

Chosen in Daylight

​​

​David Roslyn

Love Without Borders Series

Book 1
© Copyright 2026 by David Roslyn

All rights reserved:

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, or stored in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Content Note:

This novel contains explicit sexual content and adult language. Intended for mature readers.

​​​​​​Table of Contents

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1.

[image: ]


Kyle walked swiftly toward his apartment building. It was cold for an early evening, and the colorless buildings along the street emphasized the impersonal nature of life in an urban jungle.

The city always looked cleanest right after rain, as if it had been reset. The pavements held up the sky in broken reflections, and for a suspended hour, everything felt temporarily forgiven.

He walked with his hands deep in his coat pockets, collar turned up against the wind, the cold reddening his cheeks. His dark brown hair hung damp around his shoulders, the tips brushing his jacket when he moved, and in the darkened window of a closed shop, his reflection kept pace. The damp air felt cold against his favorite dark jeans. His fitted coat was just big enough at the waist to show off how his lithe body moved. 

Of course, he knew exactly how he looked, but it was nice to see confirmation reflected at him from all angles.

He preferred himself in motion, though, because any stillness always invited evaluation.

His phone vibrated and Kyle came to a stop beneath the awning of a closed florist. Water gathered along the metal lip and dropped steadily at his feet.

Mason: u around?

He stared at the screen longer than necessary, thumb hovering near the edge. He scratched his chin. Mason had a gravity that bent things toward him. Confidence worn like skin. The kind of man who never doubted entry into any room... or any bed, for that matter.

He also had a girlfriend. Stacey. He denied it, of course, claiming they were just friends-with-benefits. But Kyle was not stupid.

Well.

Kyle: yeah

The reply came instantly.

Mason: come over? just hang

Kyle exhaled once, a sharp breath through his nose. He knew better, but Mason was a master at making certain silences disappear. And the quiet of Kyle’s own apartment suddenly felt unbearable.

Kyle: Stacey?

Mason: not here

Kyle: fifteen minutes

Mason: k. back door. don’t knock. Ben’s still here.

Always the same. Sneaking around as if Ben had never seen a secret before.

Kyle slipped the phone back into his pocket and stepped back out from under the awning. Cars hissed over wet asphalt, headlights stretched thin and blurred, while the air smelled metallic and faintly burnt. Like a cigarette refusing to go out.

He turned on his heel and walked in the opposite direction of his apartment.

☸

The distance to Mason’s was just far enough to require a tram, unless Kyle wanted to arrive exhausted before the night even began.

He stood near the doors with his fingers wrapped tightly around the cold metal pole. His reflection fractured in the darkened glass each time the carriage lurched forward along the tracks.

Seated diagonally across from him, a couple leaned into each other without thought. Their fingers laced together, the man’s free thumb moving lazily along the woman’s collarbone, like it belonged there. It was a casual, public claim.

The man glanced up and caught Kyle looking.

He had a striking, sharply angled face and dark, knowing eyes.

Kyle looked away.

He had stopped pretending he was not gay years ago, and he certainly did not soften himself for anyone. But some signals still arrived through side doors, and that could be problematic. It was easy to admire a man; easier still to watch him give himself over to someone else.

Not everyone appreciated being watched.

Unfortunately.

☸

The rain started up again just as Kyle reached Mason’s building, a cold drizzle that hurried his steps.

The side entrance light flickered, and of course, the door was unlocked. He climbed the exterior stairs, the damp wood groaning under his boots—each step sounding louder than it should have in the quiet. The back door stood slightly ajar, just as promised, and he slipped inside without knocking.

The laundry room was dim and smelled faintly of detergent. The television hummed somewhere ahead, casting a muted blue glow down the narrow hallway.

Kyle moved to the kitchen where Mason stood at the counter. He was shirtless, his back turned. A dragon tattoo ran from his right shoulder down into the curve of his lower back, the head snarling just above the waistband of his sweats. A warning placed deliberately at eye level. No access allowed.

Kyle snorted at the thought and Mason turned at the sound. His expression shifted, quick and unreadable, before smoothing into an easy smile.

“Hey.”

“Hey back.”

Mason stepped closer. His blond hair was still damp from the shower. Drops of water clung to his chest, catching the blue light from the other room, the hue highlighting a body that was solid, deliberate, and entirely controlled.

“You came fast.”

“You asked me to.”

A half-smile. “Right. I did, didn’t I.”

Mason’s eyes moved over Kyle’s coat, waist, and boots, then lifted back again, as if the looking had been accidental.

“Where are they?” Kyle asked.

“Out. Jared’s on a date. Ben’s... somewhere.”

“And Stacey?”

Mason’s jaw shifted once. “As I said, not here.”

Kyle held his gaze. Mason did not look away.

“Relax,” Mason added. “There’s no one here.”

That was not what Kyle meant.

Mason reached past him and switched off the kitchen light. The click was soft, leaving only the television’s blue haze to illuminate the space between them.

“Want anything before we start?” Mason asked.

“No.”

Mason nodded and closed the distance until their chests nearly brushed. His hand lifted toward Kyle’s hair, paused mid-air, and then dropped back to his side.

“I want...” Mason began, his voice dropping a register.

“What?”

“No kissing.”

There was no hesitation in the demand.

Kyle watched him, swallowing the sudden, sharp thickness in his throat. “Oh. That’s new?”

“Just keeping things simple. It felt weird last time.”

“For whom?”

Mason’s mouth flattened into a hard line. “Don’t.”

Kyle let the silence stretch half a second longer than comfortable, letting Mason feel the weight of it.

“Okay,” he finally shrugged.

The tension visibly eased from Mason’s shoulders. Boundaries acknowledged. Territory defined.

He took Kyle by the waist and guided him down the hallway.

☸

The bedroom was too neat to be Mason’s. It had to be Stacey’s doing. Her invisible presence lingered over the tidy surfaces, a quiet reminder of exactly where Kyle stood.

Kyle chose to ignore it.

Mason slid Kyle’s coat off, his hands moving under Kyle’s shirt. They were warm and certain now as he pressed his mouth to the line of Kyle’s neck. In response, Kyle tilted his head back, granting access purely from muscle memory.

“Mason,” Kyle breathed out.

Mason stilled. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Mason’s hand tightened briefly, almost bruising Kyle’s hip, before he pushed him back onto the bed.

“You’ve still got that look. I don’t like it,” Mason muttered, looming over him.

“What look?”

Mason shrugged, though his eyes were sharp. “Like you expect something beyond what I’m going to give you.”

Kyle met his stare and raised an eyebrow. “Besides the obvious, maybe I do.”

Mason held the gaze for a long moment, then broke it and stepped away to get supplies.

“Just take it all off,” he barked.

And Kyle did. Like he always did. He knew Mason was bad news, but man, could he take Kyle there. He surely had the equipment and stamina for it. Kyle undressed quickly, a sudden, heavy urgency replacing conversation.

The air cooled his skin, but Mason’s returning gaze was hot, unapologetic, and hungry. He took in Kyle’s lithe frame without a shred of restraint.

Before Kyle could even pause a thought, the mattress exhaled beneath them as Mason settled his weight over him. His need was unmistakable, but he moved with practiced, relentless efficiency. There was no tenderness in the preparation, no wasted motion.

Kyle moaned.

“Quiet,” Mason murmured, a command rather than a request, as he took control.

Kyle bit back his first breath. The initial shock gave way to a heavy, driving rhythm. Mason’s eyes stayed firmly closed, but Kyle moved with him because that was the currency here. He was a well-used glove by this point. There was nothing required from him emotionally.

Mason’s control was comfortably dangerous, satisfyingly overpowering, and entirely lonely.

When it broke, it broke sharply. Kyle pressed his knuckles to his mouth to stifle the breathless fracture of his own release. But if Mason noticed, he did not show it. He simply swelled and followed a moment later, his jaw tight, biting into Kyle’s shoulder before pressing a brief, hollow kiss to the mark.

Then he rolled off.

The television droned from the living room, filling the sudden, freezing void. Mason stood and took care of the aftermath. With his back turned, he pulled on his jeans.

“Ben may be back soon.”

Kyle lifted himself slowly, his arms holding his torso up. The cold air bit his bare skin as his shoulder stung. “Why the sudden rush?”

Mason glanced over at him. “You came. We came. Same as we always do.”

A beat.

“Yes,” Kyle muttered.

Mason looked away and went toward his bathroom.

Inside, Kyle joined but avoided the mirror until he could not. The reflection staring back at him was exactly what he expected, and he hated it. His long hair was disheveled and his face a haunted memory.

“Don’t make it weird,” Mason called from the doorway as he left.

“I’m...”

Mason was about to press further when his phone buzzed on the nightstand and he turned to get it. As he glanced at it, his entire expression shifted. It was softer and more attentive.

Kyle washed his hands in silence.

Mason came back, still holding his phone. “You good?”

Kyle nodded.

“Cool.” Mason turned and headed for the kitchen.

Cool.

Returning to the laundry room, Mason pulled the back door open for Kyle without ceremony.

“Night then.”

“Night.”

The door clicked shut behind him, severing the light, and the rain met Kyle immediately.

The street was empty.

☸

The walk home was quieter, the freezing rain numbing his face, and by the time he unlocked his apartment door, the adrenaline and satisfied hum of the encounter had thinned into something hollow and cold.

In the bathroom mirror, steam quickly blurred his reflection. A bruise was already blooming at his hip where Mason had gripped him, and the bite mark on his left shoulder darkened as he watched.

He pressed his fingertips lightly to the broken skin and winced. It would last a few days. Just long enough to remember what he had settled for.

He let the shower run hot over his skin until it flushed pink, trying to scrub the chill out of his bones.

Afterward, as he was walking into his kitchen with a towel slung around his waist, there was a sudden buzz from his phone on the counter.

Kyle’s chest tightened with a pathetic spike of hope. But when he stepped up and swiped the screen, it was not Mason.

10:00 AM – STAFF MEETING. Kyle stared at the notification from work, the screen glaring in the dim room. He hoped there was no major issue at the multiplex. He loved working there. It was a place of escapism, a place where, even in the dark, people chose each other openly. Sometimes it was cheesy and sometimes it was ludicrous. Hands held over armrests and heads leaning on shoulders.

He had met Mason there. A refund dispute. Then a crooked smile with a confidence that bent the rules without breaking stride. Mason had zoned in on him and Kyle could not avoid the absolute audacity of him. It was a sexy confidence that made Kyle feel like he was wanted.

He still did.

He dropped the phone, got into bed, and rolled onto his side, pulling the heavy duvet up to his chin.

“At least he wants me,” he whispered to an empty room.

But wanted was not the same as chosen.

He closed his eyes before the distinction could sharpen enough to cut him.
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The multiplex always smelled faintly of burnt popcorn and damp carpet—a lingering olfactory ghost that made no sense, considering the expansive lobby was entirely tiled. The irony was never lost on Kyle. Either way, the building carried a heavy essence of permanence. It felt institutional, as if the architecture itself had surrendered to its solitary purpose decades ago.

Kyle pushed through the glass doors and clocked in at exactly 9:47 a.m. Being early was one of the few things in his life that felt like actual control.

“Morning, my damsel-in-distress,” Lila called from behind the concession counter, her head bent over a stack of promotional cups.

“Knight-in-shining-armor is more like it,” Kyle replied, stepping behind the counter and tying his apron with precise, practiced hands.

She lifted her head slowly, her eyes narrowing as she studied his face in the harsh fluorescent light. “You look emotionally exfoliated.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is now.”

He reached past her for the till keys, ignoring the sharp accuracy of the observation. “You’re very loud for someone who’s only been conscious for twelve minutes.”

“I woke up at seven,” Lila deadpanned. “I just didn’t consent to it.”

Kyle let out a quiet chuckle. “Good line.”

Lila grinned and offered a mock curtsey. “I aim to please.”

Darren, the floor manager, emerged from his office at exactly 9:59. He gripped his clipboard as if it had personally offended him, wearing a chaotic ensemble of stiff chinos, a blue-and-white checkered shirt, and a red tie that belonged to a completely different decade. Beneath the artificial glare of the lobby, his gray-brown hair took on a sickly, exhausted pallor.

“Staff meeting,” he barked, sounding defeated before the day had even begun.

The meager morning shift gathered beneath a faded, backlit poster of a predictable seasonal romance—two perfectly symmetrical people photographed moments away from a life-altering kiss. Carlos from projection leaned heavily against the wall near the emergency exit, while Sally from accounts hovered at the edge of the group, clutching a manila folder to her chest as if she might be called upon to testify.

“How fitting,” Lila murmured under her breath, gesturing vaguely at the poster.

Everyone ignored her.

“Membership numbers are down,” Darren began, pacing a tight line. “What are we going to do about it? And stop letting customers sneak in outside food. Someone brought in an entire lasagna last week.”

“Homemade?” Lila asked.

“That’s not the point.”

“It’s the point. At least it wasn’t from a restaurant. Slipping in something you’ve made yourself feels infinitely more sincere.”

A ripple of stifled snickering moved through the group. Darren pinched the bridge of his nose, his eyes squeezing shut.

“You tax me,” he muttered.

Lila shrugged and graciously fell silent. Kyle leaned back against the cool plaster of the wall, folding his arms across his chest and letting the drone of the meeting wash over him.

“So,” Darren pressed, looking at no one in particular, “what are we going to do about attendance?”

“What about running a promotion with the shops in the area?” Jeffrey offered suddenly. Kyle and Lila both turned toward the usually silent usher, mouths agape. “Like a treasure hunt. Customers collect clues from the movies they watch and redeem discounts nearby. It boosts us and the shops.”

A heavy pause settled over the lobby.

“Good idea,” Darren said carefully, squinting at Jeffrey.

“Where did you come up with that?” Darren asked.

“My cousin in Salt Lake City did it last year.”

Darren clicked his pen. “Mm. I’ll consider it.” He then turned to Lila. “Also, stop encouraging couples to sit in the back row.”

“That’s literally what back rows are for,” Carlos chirped from the exit.

“They’re there for watching movies,” Darren countered firmly.

“They’re there for watching each other watch the movie,” Lila added.

More laughter.

“Be professional,” Darren snapped, his voice echoing slightly in the cavernous space.

Silence fell, but the word lingered in the air, heavy and unearned. Lila leaned slightly into Kyle’s space, keeping her voice pitched for his ears only.

“Define professional.”

“Selling illusions without believing in them,” Kyle whispered back, flatly.

Her expression shifted, a brief flash of genuine empathy, before it smoothed back into her usual sarcastic armor.

“And one more thing,” Darren added, tapping his pen against the clipboard. “Whatever you do in your personal lives, do not bring drama into the workplace. I had two casuals arguing over nothing this weekend. It’s not appropriate.”

Total silence. Lila’s eyes flicked to Kyle. He merely shrugged and kept his gaze fixed on the poster above Darren’s head. The couple in the photograph looked fearless. Assured. They looked like love had never required a disclaimer.

“Meeting over,” Darren decided, and they all dispersed slowly.

“Was that aimed at you?” Lila asked once they were safely back behind the barricade of the concession counter.

“Everything is not about me. He said two casuals argued.”

“Then why mention it to us?”

Kyle sighed, turning his attention to the candy display, aligning the chocolate bars into punishingly perfect rows. “You’re exhausting.”

“You’re evasive.”

Before Kyle could formulate a retort, the heavy glass front doors swung open.

A rush of bitter, cold air slipped inside, cutting straight through the stagnant warmth of the lobby. Kyle looked up, his hands stilling over the candy.

The man did not look like he belonged in a quiet multiplex on a Tuesday morning. He did not appear rushed or accidental. With his hands buried deep in his coat pockets, he took in the lobby as if he had deliberately chosen to be exactly here. He had cropped reddish-brown hair and a jawline that was remarkably strong, yet seductively gentle.

When he finally approached the ticket counter, his expression warmed without losing an ounce of its quiet steadiness.

Kyle rushed over to meet him.

“Hi,” the man smiled.

Kyle felt the single syllable land heavily in his chest.

“Good morning.”

Beside him, Lila abruptly found a receipt printer that required her immediate, undivided attention.

“Is the 10:45 still on time?” the man asked, his voice a rich, grounding timbre.

“Unless the projector develops abandonment issues,” Lila quipped without looking up.

A brief pause.

“Frequent?” the man asked, though his eyes never left Kyle.

“Only when expectations are unrealistic,” Kyle replied, his voice dropping slightly.

A subtle, almost imperceptible pinch touched the corners of the man's mouth. “Okay. I’ll take one for Theater Two, please.”

The predictable poster romance.

Kyle took his credit card, but their fingers did not touch. The plastic card simply slid from one hand to the other, though the physical space between them felt suddenly, acutely narrow. Kyle processed the purchase in silence, the machine whirring as he slid the printed ticket across the slick counter.

The man did not take it immediately.

“What’s your name?”

It was direct. Stripped of hesitation.

Kyle blinked once, caught off guard by the unblinking focus. “Kyle.”

A slow nod, as if the man were confirming something privately to himself. “I’m Sam.”

He could have easily read the plastic name tag pinned to Kyle’s apron, but he had not bothered to look at it.

“Short for Samuel?” Kyle asked, the words out before he could stop them.

“It is.”

The name fit him perfectly. Clean lines. Steady. Nothing ornamental or unnecessary.

“Enjoy the movie... Sam.”

Sam left his hand near the ticket for a fraction of a second longer, holding Kyle’s gaze for half a beat more than polite interaction required.

“I plan to.”

Only then did he pick up the slip of paper, turning with a quiet grace to move toward the theater corridors.

☸

The rest of the morning crawled at an agonizing pace. The multiplex settled into the quiet lull of sparse crowds, accompanied only by the steady, mechanical hum of industrial cleaning machines tracing lazy, overlapping circles across the lobby tiles.

Kyle told himself he was not thinking about the precise, deliberate way Sam had asked for his name.

But he was.

Men like Mason did not ask. They assumed, reached, and took, operating under the arrogant belief that access was simply a given. Sam had paused, waited, and measured. As if access was a privilege that had to be earned.

When the heavy acoustic doors of Theater Two finally opened and Sam stepped back into the lobby, Kyle was already busy organizing the display behind the counter. He did not look up immediately.

He did not need to, because he felt him first. It was a distinct shift in the air, a subtle but undeniable recalibration in Kyle’s own posture.

“Worth it?” Kyle asked, finally lifting his gaze as Sam approached.

Sam paused a step away from the counter, his hands resting easily in his pockets, as if deciding just how honest to be. “Yes.”

“That decisive?”

“It earned its ending.”

Kyle tilted his head, a faint, cynical smile touching his lips. “Ah. You’re one of those.”

“One of what?”

“People who need a tidy ending.”

Sam’s mouth curved slightly, warming his entire face. “Don’t you?”

Kyle shrugged, dropping his gaze back to the counter. “Life isn’t like that. So why pretend it is?”

“That’s disappointing,” Sam sighed, the sound low and genuinely regretful.

“I prefer honesty.” Kyle’s fingers stilled over the polished surface.

“That sounds like something you desperately want to believe,” Sam said quietly.

“You met me exactly two hours ago.”

“I pay attention.”

“That’s a little presumptuous.”

“It’s efficient.”

Kyle leaned forward, resting his forearms on the counter, challenging the space between them. He was close enough now that he could see the faint, darker shadow of stubble along Sam’s jaw. Close enough to notice that he smelled incredibly clean. There was no heavy cologne, just the crisp scent of soap and cold air. Close enough to spot a faint dusting of freckles resting just beneath his eyes.

“And what have you concluded?” Kyle asked, his voice dropping a fraction before he pushed himself back to a standing position, re-establishing the boundary.

“That you deflect.”

A heavy beat passed.

“And?” Kyle prompted.

“And that you don’t like being seen.”

To be seen meant to be cataloged, known, and held accountable.

Kyle’s pulse ticked once, hard and fast against the collar of his shirt. He cleared his throat lightly, trying to swallow the sudden, tight heat rising in his chest.

“You’re very confident in your assertions.”

Sam did not retreat, neither physically nor verbally. “Only about small things.”

Kyle held his gaze, a defensive edge creeping into his tone. “And this is small?”

“For now.”

Kyle did not like that it sounded like a schedule. He felt a different kind of heat move through him then—slow and pooling, not sharp and frantic like Mason’s midnight urgency. This was steadier. It was entirely controlled, but dangerous in a vastly different way.

“When do you finish?” Sam asked, shifting the conversation effortlessly.

“Four.”

“I’ll be outside at four-ten.”

It was not a question.

Kyle let the silence stretch deliberately, testing the weight of the moment. “You assume I’m free. And willing.”

“I assume you can decide.”

The words landed with the force of a physical blow.

Kyle straightened his spine. “And if I don’t join you?”

“Then I’ll have coffee alone.”

Just like that. There was no challenge. No bruised ego preparing to retaliate. No subtle threat disguised as charm. There was only a blatant, terrifying precision.

Kyle studied him for a long moment, cataloging the absolute steadiness in the man’s posture. The complete absence of predatory hunger.

“You don’t chase,” Kyle said quietly, realizing the truth of it as he spoke.

“No.”

“And that works for you?”

“It saves time.”

A faint, genuine smile tugged at the corner of Kyle’s mouth before he could suppress it. “You’re interesting.”

“I know.”

The sheer, unapologetic confidence of the reply surprised a short laugh out of him. “God, you’re infuriating.”

“I’ll be outside at ten past four,” Sam repeated.

The words were mild, delivered with an easy grace. The implication, however, was anything but.

Kyle’s breath shifted, catching slightly in his throat.

“Maybe,” he said.

Sam nodded once, accepting the uncertainty without pushing against it, without demanding a guarantee.

“That works,” he replied. “See you then.”

He turned and left, walking out with a quiet certainty that left the very air in the lobby changed.

Kyle stood behind the counter for a long moment, staring at the empty space where Sam had been, acutely aware that this feeling, this terrifying, weightless anticipation, felt absolutely nothing like the previous night.

☸

By the time the digital clock above the staff room door finally ticked over to 3:40, Kyle had already checked it so many times the red numbers felt burned into his retinas. The last hour of the shift was always the heaviest, dragging its heels through the quiet lobby.

At exactly 3:42, his phone vibrated against his thigh, a harsh, localized buzz that seemed to vibrate straight up his spine.

He knew who it was before he even pulled it from his pocket.

Mason: u free later? 

Mason: she’s not coming over tonight

Mason: come by again. I need a repeat

Kyle’s jaw tightened, his teeth grinding together. He needs a repeat? He could already see it playing out in his mind: the damp wood of the exterior stairs, the quiet click of the unlocked side entrance, the oppressive blue light of the television, and the suffocating rule about kissing.

A few feet away, Lila was watching him over the rim of her plastic soda cup, the straw caught between her teeth.

“That face again,” she noted, her voice carrying over the low hum of the slushie machine.

Kyle slipped the phone back into his pocket without replying to the text. “What face?”

“The one where you pretend you have options.”

“I do have options.”

She raised a skeptical eyebrow, taking a slow sip. “Then use one.”

In his pocket, the phone buzzed again.

Mason: ?

A sharp, demanding punctuation mark. A summons.

Kyle stared at the polished surface of the concession counter. He did not respond.

Not yet.

At 4:08, he finally untied his apron, tossed it into the staff bin, and clocked out.

“You going?” Lila asked, pausing her inventory count as he walked past.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, the uncertainty settling heavily in his chest.

“That’s not an answer.”

He did not offer a better one. He just turned and pushed his weight against the heavy glass front doors.

They opened outward, spilling him from the artificial gloom of the multiplex into the unapologetic, blinding late-afternoon light. The earlier rain had scrubbed the city clean, leaving the pavement gleaming under a low, golden sun.

As Kyle turned to head toward his usual tram stop, he stopped dead.

Sam was there.

He was leaning casually against the damp brick wall of the building’s exterior. He was not scrolling on his phone to look busy or even pacing with impatience. He was simply standing in the daylight, waiting for him.

It was so shockingly ordinary. A steady, undeniable presence.

Kyle’s phone vibrated again in his pocket. A demand, not a request.

He did not check it.

Sam straightened up as soon as he saw him, that same warm, quiet certainty settling over his features. “You came?”

Kyle let out a breath he had not realized he was holding, a slight smile breaking through his guarded expression. “You’re early. And you were waiting. That’s an unfair advantage.”

Sam’s mouth tilted. “Is it?”

“Yes.”

A small shift in the corner of Sam’s mouth gave way to almost a full, genuine grin.

Against Kyle’s thigh, the phone buzzed one more time. He ignored it.

“There’s a place just around the corner,” Sam said, stepping away from the brick wall. “They make coffee that tastes like it actually respects you.”

That pulled a surprised laugh from Kyle’s throat before he could swallow it down. “That sounds incredibly pretentious. Is that your baseline standard?”

“Mostly.” Sam shrugged, unbothered by the accusation.

Kyle hesitated. It was just a second, a tiny fraction of a moment where he felt the familiar, toxic pull of the dark laundry room fighting against the warm, terrifying expanse of the afternoon sun.

Then, he stepped closer to Sam.

“Lead the way.”

As they turned the corner together, falling into a natural, unforced rhythm, the back of Sam’s hand brushed briefly against Kyle’s wrist. It was not explicitly intentional. But he was sure it was not entirely accidental, either. It was a quiet, public acknowledgment.

They stepped out of the shadow of the building and fully into the light. Deep in Kyle's pocket, the phone continued its muffled, angry vibrating.

But he let it go.

For now.
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The café was a study in deliberate imperfection, filled with mismatched wooden chairs and lighting that pretended to be accidental. Warm, amber-toned bulbs hung low from exposed cords, casting soft halos that seemed to smooth the rough edges off everyone sitting beneath them.

An earnest eighties ballad drifted lazily through the overhead speakers. It was heavily synthesized, overproduced, and entirely convinced of its own emotional depth.

“Questionable music,” Sam noted, glancing up at the ceiling as they stepped into the short line toward the register.

“Is this the questionable part?” Kyle asked, gesturing vaguely to the room.

“It’s either deeply ironic or incredibly committed,” Sam replied, his voice a low, steady hum over the noise of the espresso machine. “I haven’t decided.”

“That’s exactly how the worst love stories begin.”

Sam glanced at him, a spark of amusement in his eyes. “You don’t like love stories.”

“I work in a new one every week.”

“Explain.”

“We get a new release every Thursday, and there’s inevitably some sweeping love story shoehorned into the plot, one way or another.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

They were standing close enough that Kyle could feel the ambient heat radiating through Sam’s coat. It should not have felt remarkable. They were just two men waiting for coffee. There was no secret choreography required. No staggered, separate entrances. No hushed voices or shadowed hallways.

The sheer ordinariness of it unsettled him deeply. Nothing about this required strategy.

“What are you getting?” Sam asked as the line moved forward.

“Black. No sugar.”

“Of course.”

Kyle turned slightly, narrowing his eyes. “What does that mean?”

“You seem disciplined. And you obviously take care of yourself.” Sam gestured generally, respectfully, to Kyle’s frame.

“That’s offensive.”

“Is it inaccurate?”

Kyle did not answer, though he felt a sudden, traitorous flush of heat at the base of his neck.

Sam smiled faintly and stepped up to the barista. Kyle stood back, listening as Sam ordered something complex with entirely too many syllables, seamlessly adding Kyle’s black coffee to the tab. He tapped his card against the reader with a casual flick of his wrist, finalizing the transaction before Kyle could even reach for his wallet.

There was no flourish in it. No expectation of gratitude. He had simply made a decision and handled it.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Kyle said as Sam handed him a steaming paper cup.

“I know.”

They moved over to a small, scarred wooden table near the front window. Outside, the sky still carried the heavy, bruised color of rain, but the crisp afternoon light had begun slipping into the narrow, forgiving bands of early evening. Dusk would settle over the city soon enough.

Sam pulled out a chair for Kyle—a casual, polite gesture—before moving to sit across from him. He wrapped both of his large hands around his own cup, letting the steam curl between them.

“So,” Sam began, his tone settling into something deeper, “you sell illusions.”

“Tickets.”

“Same difference. Especially given your obvious aversion to love stories.”

Kyle studied him over the dark rim of his coffee. Sam’s face was open, but it was not careless. He listened as if he fully expected Kyle’s answers to matter.

“You speak like someone who thinks life actually mimics art,” Kyle said.

“I notice structure. And connection.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s significantly less exhausting than chaos.”

Kyle could not argue with that. He took a slow sip, the bitter heat burning pleasantly down his throat. “Do you go to the movies often? I haven’t seen you before.”

“Not usually. I think the last time I was actually in a cinema was about two years ago. I usually just stream things at home.” Sam paused, looking out the window for a fraction of a second. “But something about today felt like I needed to see something on a big screen.”

“That’s incredibly vague.”

Sam shrugged lightly, his broad shoulders shifting beneath his coat. “The film looked intentional. And I needed a change.”

“What makes a film intentional?”

“It earns its ending.”

Kyle felt the weight of that statement land squarely in his chest before he could throw up a wall to prevent it. He swallowed hard. “You mentioned a change. What needed changing?”

“I’m always behind a desk or a screen. I just felt like I needed something a little more immersive today.”

“Fair enough,” Kyle nodded.

“As for the movie selection,” Sam continued, bringing the conversation effortlessly back to center, “you can’t just place two people beside each other and call it love. You have to actually show the audience why they choose each other.”

Choose.

Kyle looked down at the dark, swirling surface of his coffee, saying nothing.

“Most people just accept proximity,” Sam added, his voice quiet. “Or convenience.”

“Or availability,” Kyle murmured, the words slipping out much quieter than he intended.

He had not meant to say that out loud. It was too honest. Too raw.

Sam noticed. His expression did not change, but his attention sharpened instantly, zeroing in on Kyle with laser focus.

“And you?” Sam asked softly. “What do you accept?”

Kyle leaned back in his chair, putting an extra inch of distance between them. “Good lighting. Strong third acts.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

Sam let the deflection pass without a fight, which somehow unsettled Kyle far more than insistence would have.

“What’s your genre, then?” Sam asked instead.

“My genre?”

“If your life were a film.”

Kyle considered it for a moment, letting the bitterness of the coffee linger on his tongue. “Independent drama,” he finally said. “Ambiguous endings.”

“Tragic?”

“Realistic.”

“Those aren’t interchangeable words.”

“You’re very certain for someone who only bought a ticket this morning.”

“I pay attention.”

“That’s becoming a distinct pattern.”

Sam laughed softly. The sound was rich, warm, and entirely unforced.

Deep in Kyle’s coat pocket, his phone violently vibrated.

A harsh, mechanical interruption. A demand from the dark.

Kyle flinched slightly, moving his hand to press against the fabric and silence the intrusion.

“You don’t have to ignore that,” Sam said gently.

“I’m not.”

“Of course.” There was no accusation in Sam's tone. No suspicion.

“It’s nothing,” Kyle added, a defensive edge creeping into his voice.

Sam held his gaze across the small table. “I’m not going to compete with anything, Kyle.”

Kyle felt his spine stiffen, snapping ramrod straight against the wooden chair. He did not like that it sounded like an option. The statement had been delivered so calmly. It was not territorial, and it was not defensive. It was just a fact.

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I know. I'm just putting it out there.” Sam took another slow sip of his coffee, entirely unbothered.

A heavy, charged silence stretched between them for a moment, thick with the unsaid.

“Why do you work at the cinema?” Sam asked, breaking the quiet.

“I like that there are different stories each week and that they end,” Kyle replied honestly. “They build toward something specific.” He traced the rim of his cup with his index finger. “In real life, people just negotiate forever. It’s an endless, exhausting arc that either ends poorly or just runs out of time to resolve.”

“And you prefer clarity.”

“Yes.”

Sam studied him for a second longer than was comfortable, his gaze dipping down to Kyle's mouth before returning to his eyes.

“You don’t live very clearly,” he observed.

It was not a sharp critique. It was just impossibly precise.

“You don’t know me.”

“Not yet.”

Beneath the small table, Kyle suddenly became acutely aware of their knees. The space was cramped. There was no actual physical connection, but they were close enough that the ambient heat was mingling. It would not take much to bridge the gap. A fraction of an inch. A slight shift in posture.

He straightened up, pulling his legs back slightly.

“What do you do?” Kyle asked, needing the spotlight off of him.

“I’m an architect.”

Kyle paused. Suddenly, the quiet confidence, the deliberate movements, the unapologetic steadiness—it all made perfect sense.

“You design buildings.”

“I design structures,” Sam corrected mildly. “Buildings come later.”

“That sounds like semantics.”

“It’s foundation.”

Kyle watched him through the rising steam of his coffee. “So, you make things that stand.”

“I make sure they do.”

Kyle held his gaze for a long moment, the ambient noise of the café fading entirely into the background.

He wondered, with a sudden, painful ache in his chest, what it would feel like to be built instead of used.

☸

By the time Sam finally drained his second cup, Kyle’s had been sitting empty between his hands for twenty minutes.

“You’re quiet,” Sam noted, his voice a low rumble over the café’s ambient noise.

“I’m thinking.”

“That’s rarely harmless.”

Kyle met his eyes, his defenses rising automatically. “And what have you concluded about that?”

“That you weigh everything,” Sam said simply. The words were not delivered cruelly; they were just an observation, presented without judgment.

Kyle’s mouth curved into a faint, self-deprecating line. “And you?”

“I don’t follow, and I don’t pursue. And I don’t test people.”

“And if someone doesn’t show up? Or doesn't measure up to your standard?”

“Then they don’t.” He said it as if the math were simply that uncomplicated. As if that were entirely sufficient.

In Kyle’s coat pocket, his phone vibrated again. The harsh, mechanical sensation pulsed insistently against his thigh—a tether pulling him back into the dark.

“I should go,” Kyle said, the words rushing out as he stood up entirely too quickly. The legs of his wooden chair scraped loudly against the floorboards. Feeling suddenly exposed, he dug into his jacket pocket, pulled out a black band, and gathered his dark hair, tying it back from his face with hurried, restless fingers.

Sam remained seated. He did not tense. He did not reach out to grab Kyle’s wrist. He just watched the frantic movement, studying the exposed lines of Kyle’s neck and jaw for a long second.

“You look good with your hair tied back,” Sam murmured.

It derailed Kyle’s momentum completely. Sam was not protesting his departure; he was offering only a calm, terrifying acceptance of Kyle’s choice to leave.

“You aren’t surprised I have to go?” Kyle frowned, his hands dropping awkwardly to his sides.

“No need to be.”

“For what?”

“To demand that people justify why they do what they do,” Sam replied, leaning back in his chair.

Kyle felt that land, heavy and absolute, in the center of his chest. “That seems like a risky way to live.”

“Part of it is. But people should do what makes them happy.” There was no hidden heat in it. No passive-aggressive judgment.

Swallowing hard, Kyle pulled his heavy coat on, shielding himself.

“Kyle,” Sam said.

“Yes?”

“I’ll be outside your work next Friday. Same time.” A small, deliberate pause. “If you’d like to continue.”

Continue?

Kyle nodded once, slowly, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Continue what?”

“Whatever this turns out to be.” Sam finally stood up, his height momentarily overwhelming in the small space between the tables. He stepped into Kyle’s space, not crowding him, just closing the gap, and gently raised a hand to brush a stray piece of lint from the shoulder of Kyle’s coat.

The touch was incredibly brief, but it was not a claim of territory. It was just care.

“We'll see,” Kyle breathed, stepping back to leave.

“Fair enough.” Sam stepped smoothly aside, giving Kyle an unobstructed path to the door rather than blocking it.

Kyle pushed through the glass door, the little brass bell chiming his exit. Outside, the evening air had cooled sharply, biting at the exposed skin of his neck.

He pulled his phone from his pocket, the screen glaring harshly in the gathering dusk.

Mason: where r u? 

Mason: thought u said later 

Mason: ? 

Mason: don’t disappear on me

The messages glowed with impatience—a demand for submission.

Kyle let his thumb hover over the keyboard, then stopped. He turned around, glancing back through the fogged glass of the café window.

Sam was not watching him walk away.

He was still standing by the table, illuminated by the warm, amber bulbs, simply present in his own moment. He looked entirely certain and rooted. Like a foundation meant to hold weight.

Suddenly, the dark back door of Mason’s apartment did not feel inevitable.

It felt optional.

Kyle stared at the unread texts, the cold wind whipping his coat around his knees. Choice was so much heavier than secrecy. Secrecy was a current that dragged you under; choice required you to actually swim.

The thought unsettled Kyle.
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The silence of the apartment always felt deafening after a day like that. There was nothing actually making a noise, but the space was small, hyper-organized, and distinctly his. Sans roommates and without the muffled bleed of neighboring televisions through the walls, only the refrigerator offered an occasional, low hum. The building itself had settled into its foundations decades ago.

None of that mattered, because it was Kyle’s sanctuary. His safe space.

Kyle dropped his keys into the shallow ceramic bowl by the door, the metal clinking sharply in the quiet, and shrugged out of his heavy coat. The damp wool hit the hardwood floor softly. He toed off his boots, aligning them perfectly parallel to one another with an unnecessary, rigid precision.

He turned on a single lamp in the corner of the living room. It was enough. The warm, amber light pooled softly against the pale walls.

He stood entirely still for a long moment. The afternoon and early evening began to replay in his mind in quiet, unbidden fragments: Sam sitting across the table; the striking way he never felt the need to repeat himself; the way he had specified that he designed structures, not buildings.

I make sure they do.

Kyle swallowed hard and moved purposefully toward the bedroom.

He stripped the bed without a conscious thought. The sheets were not dirty—he had washed them two days ago. That was not the point. He pulled the corners loose, yanking the pillowcases free, leaving the bare mattress exposed, square, and vulnerable. After folding each layer of fabric once, he carried the bundle down the short hall to the washing machine.

The rush of the tap in the small laundry closet sounded aggressively loud in the stillness. He measured the liquid detergent carefully, filling the plastic cap exactly to the marked line, and turned the dial to a precise setting and firmly closed the lid.

The machine immediately began its low, mechanical churn.

Control, temporarily restored.

Back in the kitchen, his phone lay face-down on the granite counter. He washed his hands at the sink. Then, he washed them a second time. Against the stone counter, the phone vibrated.

Kyle froze, water dripping from his knuckles. He waited. It vibrated again. He dried his hands slowly, walked over, and flipped the device over.

Mason: u home?

Kyle felt the response manifest in his body long before his mind could formulate an answer. His jaw tightened instantly, his teeth grinding together. His shoulders crept up toward his ears, rising just slightly—an involuntary bracing against an impact that had not yet physically arrived.

He did not answer. A heavy, agonizing minute passed.

Mason: u disappeared

The word carried a heavy, toxic accusation without explicitly stating it.

Kyle set the phone down gently and retreated to the bedroom. He fitted fresh, crisp sheets over the mattress, pulling the edges punishingly taut. He folded hospital corners, exact and perfect, before he shook the heavy duvet out until it lay
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