you’re thinking too much again.”

Jaxson exhaled quietly, finally lifting the glass just enough to take a small sip. The burn was familiar. Grounding. Predictable.

Unlike everything else.

“I’m not thinking,” he said.

Marcus snorted. “You? Not thinking? That would be a first.”

Jaxson didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. Marcus had known him long enough to read the silence anyway.

“That bad, huh?” Marcus asked, softer now.

Jaxson shrugged, gaze drifting back to the crowd. “Just tired.”

“Of what?”

He almost laughed at that. Because where would he even start?

Of people. Of expectations. Of the way things always seemed to fall apart the second they started to feel real.

“Of this,” he said instead, gesturing vaguely around them.

Marcus followed his gaze, brows lifting. “You mean attractive people, good music, and unlimited bad decisions?”

“Exactly.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“Yeah,” Jaxson muttered. “I’ve heard that before.”

Marcus studied him for a moment longer, like he was deciding whether to push. Then, wisely, he didn’t.

“Well,” he said, pushing off the bar, “I’m going to go make one of those bad decisions. Try not to overthink yourself into a crisis while I’m gone.”

“No promises.”

Marcus laughed and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Jaxson alone again.

Which was fine.

Alone was easy.

Jaxson set his glass down, rolling his shoulders slightly as if he could shake off the restless energy that had been sitting under his skin all night. He didn’t even know why he’d come. Habit, maybe. Or the faint, stubborn hope that something would feel different.

It never did.

His gaze drifted again, aimless this time—until it wasn’t.

It caught.

Held.

And suddenly, the noise in the room didn’t disappear, but it dulled. Like everything had shifted just slightly out of focus—everything except him.

The man standing near the far end of the bar.

Jaxson frowned, almost imperceptibly, as if his mind needed a second to catch up with what his eyes had already decided.

There was nothing flashy about him. No desperate attempt to stand out. No loud gestures or exaggerated laughter.

If anything, he was... still.

Grounded in a way that felt out of place here.

Dark hair, slightly tousled like he’d run a hand through it too many times. A simple black shirt that fit him just right—nothing tight, nothing trying too hard. And his posture—relaxed, but aware. Like he was present in a way most people weren’t.

Jaxson told himself to look away.

He didn’t.

Because then the man turned slightly, and their eyes met.

And that—

That wasn’t nothing.

It wasn’t a casual glance or an accidental brush of attention.

It was direct. Steady.

Intentional.

Jaxson felt it like a shift in the air between them, something quiet but undeniable. Not loud. Not overwhelming.

Just... there.

For a second—two, maybe longer—neither of them looked away.

And then Jaxson did.

Of course he did.

He let out a slow breath, dragging a hand over the back of his neck as if that would reset something in him. It didn’t.

“Get a grip,” he muttered under his breath.

It was just a look. That was all.

It didn’t mean anything.

It couldn’t.

Jaxson reached for his drink again, taking a longer sip this time, but his focus was gone now. Scattered. Unsteady in a way he didn’t like.

He shouldn’t look again.

He knew better.

And yet—

He did.

The man was closer now.

Jaxson hadn’t seen him move, hadn’t tracked the moment it happened, but there he was—just a few feet away, leaning lightly against the bar like he’d always been there.

Like the distance between them had never existed.

Jaxson’s pulse kicked, sharp and unexpected.

“Is that seat taken?”

The voice was low. Calm. No hesitation.

Jaxson glanced at the empty stool beside him, then back up. Up close, the man was... worse.

Or better.

Stronger presence. Sharper details. Eyes that held just a little too much awareness, like he was seeing more than he should.

“No,” Jaxson said, forcing his tone into something neutral. “Go ahead.”

“Thanks.”

He slid onto the stool, easy, unbothered. No awkwardness. No forced small talk.

Just... there.

Jaxson stared straight ahead, fully aware of him in his peripheral vision. The way his elbow rested on the bar. The way his fingers tapped once, absently, before going still.

“You always come here,” the man said after a moment, “or just when you feel like hating everything?”

Jaxson blinked, caught off guard despite himself. He turned his head slightly. “That obvious?”

“A little.”

There was the faintest hint of a smile now. Not mocking. Not arrogant.

Just... knowing.

Jaxson huffed a quiet breath. “I could ask you the same thing.”

“You could,” the man agreed. “But I was here first.”

That earned him a real reaction—a small, reluctant smile tugging at Jaxson’s mouth before he could stop it.

“Fair enough.”

Silence settled between them again, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It wasn’t the strained kind that begged to be filled.

It just... existed.

Jaxson wasn’t used to that.

“I’m Austin,” the man said finally, offering the name like it wasn’t a big deal.

Like it didn’t change anything.

Jaxson hesitated for half a second—just long enough to notice it.

“Jaxson.”

Austin nodded once, like he’d expected that. Like the name fit.

“It suits you.”

Jaxson raised a brow. “You don’t even know me.”

Austin’s gaze flicked to him then, steady again. “I know enough.”

Something in Jaxson’s chest tightened, subtle but there.

“Dangerous assumption.”

“Maybe.” Austin’s lips curved slightly. “Or maybe you’re just easier to read than you think.”

Jaxson let out a quiet laugh, shaking his head. “Trust me. I’m not.”

“No?” Austin tilted his head, studying him in a way that should’ve felt invasive—but didn’t. “You stand like you’re ready to leave. You barely touch your drink. And you keep looking at the door like you’re waiting for a reason to go.”

Jaxson stilled.

Because—

That wasn’t wrong.

He covered it quickly, shrugging one shoulder. “Or maybe I just don’t like crowds.”

“That too.”

There was no challenge in the response. No need to be right.

Just acceptance.

And somehow, that was worse.

Jaxson looked away again, jaw tightening slightly as he tried to regain some kind of control over the situation. Over himself.

“This is usually the part where you tell me what you do, where you’re from, and ask if I come here often,” he said.

Austin chuckled softly. “You want me to follow the script?”

“I want to know if there is one.”

“There isn’t.”

“Good.”

Another pause. Shorter this time.

Easier.

Jaxson glanced back at him, studying him properly now. “So what is this, then?”

Austin met his gaze without hesitation. “A conversation.”

“That’s it?”

“For now.”

There was something in the way he said it. Not suggestive. Not pushy.

Just... open.

Jaxson swallowed, the simple motion suddenly feeling heavier than it should.

He wasn’t supposed to be interested.

Wasn’t supposed to feel this... pull. This quiet, steady shift under his skin that didn’t make sense.

He’d built his life on keeping things simple. Controlled. Safe.

This didn’t feel like any of those things.

And that should’ve been enough to make him walk away.

It wasn’t.

“Alright,” Jaxson said slowly. “Then let’s keep it a conversation.”

Austin’s smile deepened, just slightly.

“Alright.”

And for the first time that night—maybe longer than that—Jaxson didn’t feel like he was waiting for something to end.
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Chapter 2: Unexpected Gravity

[image: ]


Jaxson didn’t believe in things like fate.

Or timing.

Or whatever invisible force people liked to blame when something—or someone—showed up at exactly the wrong moment.

Because that’s what this was.

Wrong.

It had to be.

And yet—

He hadn’t stopped thinking about Austin.

Not on the walk home. Not when he’d kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto his couch, staring at the ceiling like it might explain something he couldn’t quite put into words. Not even when he’d finally dragged himself to bed sometime after two, exhaustion pulling at him harder than his thoughts ever did.

It was ridiculous.

They’d talked for—what? An hour? Maybe less.

No numbers exchanged. No promises made. No reason, really, for anything to linger.

And still—

It did.

Jaxson exhaled sharply, dragging a hand down his face as he stepped out of his apartment building the next morning. The air was cool, crisp enough to wake him up in a way sleep hadn’t managed to.

“Get over it,” he muttered to himself, locking the door behind him.

It was just a conversation.

That’s all it had been.

He’d had hundreds of those. Thousands, probably. Faces that blurred together, names he forgot almost immediately, moments that never stuck.

So why—

Jaxson cut the thought off before it could finish forming.

Didn’t matter.

He adjusted his jacket and started down the street, falling into the familiar rhythm of his routine. Coffee first. Then work. Then whatever the day decided to throw at him.

Simple.

Controlled.

Exactly the way he liked it.

The café on the corner was already busy when he pushed the door open, the low hum of conversation and the sharp scent of espresso wrapping around him instantly. It was familiar, grounding—something real he could focus on.

This was better.

This made sense.

Jaxson stepped into line, pulling his phone out more out of habit than intention, scrolling aimlessly through notifications he wasn’t actually reading.

Until—

“Still deciding?”

The voice hit him before the meaning did.

Low. Calm. Familiar in a way that shouldn’t have been possible after one night.

Jaxson froze.

Just for a second.

Then he looked up.

And there he was.

Austin.

Standing a few feet away, coffee already in hand, that same steady presence like he’d been dropped into the middle of Jaxson’s morning on purpose.

Jaxson blinked once, slow, like maybe that would reset something.

It didn’t.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said under his breath.

Austin’s mouth curved, not quite a full smile, but close. “That bad?”

Jaxson huffed a quiet breath, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “I was just starting to convince myself you weren’t real.”

“And now?”

Jaxson met his gaze, something tightening—just slightly—in his chest.

“Now I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.”

Austin stepped a little closer, closing the distance without
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