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The analyst room is dark except for the monitor.

Noah has been in here for three hours. He knows this because the timestamp on the bottom right corner of the screen says 2:14 a.m. and he sat down at 11, and he has been watching the same footage on a loop since 11:23 when he gave up pretending he was working and admitted, quietly and only to himself, that this was not work.

The footage is from last Tuesday's scrimmage. An internal session—no broadcast, no stats upload, no official record. Just the team running coordinated drills while Noah tracked the data from the booth, which is what he always does, which is the only thing he is supposed to be doing.

He has watched Jin's play sequence forty-two times. He knows this because he counted. Counting is something to do when the alternative is thinking about the fact that Jin's shoes are still by the front door and Jin's jacket is still on the back of the couch and Jin has been asleep for the past forty minutes on that couch with his controller still in his hands and his whole body arranged like he trusts the world not to hurt him while he is unconscious.

Noah presses play. Forty-three.

On screen, Jin moves like water through a gap in the enemy formation. The analysts call this kind of play "reading"—seeing a structure two moves before it collapses and threading through the gap that isn't there yet. In eight months, Noah has not met a player with Jin's instinct for this. Not even close. It is not something you teach. It is something that is either there or it isn't, and when you first see it in someone, it is a little like watching a person discover they can breathe underwater.

Jin moves. The gap closes behind him. Three eliminations in six seconds.

In the post-kill frame—the half-second between the last shot and the next movement—his face does a thing. Not a celebration. Not performance. It is the expression of someone who wasn't sure they could do the thing and then did the thing and the relief of it has not fully settled yet. An open expression. Briefly, completely unguarded.

Noah pauses on it.

He does this every time. He is aware that he does this every time. He is choosing, right now, not to examine that awareness.

He takes his glasses off and sets them on the desk. Presses his thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose. In the sudden blur of the monitor, the frozen footage smears into light and color and nothing identifiable, which is almost a relief.

He puts his glasses back on.

The timestamp reads 2:17. In the next room, through the wall, he can hear absolutely nothing, which means Jin is still asleep and the house is genuinely quiet, which happens for maybe four hours a night and only after midnight when Rafe finally stops playing music in his room and the others have cycled through the kitchen for their last snacks and the particular low-grade noise of six people coexisting in one space has settled into something approaching silence.

Noah has always worked best in this window. The two-to-four block. The hours when the building has a different quality—stiller, more honest, easier to think in. He is thirty-one days from the end of the regular season and he has a qualifying match in nine days and his IGL's reaction timing has improved four percent over the last three weeks and all of this is real and measurable and the actual content of his job.

He opens the notebook beside the keyboard. Turns to a fresh page. Writes: Post-Drill Review, March 14. Jin C.—positioning in coordinated breach, multi-target sequencing.

He stops writing.

He looks at Jin's name in the margin. He has written it there twice already today, in two separate entries. Not as a label. Just—there. The way a word will attach itself to a margin when your hand is moving faster than your intention.

He closes the notebook.

From the couch in the next room comes the quiet sound of Jin shifting in his sleep. The clink of a controller setting against the cushion. Then silence again.

Noah does not move.

There is something he has been refusing to name for approximately four months. He is, professionally speaking, very good at not naming things. He built a career on it—the careful, clean architecture of knowing what you have and keeping it categorized correctly: here is what I know about my team, here is what I know about my players, here is what I am responsible for and what I am not. It is a system that has served him well. It is a system that has a very specific and recently-discovered flaw, which is that it requires everything to stay in the category where you put it.

He gets up.

He does not mean to go to the doorway. He finds himself there anyway—the threshold between the analyst room and the living space, where the narrow light from the monitor reaches and then stops. In the dark beyond, he can make out the couch and the shape of the person on it: Jin on his side, legs drawn up slightly, one hand still loosely around the controller, his face turned into the cushion.

The jacket is on the back of the couch. It slid there sometime in the last hour, migrating from Jin's shoulders the way his things always migrate—slowly, unintentionally, spreading into whatever space is available. His shoes are by the door. His headset is on the coffee table. There is a half-finished bottle of water that Noah knows without looking is from the specific case Jin buys in bulk because he likes the bottle shape, and which keeps appearing in rooms where Jin has been.

Jin's things are everywhere in this house. That is, objectively, a normal feature of communal living. Noah is aware that this is a normal feature of communal living.

He gets a blanket from the storage shelf by the hallway. It is a practical action. The house HVAC runs cold overnight; he has sent two house-wide messages about turning the thermostat up; no one has turned the thermostat up; this is a practical action in response to a practical problem.

He crosses the room. Lays the blanket over Jin's shoulders. Jin doesn't wake. He makes a small sound—not distress, not anything—just the sound of someone registering warmth at a level below consciousness and accepting it.

Noah straightens.

He stands there in the dark for a moment that is longer than any practical action requires.

Jin's face is completely quiet. The competitive sharpness, the quick-read assessment that runs in his expression like a background process during waking hours—none of that is present. He is just a person asleep on a couch, trusting the dark not to do anything with that.

I am already in trouble, Noah thinks. Not for the first time. With an increasing quality of certainty that is starting to feel less like a warning and more like a fact he is simply going to have to live inside.

He turns the monitor off. Carries the quiet back with him.

He does not sleep for a while.
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The gaming house smells the same.

This is the first thing Jin registers when Dessa opens the front door—that specific architecture of a shared building that has been lived in hard: coffee from the kitchen, the particular neutralizing smell of good equipment ventilation, something that might be Rafe's cologne coming from upstairs, and underneath all of it something like artificial winter, the HVAC running colder than it needs to. He knew this smell before he remembered knowing it. It arrived in his chest about three seconds before anything in his brain caught up.

"Welcome back," Dessa says. She says it without inflection, which from Dessa he is already understanding means she means it.

"Thanks." He steps inside. His bag is over one shoulder and his equipment case is in his right hand and he is, per his discharge paperwork, medically cleared to return to light activity and supervised training. Per his own internal read of himself, he is fine. He is better than fine. Six weeks of hospital and then outpatient and then his sister's apartment where Marisol fed him and asked careful questions and watched him the way she watches things when she is trying to figure out if she needs to intervene—he is ready to be back somewhere where things make sense. Where the work is in front of him and he knows what the work is.

He sets the equipment case down. Looks around.

The common room is mostly as he remembers it: long sectional sofa, battle-worn coffee table, four monitors along the far wall for the shared practice rigs, the whiteboard on the right side that functions as a combination strategy space and house message board depending on who got there first. Someone has written whose cereal is this in red marker in the corner. Someone else has drawn a small arrow pointing at it and written not mine in blue.

There are two new plants by the window. Jin does not remember plants.

"Rafe's," Dessa says, following his gaze. "He decided the house needed life. Noah told him to keep them watered or they'd become his responsibility. That was six weeks ago. They're thriving."

"Noah—" Jin starts.

"Is in the common room," Dessa says. "He was expecting you at eleven. It's eleven-oh-three."

Jin looks at her.

"He clocks it," she says, with no particular judgment. "You'll get used to it again."

He follows her down the short hallway and into the common room, and that is when he sees him.

Noah is standing at the whiteboard. His back is to the room. He has one sleeve rolled—the left one, just to the elbow—and a marker in his right hand and he is writing what appears to be a timing breakdown in the compact, precise handwriting that Jin somehow already knows is compact and precise, though he cannot place the memory of learning this. He is wearing dark jeans and a grey shirt and glasses with thin metal frames. His hair is pushed back from his forehead, dark, and his posture is the posture of someone who has been standing exactly like this for long enough that his body has settled into it rather than chosen it.

Jin's chest does something he does not have a name for.

Noah finishes what he is writing. Caps the marker. Turns around.

His face, for a moment, does something.

Jin cannot read it. It is there and then it isn't—a rapid adjustment, not performed, just internal, the way a person's expression moves when they are doing something fast and private. By the time Noah's eyes have fully settled on Jin's, there is nothing there except professional recognition, and the kind of measured calm that Jin is already filing under things he does.

"Good to have you back, Caslo," Noah says.

Not Jin. Caslo.

"Good to be back," Jin says.

From the staircase, there is a sound that can only be described as a controlled descent at speed, followed by Rafe Solano appearing in the doorway at a velocity that suggests he has been listening for the front door since approximately ten forty-five.

"There he is." Rafe crosses the room in three steps and gets an arm around Jin's shoulders with the ease of long practice. He is a little taller, or Jin's memory of him is slightly off, and he smells like the same cologne. "You look good. You look better than good, actually, that's annoying."

"You look the same," Jin tells him.

"I know. Timeless." Rafe releases him but stays close, and Jin registers this—the proximity, the way Rafe positions himself like a body between Jin and whatever requires buffering. He is not sure what currently requires buffering. He files it.

"I'll give you some time to settle in," Noah says. He is already moving back toward the whiteboard—not dismissively, just with the efficient redirection of someone who has a task in progress. "Team practice at two. If you want to do an early review of the drills we've been running, the session files are on the shared drive under your login."

"I remember my login," Jin says.

Noah glances back at him. His expression is perfectly neutral. "Good."

He turns back to the whiteboard.

Jin watches the back of his head for a moment. His chest is still doing the thing. He does not know what to call it or where it comes from, only that it arrived with the first eye contact and has not fully resolved since.

Rafe moves to stand beside him. Very quietly, in a voice designed not to carry, he says: "Come see your room. Dessa reorganized it while you were gone. She says she didn't touch anything but she definitely moved the monitor two centimeters to the left."

Jin lets himself be steered toward the stairs.

At the base of the staircase, he glances back over his shoulder. Noah is writing again, marker moving in short, certain lines, the whiteboard acquiring a new structure. He hasn't looked back.

Jin turns and follows Rafe up.

His room is his room.

This is the second thing that registers the way the smell did—not as recognition but as something more immediate, less mediated by the gap in his memory. He stands in the doorway for a moment and takes inventory: the posters on the wall (he has opinions about every single one of them, which he did not expect), the equipment setup at the desk, the chair. The exact position of the chair. He has a distinct, wordless conviction about where that chair belongs and it is currently two inches to the right of where it belongs, and before he has made a conscious decision about it he has crossed the room and adjusted it.

Rafe, leaning in the doorway, says nothing.

"I know," Jin says, to preempt whatever Rafe's face is doing.

"I didn't say anything."

"You were going to."

"I was going to say it's good to have you back." Rafe's voice is easy. "I've been eating cereal alone at midnight for six weeks, which is technically possible but spiritually inadvisable."

Jin sits in the chair. The right position. The chair gives with the specific resistance of something he has sat in many times before, and his body finds the angle without instruction, and he does not examine what this means.

"Tell me what I missed," he says.

Rafe sits on the edge of the bed. "We went four-and-two in the last regional. The second loss was a comms breakdown in overtime, very fixable, Noah's been running the drill set for it twice a week since. Tomás upgraded his rig. Kira's been practicing a support role variation she wants to present but hasn't yet, which means she's still stress-testing it, which means it's either going to be excellent or a disaster with no middle option. The coffee machine broke and Dessa ordered a replacement and it arrived two days ago and it is significantly better and everyone is being weird about the improvement."

"And Noah," Jin says.

He doesn't know why he says it. The name has a weight in his mouth that he wasn't expecting, and Rafe hears it—Jin can tell by the quarter-second pause that precedes Rafe's response, the specific recalibration that means Rafe knows something he's deciding whether to deploy.

"What about him?" Rafe says.

"I don't know." Jin spins the chair slightly. "He looked at me like—" He stops.

"Like what?"

"I don't know how to describe it. Like he'd already decided how to look at me before I came in."

Rafe is quiet for a moment that lasts slightly longer than it needs to. Then: "He's been running the team solo since August. He's gotten used to a certain operating mode. You coming back changes the configuration."

"Sure," Jin says.

"It's an adjustment."

"Sure," Jin says again.

He stops spinning the chair. Looks at his desk, at the monitor and the keyboard and the small corner of the workspace where his things still are—the specific placement of his tablet, the way the cable management is arranged, the fact that someone, at some point, has put his headset back on exactly the hook where he prefers it.

He knows who did that.

He does not know how he knows.

"Two o'clock," he says. "I should look at the drill files."

"Jin."

"I'm fine, Rafe."

"I know you're fine." Rafe says it without debate. "I just want you to know there's no pressure here. Like. Medically or otherwise."

Jin looks at him. There is something in Rafe's expression that is careful in a way Jin cannot fully parse—not withholding, exactly, just chosen. Like someone speaking from a heavily edited version of what they actually know.

"Okay," Jin says.

"Okay." Rafe stands. "I'll make coffee. The new machine has settings that are frankly unethical in their specificity and I've been waiting to show someone."

He leaves.

Jin turns back to his desk. Opens the shared drive. Pulls up the drill files Noah has organized under his login, and they are all there—eight weeks of session data, annotated in the margin columns with small, precise notes in the handwriting Jin already knows. He goes through them in order. He notices that Noah has flagged every instance of a call he made differently post-injury from pre-injury, with a notation system that is not judgmental, just accurate: previous approach, current approach, delta.

He has been tracked this carefully by someone who thought he was gone.

Jin reads through the files for forty minutes without moving. Then he closes the laptop, gets up, and goes downstairs to find the common room again.

Noah is still at the whiteboard. The left sleeve is still rolled. The right isn't.

Jin sits in the chair by the long table—the one that is, for reasons he cannot articulate, clearly his chair—and opens his tablet.

"Can I ask you a question?" he says.

Noah doesn't turn around. "Yes."

"The delta notations in the drill files. The ones comparing my pre- and post-injury decision timing."

"What about them."

"Are you going to use those to change how you're running practice? Or are you tracking for something else?"

Now Noah turns. He is, Jin has already noted, a person who does not pivot until he has decided to pivot—a quality of deliberateness to all his movement that makes each small reorientation feel like a considered choice. He looks at Jin with the specific attention that Jin is already learning: full, steady, assessment-weighted.

"Both," Noah says. "I'm tracking the delta because I want to know if the changes are structural—altered decision architecture—or temporal, meaning they'll self-correct with practice volume. If they're structural, we adapt the drills. If they're temporal, we run volume."

"Which do you think they are?"

A beat. "I think you're going to be back at your baseline inside a month. And I think two of the changes may actually be improvements."

Jin looks at him.

"You're slower to commit in ambiguous scenarios," Noah says. "Before the accident, you forced calls in low-information states. It was effective and it cost you occasionally. The hesitation I'm seeing now—it reads like recalibration rather than regression. Whether it stays or resolves, I'm not sure yet."

Jin is quiet for a moment.

"That's a generous read," he says.

"It's an accurate read," Noah says, and turns back to the whiteboard.

Jin watches the back of his head again. His chest is doing the thing again, and it is specific enough now that he can locate it—a pressure just below the sternum, neither painful nor comfortable, the physical sensation of something that does not yet have a name.

He opens his tablet. Pulls up the drill sequence. Begins reviewing.

For the next forty minutes, the only sounds in the common room are the marker on the whiteboard and the soft click of Jin's tablet and the faint hum of the equipment, and neither of them says anything further, and it is not uncomfortable.

Jin files this too.
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The drills take four days to find their shape.

This is not a complaint. Noah runs practice with the specific patience of someone who understands that performance recovery is not linear and has internalized, at a level below frustration, that a timetable is a target and not a guarantee. He watches Jin work. He takes notes. He does not say: you were faster before. He does not say: this used to take you two seconds and it's taking you four. He writes the numbers down and he keeps running the sequences and he waits.

On the fifth day, Jin hits his baseline on the entry-breach drill.

Noah writes the number in his notebook. Does not say anything. Moves to the next drill.

Jin glances at him from the practice rig, and Noah can see the question sitting in his expression—did you notice, does it count, was that what you needed—and he gives Jin the nod that means yes, logged, next, and Jin turns back to the screen.

This is the system. Noah built it before Jin, and Jin slotted into it like someone who had read the manual.

(He had not read the manual. He never did. He just watched Noah once and understood how it worked, which was one of the first things Noah noticed about him, which was the beginning of all the trouble.)

They run four hours the first week. Six the second. The team integrates Jin back with the low-key efficiency of people who
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