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PREFACE
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I'm a South African author, so you'll find that my language leans toward South African English throughout this story. The spellings, phrases, and rhythms might feel a little different if you're used to American or British English—and that's okay. That's part of who I am and how I write.

I also want to acknowledge that I tried my best with Korean names and K-Pop culture. I'm writing from outside that world, with deep respect and admiration for it, but I know I might not get everything perfect. If the names or cultural details feel off to those more familiar, please know it comes from a place of love and doing my best to honor a genre and industry that has given me so much joy.

This story is about love—messy, complicated, beautiful love. And I hope that transcends any imperfections in language or cultural representation.

Thank you for reading with an open heart.

With gratitude,

MARIA ROSE
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SPOTIFY 
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	"Blue" - Yung Kai

	“All In” - Phuwin

	"Adore You" - Harry Styles

	"Little Things" - One Direction

	"Can't Help Falling in Love" - Elvis Presley

	"Spring Day" - BTS

	"Home" - One Direction

	"Lover" - Taylor Swift

	"Someone Like You" - Adele

	"Reflections" - The Neighbourhood

	"Youth" - Troye Sivan

	"I Found" - Amber Run

	"Answer: Love Myself" - BTS

	"Treat People With Kindness" - Harry Styles


	"Falling" - Harry Styles

	"The Night We Met" - Lord Huron

	"Heartbeat" - BTS (Jin & Jungkook)

	"If I Could Fly" - One Direction

	"Can't Help Falling In Love" - Haley Reinhart

	"Nervous" - The Neighbourhood

	"Sunflower, Vol. 6" - Harry Styles

	"What A Wonderful World" - Louis Armstrong


	"Sign of the Times" - Harry Styles

	"Perfect" - Ed Sheeran

	"Young and Beautiful" - Lana Del Rey

	"Make You Feel My Love" - Adele

	"Louder Than Bombs" - BTS

	"Only the Brave" - Louis Tomlinson


	"Golden" - Harry Styles

	"Best Song Ever" - One Direction

	"Lights Up" - Harry Styles

	"Good 4 U" - Olivia Rodrigo

	"Permission to Dance" - BTS

	"Dynamite" - BTS

	"As It Was" - Harry Styles


	"Still With You" - Jungkook (BTS)

	"Moon" - Jin (BTS)

	"Sweet Night" - V (BTS)

	"Your Eyes Tell" - BTS

	"Euphoria" - Jungkook (BTS)


	"Just Being Friendly" - Tilly Birds (Never Let Me Go OST)

	"ไม่มีเธอ (Without You)" - Polycat

	Other Never Let Me Go soundtrack songs


	"Put Your Records On" - Corinne Bailey Rae

	"Unchained Melody" - Elvis Presley

	"Can't Take My Eyes Off You" - Frankie Valli

	"Fooled Around and Fell in Love" - Elvin Bishop

	"Cherry Wine" - Hozier

	"From Eden" - Hozier

	"Fine Line" - Harry Styles


	"Home" - Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeros
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ALL ALONG
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I love you
as if time is already leaving.
Each kiss
a small goodbye.
Each touch
borrowed.
I memorize you
the weight of your hand
your morning laugh
as if tomorrow
might take them.
I love you 

carefully
quickly
with the ache of what was
never promised.
Maybe this is enough:
to love you now
so fully
that even absence
cannot undo you.
Copyright Maria Rose
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Prologue
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Jay - First Meeting

The first time I saw Sam I didn't know I was looking at my future.

I was eighteen. Barely more than a kid myself, but the company had decided I was responsible enough to be the Hyung - the one who'd help the younger trainees adjust, keep them steady, make sure they didn't crack under the pressure.

I didn't feel responsible. Mostly I felt terrified. We were three months from debut, and everything was moving too fast.

Then the practice room door opened.

He was all sharp elbows and nervous energy, clutching his bag like a lifeline, eyes darting around the room before landing on me. Sixteen years old and trying so hard to look confident. Failing spectacularly...

"You must be Sam," I said, crossing the room with my hand extended, trying to channel the kind of calm, welcoming energy I definitely didn't feel. "I'm Jay. It's good to finally meet you."

His hand was trembling when he shook mine. I pretended not to notice.

"Good to meet you too, hyung," he said, voice steadier than I expected.

I should have let go of his hand. Should have stepped back, started introductions with the other members, gotten on with the day.

But for a moment, I just stood there.

Because something about him made me want to stay. 

Made me want to say: It's going to be okay. You're going to be okay. I'll make sure of it.

Which was ridiculous. I'd known him for exactly ten seconds.

I dropped his hand. Smiled. Introduced him to the others.

But I kept watching him out of the corner of my eye all day. The way he fumbled through the choreography, apologizing constantly. The way he laughed—loud and unself-conscious—when Minho cracked a joke. The way his whole face lit up when he finally got a sequence right.

That night, lying in bed, I thought: He's going to be a problem.

Not because he wasn't talented. Not because he didn't fit.

Because I already cared too much.

***
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THE COMPANY PAIRED us strategically. Visual balance, they said. Complementary energies. Jay the steady one, Sam the bright one. Yin and yang. Fire and water. Whatever metaphor they wanted to use to justify putting us together for schedules, photoshoots, variety shows.

I told myself it was just work. Just the company's marketing strategy. Nothing personal.

But then they assigned us to share a room.

"Budget constraints," the manager said with an apologetic shrug. "Once you debut and start making money, we'll get you better accommodations."

Sam looked at me nervously. "Is that okay with you, hyung?"

What was I supposed to say? No, actually, I'd rather not share a room with you because I've spent the last two weeks hyper-aware of your presence and it's starting to concern me?

"Of course," I said. "It'll be good. We can help each other practice."

His smile was relieved, grateful. Like I was doing him a favor instead of signing up for what I suspected would be the sweetest torture imaginable.

I was right.
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THE FIRST NIGHT, SAM talked in his sleep.

Not words exactly—just mumbles and soft protests against dreams I couldn't see. I lay awake in my bed across from his, listening to him, wondering if I should wake him or let him work through whatever nightmare was playing in his head.

Around 2 AM, he got worse. His breathing hitched. He shifted restlessly.

"Sam," I whispered into the dark.

He quieted immediately.

"You're okay," I said softly. "Go back to sleep."

His breathing evened out. He settled back into peaceful sleep.

And I lay there thinking: What am I doing?

Because it felt too intimate. Too caring. Too much like something more than what a bandmate should feel.

But the next night, when he started mumbling again, I whispered the same thing: "You're okay. Go back to sleep."

And the night after that.

And the night after that.

Until it became routine. Until my first instinct upon waking at 2 AM wasn't to check my phone or go back to sleep, but to listen for Sam. To make sure he was okay.

One night, about three weeks in, his hand reached out across the gap between our beds.

I stared at it in the darkness—pale fingers stretching toward me, seeking something he probably wasn't even conscious of seeking.

I should have left it there. Should have let him realize in the morning that I wasn't close enough to reach.

Instead, I slid my hand into his.

His fingers curled around mine immediately. His breathing deepened. His body relaxed.

And I lay there, holding his hand across the space between our beds, thinking:

I am so completely fucked.

***
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IN THE MORNING, NEITHER of us mentioned it.

We got up. Showered. Went to practice. Ran through choreography until our legs screamed and our lungs burned.

But that night, when the lights went out and the dorm settled into quiet, Sam's hand reached out again.

And I was already waiting.

***
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I DIDN'T KNOW THEN that this would become my life. That Sam would become my life.

I didn't know that four years later, I'd still be reaching for his hand in the dark. Still whispering reassurances when he had nightmares. Still watching him across crowded rooms and feeling my chest tighten with something I couldn't name at eighteen but would eventually learn to call love.

All I knew was that when I shook his hand that first day, something shifted.

Something fundamental.

Something that would shape every choice I made for years to come.

The first time I saw Sam, I didn't know I was looking at my future.

But somewhere deep down, I think I already knew.

I think I always knew.
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CHAPTER 1
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Year - 2016

Jay was eighteen and everything felt like it was moving too fast.

The company had paired them strategically for visual balance the producer said. Sam was sixteen, all sharp elbows and nervous laughter, still growing into his frame. Jay was supposed to be the responsible one, the older member who kept things steady.

He didn't feel steady.

But Sam looked at him like he had all the answers.

"Hyung, can you check if this sounds, okay?" Sam would ask, headphones offered with both hands, eyes wide and hopeful.

And Jay would listen. Every time. Even when he was exhausted, even when his own parts weren't memorized yet, even when the melody was objectively terrible.

"It's good," Jay would say, because the way Sam's face lit up made it true.

xxx

Three Months In

They shared a room because the company couldn't afford better yet.

Sam talked in his sleep. Not words exactly - more like mumbles and soft protests against dreams Jay couldn't see. The first time it happened, Jay lay awake for an hour, frozen, wondering if he should wake him.

The second time, he just whispered, "You're okay. Go back to sleep."

Sam quieted instantly.

It became routine. Sam would murmur something restless around 2 AM, and Jay would respond without fully waking—a grounding voice in the dark.

One night, Sam's hand reached out across the gap between their beds.

Jay took it.

Held on until Sam's breathing evened out.

In the morning, neither of them mentioned it.

But that night, Sam's hand reached out again.

And Jay was already waiting.

The Injury

Sam sprained his ankle three weeks before their first showcase.

He tried to hide it - kept dancing, kept smiling, kept pretending the limp was just stiffness. But Jay noticed. Jay always noticed.

"Sit down," Jay said after practice, voice harder than he meant it to be.

"I'm fine..."

"Sit."

Sam sat.

Jay knelt in front of him, unlaced his shoe with careful fingers, peeled back the sock. The ankle was swollen, angry purple blooming across the bone.

"You're an idiot," Jay said quietly.

"I can't miss the showcase."

"You can't dance if it's broken."

Sam's jaw tightened. For a second, Jay thought he might cry. Instead, he looked away, blinking hard.

Jay's chest ached.

"Hey," he said, softer now. He pressed his palm against Sam's ankle—not the injury, just above it, where the skin was still warm and safe. "We'll figure it out. I've got you."

Sam looked down at him. Something shifted in his expression—something Jay didn't have a name for yet.

"You always do," Sam whispered.

Jay stood up too quickly, heart hammering. "I'll get ice."

He left before Sam could see his hands shaking.

The Almost

They were nineteen and seventeen.

End-of-year awards. Their first win. Backstage was chaos - champagne they weren't supposed to drink, staff crying, members screaming.

Jay found Sam on the stairs outside, trophy clutched in both hands, staring at it like it
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