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Chapter 1: Before You
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Noah had mastered the art of existing without being seen.

His mornings were quiet—too quiet. He woke before his alarm most days, staring at the pale ceiling of his apartment while the city outside slowly came to life. There was comfort in routine, in predictability. It meant nothing unexpected could hurt him.

He moved through his day the same way he moved through life: carefully.

The coffee shop on the corner knew his order by heart. Black coffee, no sugar. He liked the bitterness—it reminded him that some things weren’t meant to be sweet. As he waited, he scrolled through his phone without really seeing anything, ignoring the couples laughing at the tables nearby, their fingers brushing, their knees touching.

Love was loud. Messy. Temporary.

Noah had learned that lesson early.

He took his coffee and left quickly, the bell above the door chiming softly behind him. Outside, the air was cool, the kind that bit just enough to keep him present. He welcomed it. Feeling something—even discomfort—was better than feeling nothing at all.



Work was safe. Predictable. Noah liked it that way.

His desk sat near the window, far enough from everyone else that no one interrupted him unless absolutely necessary. He did his job well—efficient, focused, invisible. Praise made him uncomfortable. Attention felt like pressure.

“You ever think about taking a break?” his coworker Jamie asked from the neighboring desk, spinning slowly in his chair.

Noah didn’t look up. “From what?”

“From being you,” Jamie replied with a grin.

Noah exhaled a soft breath that might have been a laugh. “Sounds exhausting.”

Jamie studied him for a moment, then shrugged. “Suit yourself. But you know—life doesn’t wait forever.”

Noah didn’t answer. He already knew that.



That night, his apartment felt heavier than usual.

The silence pressed in as he stood in the doorway, keys still in his hand. There were moments—rare but sharp—when loneliness surprised him. Not because he wanted someone, but because part of him wondered what it might feel like to be wanted.

He shook the thought away.

Wanting led to hoping.
Hoping led to losing.
Noah heated leftover food, ate standing up, and washed the dishes immediately. Keeping things clean meant keeping things controlled. On the far wall sat a framed photograph he rarely acknowledged—two people frozen in a moment that no longer existed.

He turned it face-down without looking.



Later, lying in bed, Noah stared at the dark ceiling again.

He told himself he was fine. That this life—quiet, careful, untouched—was enough. That he didn’t need more. That he didn’t need anyone.

But somewhere deep inside, beneath the walls he’d built so well, there was a question he refused to ask out loud.

What if this isn’t living... but just surviving?

Noah rolled onto his side, pulling the blanket tighter around himself, as if warmth alone could fill the empty space beside him.

He didn’t know it yet—but everything was about to change.

Because this was his life before love.
Before healing.
Before you.
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Chapter 2: Almost Invisible
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The gym was never Noah’s favorite place, but it was efficient.

People came and went without expectation. No small talk required. Everyone focused on their own reflection, their own progress. It suited him. He kept his headphones in, music low, just enough to create a barrier between himself and the rest of the world.

He was wiping down a bench when someone cleared their throat nearby.

“Hey—sorry. Are you using this?”

Noah turned, pulling one earbud free. The man standing there was tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a faded gray hoodie and an apologetic expression. Nothing flashy. Nothing demanding attention.

“No,” Noah replied. “All yours.”

The man nodded gratefully. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

That was it. Or it should have been.

Noah stepped aside, already mentally moving on, but something made him glance back once—just a flicker of awareness. The man moved with an unhurried calm, adjusting the weights carefully, as if he didn’t feel the need to rush through anything.

Must be nice, Noah thought.



They crossed paths again two days later.

This time, it was at the coffee shop near Noah’s apartment—the same one he visited almost every morning. Noah was waiting for his order when he noticed the familiar hoodie near the counter.

The man turned, holding a cup in each hand, and paused when he saw Noah.

“Hey,” he said, smiling slightly. “Gym guy, right?”

Noah blinked, surprised he’d been remembered at all. “Yeah.”

“Lucas,” the man added, shifting the cups. “Nice to officially meet you.”

“Noah,” he replied, accepting the handshake automatically. Lucas’s grip was warm, steady—not overly confident, not hesitant either. Just... present.

They stood there for a second too long, not awkward exactly, but not comfortable either. There were no sparks. No rush. Just an awareness of another person sharing the same space.

Lucas broke the moment first. “I should—uh—get these before they cool off. See you around?”

Noah nodded. “Yeah. See you.”

Lucas left without looking back.

Noah watched him go, puzzled by the faint sense of... something. Not attraction. Not interest. Just a subtle shift, like noticing a piece of furniture had been moved and not remembering where it used to be.



Later that day, Noah found himself thinking about the interaction without meaning to.

It bothered him more than it should have.

Lucas hadn’t pushed. Hadn’t flirted. Hadn’t asked personal questions or invaded space. He’d simply existed—noticed Noah without demanding anything from him.

That was new.

Noah didn’t know what to do with people who didn’t try to take something.



The next time they met, it was accidental again.

The elevator in Noah’s building stopped abruptly between floors, the lights flickering once before steadying. A collective groan filled the small space.

“Of course,” someone muttered.

Noah exhaled slowly, shoulders tensing. He hated confined spaces. Hated being stuck. He shifted his weight, eyes fixed on the numbers above the door.

“Looks like we’re neighbors,” a familiar voice said gently.

Noah turned. Lucas stood a few feet away, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed.

“Seems like it,” Noah replied.

They stood in silence as the elevator jolted faintly. Minutes passed. Someone pressed the emergency button. Still, Lucas didn’t crowd him or try to fill the quiet.

After a moment, he spoke again. “If this makes you uncomfortable, I can stand over there.”

Noah blinked. “No. It’s... fine.”

Lucas nodded once, respecting the boundary without comment.

When the elevator finally lurched back into motion and the doors opened, Noah felt an unexpected pang—something like disappointment—that the moment was over.



That night, Noah lay awake longer than usual.

He thought about Lucas’s calm voice. The way he noticed things. The absence of pressure. The quiet steadiness that felt unfamiliar but not unwelcome.

There were still no sparks. No rush of feeling. No reason to believe this man would matter.

And yet.

Lucas had entered Noah’s life the way most people didn’t—softly, almost invisibly.

Sometimes, Noah would later realize, the things that change us don’t arrive loudly.

They arrive quietly.
And stay.
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Chapter 3: Familiar Distance
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By the third time Noah saw Lucas that week, it stopped feeling like coincidence and started feeling like pattern.

The gym. The coffee shop. The elevator. Always brief, always calm, always the same quiet acknowledgment. A nod. A small smile. Nothing more.

Noah told himself it meant nothing.

Patterns were safe when they didn’t demand anything.

Lucas never pushed conversation beyond polite greetings. Never lingered when Noah clearly wanted space. If anything, he seemed content with the distance, as though he understood it instinctively.

That should have reassured Noah.

Instead, it unsettled him.



They ended up side by side at the gym one evening, stretching before a workout. Noah kept his headphones on, pretending to focus on his breathing.

“You mind if I use the mat next to you?” Lucas asked.

“No,” Noah replied, removing one earbud. “Go ahead.”

Lucas settled beside him, movements unhurried. The space between them was respectful—close enough to acknowledge, far enough not to intrude. They worked in silence, the only sounds their breathing and the low hum of machines around them.

“You come here a lot,” Lucas said after a while. Not accusatory. Just observant.

“So do you,” Noah answered.

Lucas smiled faintly. “Fair.”

That was the end of it.

Noah appreciated that Lucas didn’t try to fill the space with words. Silence had always been Noah’s refuge. Still, he found himself unusually aware of Lucas’s presence—the rhythm of his movements, the steady calm that seemed to follow him.

Don’t overthink it, Noah told himself.



Outside the gym, rain began to fall.

Noah paused under the awning, pulling his jacket tighter around himself. He was already mentally preparing to make a run for it when Lucas appeared beside him, holding an umbrella.

“I can walk you halfway,” Lucas offered casually. “If you want.”

Noah hesitated. It was a simple offer. No expectation attached.

“That’s okay,” Noah said quickly. “I don’t mind the rain.”

Lucas studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. See you around, Noah.”

As Lucas walked off, umbrella overhead, Noah stepped into the rain, the cold drops soaking into his clothes. He didn’t know why he’d refused. The offer had been harmless.

Safe, even.

He exhaled sharply. You’re fine, he reminded himself. This is fine.



Days passed. Then more.

Their interactions stayed the same—brief conversations, shared glances, quiet moments that never crossed into anything more. Lucas never asked about Noah’s past. Never tried to insert himself into Noah’s life.

And that, somehow, made it harder.

Because distance was familiar. Distance was what Noah knew how to survive in.

He told himself Lucas was just another passing presence. Someone he’d eventually stop noticing. Someone who wouldn’t stay.

Yet, every time Lucas smiled at him—small, genuine, unforced—Noah felt something tighten in his chest.

Not attraction.

Not yet.

Just awareness.



One evening, as Noah unlocked his apartment door, he realized something that made his stomach twist.
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