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Chapter One
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The memories pressed in, thick and suffocating. Evan could hardly breathe. Each breath sliced, sharp and shallow. His chest constricted. He trembled as if the November wind pierced his bones. The cold night gripped his bare arms like an accusation, needling his skin until it burned. He stood at the bridge’s railing. The river below churned in sluggish eddies. It was late. His shift at the small-town diner was long over. The streets were deserted, only an occasional car droning in the distance. The streetlamps left pools of light across the road. Evan lingered in shadow, as if the darkness could shield him from prying eyes, from questions, from anyone who might think they could rescue him.

Not that he wanted saving.

Guilt had become his companion. Years of it, crushing his chest until the only relief he could fathom was silence. No memories. No pain. Nothing. His fingers curled tighter around the cold metal railing. The ridges bit into his palms as he braced himself, ready to push up and over, to let the dark water erase him. But before he could move, something soft and heavy landed over his shoulders. The faint scent of laundry soap hit him before his mind caught up to what it was.

A jacket.

Evan stilled.

“You looked cold,” a voice said behind him. Warm, calm, and far too close.

He turned sharply, confusion flashing into something sharper, but the sight stopped him. A guy, tall, broad-shouldered, and irritatingly good-looking, stepped out of the shadows into the edge of the lamplight. The glow slid over him like it had been waiting, catching on the curve of a mouth pulled into a small, knowing smile. His brown eyes, bright and far too sharp, locked on Evan’s as though he’d already figured him out. Mischief lingered there, wrapped in warmth, and Evan’s stomach did a traitorous twist.

Evan instinctively took a step back... and felt the railing press against his lower back..

“I wasn’t,” Evan muttered.

The guy tilted his head slightly, the way someone might look at a skittish animal. “My apologies,” he said, voice laced with something that felt too gentle for a stranger. “You were shaking.” His gaze softened, warm as a summer afternoon and utterly out of place on this freezing night.

Evan swallowed hard, glancing over his shoulder at the water, then back at him.

“What’s your name?” the stranger asked, his eyes capturing Evan’s as though he had all the time in the world to wait for an answer.

Evan stayed silent, his irritation growing with each beat of the quiet.

“I’m Lucas,” the guy offered instead, his smile widening just a fraction as he took a small step forward.

Evan moved back, only to be reminded he had nowhere else to go.

"Hey, I don’t bite," Lucas said, grinning as he lifted his hands in exaggerated surrender. "Not without permission, anyway."

A mixture of confusion, annoyance, and the kind of scowl reserved for people who talked during movies twisted on his face. Lucas laughed, the sound genuine and warm despite the chill in the air.

“What?” Evan snapped, heat rushing to his cheeks.

“Nothing,” Lucas said, quickly, still trying, and failing, to smother his amusement. “My apologies. You just... looked like you wanted to punch me.”

“Not far off,” Evan muttered, yanking the jacket off his shoulders and tossing it back at him. The cold rushed in again, sharp as knives against his skin.

Lucas caught the coat easily, with that grin still on his face. Evan turned back to the railing, jaw tightening, pointedly ignoring him. Maybe if he stared at the water long enough, the guy would take the hint and go away. Instead, Lucas stepped up beside him, close enough that Evan could feel the faint warmth radiating from his body. “So,” he asked, lightly, “how long are you planning on staying out here?”

Evan shot him a glare sharp enough to cut glass. “Go away.”

“Whoa, there, tiger,” Lucas responded, laughing again. “Is that how you talk to your friend?”

Evan’s head whipped toward him. “Friend?!” The word came out like an accusation.

“Yeah,” Lucas said, lips shaping into a pout. “I thought we hit it off.”

Evan just stared, mouth half-open, as if Lucas had started speaking another language. He couldn’t make sense of this guy. How was he still here? Why was he smiling, as if this was a casual chat and not... whatever this was? All Evan had wanted tonight was to end things quietly. But now, this stranger was standing here, making it impossible to think straight. Let alone concentrate on his plan.

Who was he!?

Irritated, Evan shoved from the railing, his shoulder brushing past Lucas harder than necessary. His feet hit the pavement in quick, sharp steps, the cold biting his skin, but the plan that had felt certain only minutes ago now slipped from his mind like water through his fingers. Behind him, Lucas followed at an easy pace, humming some tuneless melody under his breath, like they were just two friends walking home from a movie instead of two strangers.

The bridge sidewalk curved into the street; the lamplight thinned. To their right, the park stretched in shadow. Swings hung motionless. Children’s laughter was long replaced by the chirp of crickets. The wind rose, threading through Evan’s hair and along his spine. He hugged his arms tighter around himself.

Something heavy landed on his shoulders again.

Evan let out a long, theatrical sigh and spun on his heel. “Stop following me!”

Lucas smirked, clearly unfazed by the bark in Evan’s voice. This time, Evan noticed, he didn’t throw the jacket back. The weight of it stayed on his shoulders, and even though he refused to actually put it on, the warmth seeped into him, slow and stubborn.

Lucas’s smirk tilted into something softer. “Hey, just making sure you don’t catch a cold,” he said with a shrug, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “That’s what friends do.”

Evan rolled his eyes so hard it almost hurt. “We aren’t friends!”

“Ouch, so harsh,” Lucas said, lips curling into that ridiculous pout again.

Evan just stared, amazed at how much someone could smile without cramping. He shook his head slowly, sighing. "Please," he said, exhausted, "stop following me..."

Something in Lucas shifted. The friendly grin faded, replaced by a quiet seriousness that caught Evan off guard. “I will... if you tell me where you’re going.”

The sudden change in tone made Evan harden. He took a small step back, his gaze darting to the side. “That’s none of your business.”

“No more bridges?” Lucas asked softly.

The words hit deeper than Evan expected, pulling his eyes back to the man in front of him. For a moment, neither spoke... Finally, Evan murmured, “I’m going home.” The truthfulness surprised him because some part of him wanted this stranger to believe it.

Lucas’s shoulders eased, and his serious look gave way to something warmer. “Good,” he said quietly. Then, as if the shift in mood had never happened, he pulled out his phone and held it toward Evan. “Number.”

Evan’s brows furrowed. “Number?”

“Yes,” Lucas said, the grin sliding back into place like it had never left. “We’re friends now, so I want your number.”

“Absolutely not,” Evan replied instantly.

“Pleaseeeeee,” Lucas said, stepping closer, drawing out the word until it was ridiculous. He leaned down slightly, his facial features turning into what had to be the most absurd pair of puppy dog eyes Evan had ever seen.

Against his will, the corner of Evan’s mouth moved, dangerously close to betraying a laugh. He cleared his throat sharply and straightened, trying to school his face back into a frown. Giving this man his number? That was insane. Completely reckless. And yet... this weird, persistent stranger didn’t set off the same alarms as most people. He seemed... okay. Annoying. But okay.

Before he could think himself out of it, Evan found himself taking Lucas’s phone, fingers moving almost on their own as he typed in his number.

Lucas’s grin returned in full force as he took the phone back. A second later, Evan’s own phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

The message was short, cheerful, and exactly what he should have expected.

Lucas: Hey, friend!

Evan shook his head, sliding his phone back into his pocket, but the faintest trace of heat lingered in his chest. An echo of warmth he couldn’t quite smother.

—
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Exhaustion dragged at Evan’s limbs; the hot shower only softened the sharpest edges of his thoughts. Clean and warm, his mind was still a mess. Lucas flashed through his head, stubborn and impossible to ignore. Why had he shown up? Evan had been ready. He was finally going to end it, but a stranger appeared who wouldn’t keep walking.

Instead of climbing straight into bed, Evan crossed the room and pulled open the closet door. From the top shelf, he slid down a worn cardboard box. The one he almost never let himself touch. Dust clung to the lid. Inside were snapshots of a life that felt like it belonged to someone else: birthday photos, crayon drawings his mom refused to throw away, his dad’s old scarf folded neatly on top. He sat there a moment, fingers brushing over a picture of the three of them at the beach, laughter caught mid-frame. The ache in his chest sharpened. He closed the lid gently, sliding the box back into its place, shutting the memories away before they could break him completely.

Face-first, Evan dropped onto his bed, burying himself in the familiar scent of his pillow. It promised sleep, promised silence. His eyelids sank heavier by the second. Then, his phone buzzed against the nightstand.

Evan groaned, rolling over to grab it.

A string of texts lit up his screen:


Lucas: Did you get home safe?

Lucas: Wanna hang out soon? Not tomorrow, though, I start my new job.

Lucas: But maybe after?


Evan read each word carefully, staring at the brightness until the letters blurred. His thumb hovered over the keyboard. He wanted to type something. Anything. But no reply came to mind. His chest tightened with confusion and frustration. Why was Lucas there that night? He’d chosen eleven on purpose. At that hour, most of the whole neighborhood slept. The bridge was always silent. Always empty. 

Except this time...

He turned onto his side, the phone still in his hand, screen dimming to black. The questions swirled with the weight of everything else until his body gave in. His eyes fluttered shut, and before he could untangle the storm in his head, sleep pulled him under.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lucas woke with a faint ache behind his eyes, the kind bred by too little sleep and too many looping thoughts. Early sunlight filtered through the cheap blinds, casting pale gold on the walls. His camera bag slouched in the corner, lenses scattered from the job he’d just wrapped. He ran a hand down his face and sighed.

Last night wouldn’t leave him.

He hadn’t planned to be on the bridge. After finishing a late photography gig, he should’ve come home, unpacked, and crashed. But as he lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, restlessness crept in as it always did when sleep wouldn’t come. He grabbed his coat, left the apartment, and let his feet choose the way. The empty, hushed streets held a silence he’d learned to love and hate. By the time he reached the bridge, the cold air cleared his head. He might’ve kept walking if not for a flicker of movement at the railing.

At first, it was just a shadow. A figure hunched forward, hands balled into fists at his sides, outlined by the faint glow of a streetlamp. His gut clenched and, moving on instinct, he stepped closer. Only then did he see him clearly. Lucas closed his eyes now, and felt the wavering weight of the memory. The sharp confusion in the guy’s face, the heaviness in those blue eyes, and the way his body screamed exhaustion and surrender all at once. Lucas remembered how his own chest had gone tight, something inside him cracking open, flooded by a sudden, unnamed protectiveness.

He wasn’t supposed to be there. But when Lucas saw him standing on that bridge, he knew one thing with bone-deep certainty: he couldn’t walk away.

Maybe it was because of Trevor, the best friend he’d lost back in New York. Five years hadn’t dulled the ache of finding him too late, of wishing he’d seen the signs. Lucas had run from that city trying to outrun the memory, but it always caught up at night, whispering what-ifs into the dark. Last night, staring at the man’s silhouette on the railing, all those what-ifs roared back. He couldn’t lose someone like that again. Not when he had a chance to step in, to stay, to make sure history didn’t repeat itself.

Lucas dragged his hand through his hair, snatched his phone from the nightstand, and scanned the glowing screen. His chest fluttered when he saw the words: read.

His new friend had seen his messages from last night. He just hadn’t answered.

Lucas let out a breath, relief mixed uneasily with disappointment. He’d half expected the texts to be ignored, gathering dust in the void. Still, now that he knew he had read them, Lucas couldn't decide if it was a comfort or a sting.

He fixed his gaze on the screen, thumb poised, then tapped a message.

Good morning! ☀️

The message was sent instantly. Lucas set the phone on the nightstand, eyes locked on it, tense as if expecting it to leap away. A half-smile pulled at his lips, but his fingers drummed nervously on the nightstand. “I don’t even know his name,” he murmured into the quiet of his apartment, shaking his head at himself. But the truth sat heavy in his chest: whoever that man on the bridge was, Lucas wasn’t about to let him slip away.

—
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Lucas’s first day at the Metro Diner wasn’t for another 30 minutes, but the manager had asked him to come early for an introduction. Lucas didn’t mind; his thoughts were too restless to stay home. At the diner, he hopped off his bike, locked it, and jogged to the door. He rapped lightly on the glass. Quest, an older man, opened the door with a warm smile and waved him in.

Quest looked every bit the part: running the Metro Diner with precision and quiet authority. In his mid-forties, tall and solid, broad shoulders suggested he could still haul crates and climb ladders like the younger staff. His deep, warm brown skin and faint creases around his eyes hinted at years of long shifts and late nights, yet his sharp gaze remained undimmed. His close-cropped hair was peppered with gray at the temples, giving him a dignified look and a trimmed goatee contrasted with his always-rolled-up sleeves. Quest never overdressed: dark slacks, sturdy shoes, plain shirts. Still, there was a crispness to his appearance that demanded respect.

The Metro wasn’t small. Booths stretched along the walls, stools lined the counter, and the wide-open floor could fit about two hundred customers at full tilt. For the only diner in town, the size made sense. People needed a place to gather, and this place was clearly it. Something about the space – the warm hum of voices, the smell of coffee and butter, the way sunlight spilled across scuffed tile – settled somewhere deep in his chest. It felt different from anywhere he’d been in years. Safer. Simpler. Like maybe, if he stayed long enough, he could stop running from something he wasn’t ready to face.

Quest led him through the swinging kitchen doors. The room bustled with pre-shift chatter: servers tying aprons, bussers leaning on counters, and cooks at their stations making breakfast. In the corner, near the sinks, stood the two dishwashers. One of them... the guy from the bridge!

The moment Lucas’s eyes found him, his whole face lit up. 

Evan stood quietly beside Marcus, the other dishwasher, as the meeting buzzed around. His dark hair was unruly, falling against his forehead, and the overhead light caught his sharp features. His blue eyes were cool and piercing, like a winter sky. They held weight, enough to make you look twice. Though not tall or broad like some, the set of his shoulders made him seem stronger than he looked.

Evan didn’t smile, didn’t fidget, didn’t bother trying to win anyone over. He was simply quiet, reserved, and a little untouchable. For anyone paying close attention, that only made him stand out more... to Lucas in particular.  Without thinking, he rushed forward and threw his arms around the shorter guy, giving him a hearty pat on the back. “You work here!?” Lucas laughed, delighted. “I missed you!”

A ripple of curiosity spread through the staff. A couple servers paused mid-conversation, eyes darting between the new guy and the usually quiet dishwasher. One of the bussers snorted under his breath. Evan, however, looked like he wanted to disappear. His muscles went rigid, his breath caught, and he shoved Lucas off, his voice sharp and raw with embarrassment. “What are you doing here!?”

Quest cleared his throat, stepping in with his usual calm. “Lucas’ll be the new server.”

That immediately shifted the mood. The staff cheered, relief plain on their faces.

“Thank God,” Cherry, one of the servers, said. “We were really struggling when the other server had to quit.” She was twenty-seven and well aware of the attention she drew the second she walked into a room. She had long auburn hair, which she usually kept loose, spilling over her shoulders in soft waves, and she knew how to flip it just right when she wanted to make a point. Her skin had a warm glow to it, as if she carried summer with her even in the dead of winter, and her hazel eyes sparkled with a charm that was equal parts mischief.

Even in uniform, she dressed with flair, rolling up her sleeves, tying her apron tightly, and accessorizing with hoop earrings or lipstick that never smudged in a shift. Pretty was an understatement; Cherry was striking, and she liked it that way. She carried herself with the kind of confidence that came from knowing she could have most guys wrapped around her finger if she wanted, though beneath the sass was someone who actually cared about her coworkers. Her laugh was loud, sometimes too loud for Evan’s taste, and her teasing could be sharp, but it was never cruel. She was the kind of person who lit up the room, sometimes like a chandelier, sometimes like fireworks.

Jerry, the cook, asked from the grill, “How do you two know each other?” Early forties, broad-shouldered and solid, Jerry’s dark brown skin and gray hair gave him a dependable look. Gruff outside but fiercely protective, his gravelly voice and dry humor were part of the Metro’s foundation.

Lucas beamed, sliding an arm around Evan’s stiff shoulders. “We go way back!”

Evan’s expression darkened as he shrugged him off, frustration in every line of his body. “We just met yesterday.”

The staff broke into laughter.

“Yesterday?” Cherry laughed, shaking her head. “You have me thinking you’re childhood friends!”

“I doubt that,” Jerry chimed in, dry as ever. “Evan seems uncomfortable.”

Evan’s face tightened as he edged away, but Lucas sidestepped smoothly into the space beside him, grinning with stubborn cheer. “Evan,” Lucas repeated under his breath, like he was trying the name on for size. He lit up suddenly. “Finally, I know your name!”

Cherry burst out laughing, her hand smacking the counter. “Wait, wait! You’ve been calling him your “friend" this whole time, and you didn’t even know his name? Oh, this guy’s hilarious!”

Evan flushed, shooting her a glare, while Lucas only doubled down with a shrug, his eyes bright, unashamed, but with a glimmer of nervousness. “Hey, we’ve been through a lot together already. Names are just...details.”

Quest cleared his throat, pulling the group’s attention back from the laughter. “Alright, everyone, listen up. Just a reminder, today’s the Thanksgiving parade. We’ll be closing an hour early so you can all go see it if you want.”

Lucas perked up immediately.“There’s a parade? That sounds fun!”

From beside him, Evan muttered under his breath, “There’s always been a parade.”

Lucas’s ears caught it and he turned, but before he could respond, Cherry tilted her head. “Yeah, haven’t you gone before?”

“Nope,” Lucas said. “I just moved here a few weeks ago.” Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Evan glance at him, quick and sharp, before turning his head away again. The reaction made Lucas’s grin return. He seized the opening, leaning just enough toward Evan. “We should go!”

Evan looked at him like he’d lost his damn mind, disbelief plain on his face. “Absolutely not.”

Jerry chuckled from the grill, flipping a pancake with easy precision. “Nice try. Evan doesn’t do fun.”

“Wha—” Evan started, bristling.

Marcus jumped in, grinning. “Yeah, he’s introverted, right?”

“No—” Evan tried again, his voice climbing with irritation.

Cherry smirked, leaning on the counter with her order pad. “Introverted? Please. He’s more like allergic to people.”

Heat rose to Evan’s cheeks. His blue eyes flashed, and he blurted a little too loudly, “I’m not!”

The kitchen went quiet for a beat, the staff suppressing smiles.

Lucas’s eyebrow arched, curiosity sparking as he opened his mouth to ask—

“Alright, that’s enough teasing. Let’s stay on track.” Quest clapped his hands once, drawing everyone’s focus back. He gestured to the schedule pinned by the door. “We’ve got a full morning ahead of us before the parade crowd starts rolling in.” The group shifted their attention back to him, though Lucas only half-listened, his gaze still snagged on Evan. That pull in his chest, restless and insistent, hadn’t eased for a second. Quest, catching the distracted energy in the room, turned toward Lucas with a broad smile. “Before we dive in, everyone, this is Lucas Carter. He’s new to town, but he’s already proven he can hustle, and I know he’ll fit right in here.”

There were a few nods
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