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Ryan slid into the sleek leather seat of Chase’s car, the faint scent of cologne and new upholstery clinging to the air. The dashboard gleamed with digital displays that Ryan had no business understanding, but it all fit Chase perfectly—polished, flashy, and effortlessly impressive. The engine purred as Chase pulled out of the college parking lot, one hand casually resting on the wheel. Ryan forced himself to look out the window instead of focusing on Chase's biceps, which flexed subtly with every shift of the gear. It was ridiculous, really, how one arm could be that distracting. “So, Kaylee,” Chase started, his voice light and full of amusement, “was totally eyeing me in physics today. And I mean, she was not subtle. I swear, she flipped her hair so many times I thought it was gonna fly off.” He laughed, shaking his head.

Ryan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Of course, it was always Kaylee or someone like her. Blonde, curvy, and throwing themselves at Chase without a second thought. “Fascinating,” Ryan said flatly. Chase glanced over, oblivious. “I’m serious, man. She’s got these insane implants now—like, I don't even think gravity works on them. Her parents must've dropped serious cash after spring break.” Ryan grimaced. “Thrilling scientific advancements. Your mom would be proud.” Chase laughed, completely missing the sarcasm. “Right? I should ask her about the physics behind that stuff. She probably knows. If she could actually talk about her work, anyway.” He shrugged. “Government secrets and all that.” Ryan shot him a look. “Still classified, huh?”

“Yeah, dude, it’s wild. She can’t even tell my dad, and he's a doctor.” Chase grinned as if that was the coolest thing ever. “Guess it’s important important.” “Unlike Kaylee’s implants.” Chase barked out a laugh. “You’re brutal, bro.” Ryan leaned back, biting back a sigh. Brutal, maybe—but it was better than admitting he was dying just sitting here, listening to Chase talk about some girl when all Ryan wanted was to admire him in peace. Chase tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, his grin fading a little. “Honestly, though, sometimes I think I’m all flash and no substance, y’know?” He chuckled, but there was a self-deprecating edge to it. “Just a dumb jock who got lucky with good genes and rich parents.” Ryan blinked, momentarily stunned. Chase? Thinking he wasn’t enough? That was absurd. “Are you serious right now?”

Chase shrugged. “I mean, look at me.” He gestured at the car, the expensive leather seats, the sleek dashboard. “Take all this away, and what’s left?” Ryan didn’t even hesitate. “You’re, like, the most charismatic person I’ve ever met. People actually want to be around you, Chase. You walk into a room, and everyone notices. And it’s not just because you’re hot—though, obviously, you are.” Chase snorted, shaking his head. “Come on, man. Now you’re just being nice.” “I’m not,” Ryan said earnestly, his pulse quickening. “You’re confident, funny, and yeah, a little oblivious sometimes, but people like you because you make them feel good about themselves. That’s rare, Chase. And seriously? It’s pretty damn cool.”

Chase glanced at him, brow furrowed like he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or brush it off. “Thanks, I guess. You’re weirdly good at pep talks.” Ryan forced a smile, biting back what he really wanted to say. It’s not a pep talk when it’s true. Instead, he shrugged, playing it off. “Just stating facts, man.” Chase grinned again, the brief vulnerability vanishing as easily as it had appeared. “Well, now that we’ve established I’m basically a living legend, what’s your deal? Got a secret crush on anyone?” Ryan’s stomach twisted, heat creeping up his neck. “Nah,” he muttered, turning back to the window. He couldn’t exactly say Yeah, you, actually. And your dumb biceps too. But the thought lingered anyway. Chase pulled the car into the driveway of his family’s massive home, the tires crunching over the gravel as they rolled to a stop. The black BMW was absent, but the gleaming yellow Mercedes was parked in its usual spot—Chase’s mom must’ve been home. Ryan followed Chase up the front steps, glancing around at the clean, modern exterior of the house, a stark contrast to the more modest places he was used to. Before they could even reach the door, it swung open to reveal Lily Thatcher, her blonde hair pulled back into a messy bun and goggles hanging loosely around her neck. She was shorter than both of them, but she stood on her tiptoes to press a kiss to Chase’s forehead. “Hey, sweetie,” she said, her voice warm and full of affection. “How was school?”

“Same old,” Chase replied, shrugging off his backpack and tossing it onto the couch. “This is Ryan, by the way. We’re just hanging out.” Lily turned to Ryan with a knowing smile. “I know who Ryan is,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “It’s been, what—ten years now?” “Feels like a lifetime,” Ryan replied with a grin. He held out his hand as she stepped closer. “Hey, Mrs. Thatcher.” She shook his hand with a smile. “Call me Lily, please. And don’t be a stranger.” She patted his arm affectionately before looking back at Chase. “I’m assuming Ryan’s here for more than just the free food?” Ryan raised his hands in mock defense. “Hey, no shame in it. Your son knows I can’t resist pizza night.” Lily chuckled and ruffled Ryan’s hair before pulling off her goggles and hanging them up. “Well, you’ve got good taste.” Ryan shot her a playful look. “You know, I was just wondering what you were up to today.”

She winked at him, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” Ryan blinked, a laugh escaping his lips. “Right. Definitely shouldn’t have asked.” Chase groaned, rolling his eyes. “Mom, seriously. You’ve been using that line since I was, like, five.” Lily raised her hands in mock surrender. “It’s a classic, darling.” She grinned at both of them. “Go on, get comfortable. I’ll clean up and maybe—just maybe—I'll share a little bit of what I’ve been working on.” Ryan couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re definitely one of a kind, Mrs—I mean, Lily.” “You bet I am,” she called over her shoulder, disappearing down the hall. Chase grinned, nudging Ryan. “Told you she’s a badass.” Ryan smirked, his thoughts briefly drifting back to the teasing comment she’d made. “I’m starting to think you’re not exaggerating.”

Chase led the way upstairs to his room, opening the door with an exaggerated flourish. Ryan followed him inside, immediately feeling the familiar, comfortable aura of Chase’s space: clean, modern, and with just the right mix of sophistication and casual charm. “Alright, let’s get this over with.” Chase dropped his bag on the bed, then flopped down next to it, looking far too relaxed for someone who was supposed to be doing homework. He grabbed his physics textbook from his backpack and tossed it onto the bed between them. Ryan raised an eyebrow as he picked it up. “Physics, huh? Are you sure you don’t want to take a nap first? Might be more productive.” Chase grinned. “You know me too well. But no, I need to pass this test. So, help me out?”

Ryan chuckled, shaking his head as he sat down on the bed next to him. He glanced at the open textbook. “Alright, let’s see what you’re struggling with this time.” Chase stretched his legs out, a slight wince crossing his face when he adjusted himself. “The whole concept of velocity and acceleration... my brain just... doesn’t want to process it.” Ryan fought back the urge to roll his eyes as he flipped through the textbook, drawing out the equation they needed. “You know, if you could focus for even five minutes, you’d get this stuff. It’s basic physics, Chase.” Chase smirked, glancing over at Ryan. “And you’re the expert, huh?” He leaned closer, clearly amused by the idea. “Maybe you should just teach the class. You’d be a great teacher.”

Ryan's heart skipped a beat at the compliment, though he kept his expression neutral. “Maybe. But only if I can teach you one-on-one, because, you know... You’re kind of cute when you’re confused.” Chase didn’t seem to catch the underlying tone. “Uh, thanks?” he said, his voice a little unsure. “But I’m more of a visual learner, so, like, could you show me how to do it?” Ryan shook his head, chuckling. “You’re hopeless.” He moved a little closer, pointing to the page and tracing the formula with his finger. “Okay, so velocity is the change in position over time. Simple stuff. You’re basically just measuring how far something goes, but how fast it gets there.” Chase leaned in a bit too, eyes focused on Ryan’s finger tracing the words. “I’m listening,” he said, the faintest smirk on his lips.

Ryan tried not to notice how close they were, how his heart was pounding just from the warmth of Chase’s body next to his. “Right, so for acceleration... it’s the change in velocity over time.” He glanced up at Chase’s face, biting back a smile. “Pretty easy stuff, right? For someone who’s not a walking science experiment.” Chase chuckled, brushing a hand through his messy hair. “Man, you’re really into this. It’s like you’re into me or something.” He grinned, clearly joking, though the words seemed to linger longer than he intended. Ryan’s pulse quickened, but he just leaned back slightly, hiding the little smile threatening to break out. “Maybe I am. But don’t get too excited. I still have to teach you physics, not date you.” “Phew,” Chase said, leaning back with exaggerated relief. “That would be too much for me to handle. I can’t date a genius.” He nudged Ryan’s shoulder with his own. “You’d probably just leave me in the dust, huh?”

Ryan smirked, his voice dropping lower as he responded. “Maybe. Or maybe I’d just have to carry you through it.” Chase laughed, but his expression shifted for a moment, like he was trying to figure out if Ryan was being serious or not. “Guess I’ll just have to keep that in mind, then.” Ryan rolled his eyes, focusing back on the textbook. “You really have no idea how cute you are when you pretend not to know anything, do you?” Chase, blissfully unaware, grabbed the pencil and began scribbling on the page. “Nah, man. I’m just trying to keep up with the smartest guy in the room.” Ryan resisted the urge to laugh, forcing himself to stay focused. It was like chasing after a puppy who had no clue he was being adored. But that was Chase—lovable, clueless, and completely oblivious to the fact that he was the one Ryan was swooning over.

As they got deeper into the homework, the conversation between them grew quieter. The only sound in the room was the rustling of pages and the occasional scribble of Chase’s pencil, which, despite his best efforts, wasn’t helping him make much progress. Ryan was trying to stay focused, but every time he looked up, his gaze lingered just a bit longer than necessary on Chase—on the way his brow furrowed in concentration or the way he shifted to get more comfortable. Ryan’s thoughts kept drifting back to the joke earlier, where Chase had joked about maybe being into him, and the way his words hung in the air long after they’d been said. But then, as if to remind Ryan that nothing could be that simple, Chase yawned loudly, stretching his arms above his head with a groan. He leaned back, clearly trying to get more comfortable on the bed. And then, without any warning, he casually slung his arm over Ryan’s shoulders, settling back like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Ryan’s heart skipped a beat. His breath caught in his throat. He froze, unsure of what to do as his pulse hammered in his ears. “Man, I’m so tired,” Chase mumbled, resting his head back on the pillow with a relaxed sigh. “It’s like I’ve been studying all day.” Ryan forced himself to stay calm, even though the weight of Chase’s arm felt like it was pressing into his chest in all the wrong ways. He swallowed, trying to steady his breathing. “Yeah, well, you’re not exactly doing much to help yourself out here,” Ryan replied, his voice barely steady. Chase just shrugged, his arm staying right where it was. “Eh, I’ll get it eventually. You’re pretty good at this stuff, though. I’m just gonna let you do all the work.” His eyes fluttered shut as he settled deeper into the bed. Ryan didn’t know what to do. He wanted to move, to escape the sudden proximity that was making it nearly impossible to think straight. But he didn’t want to make it weird, so he just kept his gaze trained on the textbook, trying to pretend that the weight of Chase’s arm wasn’t setting his heart on fire. It was casual—just a friend thing, right? No big deal.

But it felt like the biggest deal in the world to Ryan. The silence in the room stretched on, both of them absorbed in their work—well, Ryan was absorbed. Chase was doing a lot of pretending. His arm remained casually draped over Ryan’s shoulders, and every time Ryan felt himself start to relax into the warmth, a small voice in the back of his mind told him not to get too comfortable. Then, just as Ryan was about to turn a page in his notes, Chase’s phone rang, its loud tone cutting through the quiet. “Hold on, it’s Kaylee,” Chase said, lifting his arm off Ryan’s shoulders with a lazy stretch. He flashed a grin, the kind that only seemed to make Ryan’s stomach flip. “You know, the blonde from class? With the... big implants?” Ryan forced a tight-lipped smile, nodding even though his stomach churned at the mention of Kaylee. “Right. Of course.”

Chase winked as he grabbed his phone off the desk, his smile playful as always. “I’ll be right back, man.” Ryan watched, his chest tightening as Chase casually walked out of the room, phone pressed to his ear as he headed down the hallway, still laughing about something from their earlier conversation. The moment Chase was out of sight, Ryan’s smile evaporated, replaced by a scowl he couldn’t seem to shake. His heart raced, but not in the good way anymore. A bitter, jealous knot twisted in his stomach, one that refused to loosen. Why the hell did he feel like this? Why did the thought of Kaylee, or anyone else for that matter, talking to Chase make him feel so... angry? He tried to focus on the textbook in front of him, but the words were blurring together. Everything felt heavy, like the air in the room was thick with something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Ryan slammed the book shut, his frustration building. He had never been the jealous type, especially not over someone like Kaylee. He knew how much Chase liked to flirt, how easily he bounced from one attention to the next, but this was different. It shouldn’t be different. But it was.

Ryan’s fists clenched at his sides, his gaze locked on the closed door where Chase had disappeared. The sound of the phone call—a casual conversation, most likely about plans for the weekend—echoed in his mind, only making him more frustrated. He tried to tell himself it was no big deal, that Kaylee was just someone Chase was having fun with, but the jealousy, the irritation, wouldn’t let up. It burned like a slow ache. He picked up the textbook in front of him, feeling the weight of it in his hands, and before he could stop himself, he hurled it across the room. It flew with a satisfying thud as it collided with the wall, the pages scattering slightly on impact. The second the sound hit his ears, Ryan froze, his heart racing. He stood there, rooted in place, feeling a mix of anger and embarrassment. He didn’t know what he expected, but it certainly wasn’t the sound of Chase’s voice from the doorway.

“What the hell happened?” Chase stood there, eyebrow raised, phone still in hand as he leaned against the frame. He shot Ryan a curious look, clearly not buying the scene he’d walked into. Ryan swallowed, trying to act casual as he shrugged, “Uh, the book... fell.” Chase didn’t move, just tilted his head in disbelief. “Fell, huh? You sure? Because that was a hell of a throw, dude. I think you could make it on the football team with an arm like that.” Ryan forced a tight smile, doing his best to keep his voice level. “Yeah, well... I’ve been practicing my throwing skills.” He avoided Chase’s eyes, looking anywhere but at him. He could feel the heat rising in his cheeks, but he didn’t want to explain. Not now, not when he was still feeling off balance. 

Chase stepped into the room, dropping down beside him on the bed, his tone light and easy, like nothing had happened. “So, speaking of the weekend... Kaylee and I are planning something for Saturday. Thought I’d let you know, since you’re probably gonna need some time to recover from the disappointment of me leaving you to go on a date.” Ryan’s heart sank, but he nodded, forcing himself to look happy for him. “That’s... great, man. Really great.” Chase gave him an easy grin, clearly not sensing the undertones of Ryan’s reaction. “Yeah, I think it’ll be fun. She’s really cool, you know? We’re gonna hit up that new place downtown.” Ryan pushed out another smile, though it didn’t feel right. “I’m sure it’ll be awesome. You deserve it.” But inside, it felt like something was breaking—like maybe the space between him and Chase was finally becoming something he couldn’t ignore anymore.

Chase leaned closer, his weight still on top of Ryan, a playful grin on his lips. “So, seriously, you are happy for me, right? I mean, I know we joke around, but I really want you to be cool with this,” Chase said, his voice light but carrying an undercurrent of sincerity that Ryan wasn’t sure how to handle. Ryan opened his mouth, his mind racing for something that wouldn’t give him away. He forced out a nonchalant laugh, trying to cover the tightness in his chest. “Yeah, of course. Just didn’t know you were such a romantic,” he teased, his tone a little sharper than he meant. Chase grinned even wider, undeterred. “Hey, I’m just saying, Kaylee’s pretty cool, you know? I think we’re gonna have fun.” Before Ryan could respond, Chase’s playful grin turned into a mischievous smirk. Without warning, Chase lunged forward, pinning Ryan down with surprising strength. Ryan let out a surprised yelp as Chase’s body pressed him into the bed.

“Chase, come on!” Ryan squirmed beneath him, but Chase held him firm, not letting up. The two of them wrestled, their laughter filling the room, the familiar play-fight that had been a part of their friendship for years. But this time, it felt different. Ryan’s heart raced as Chase’s face got closer and closer, the heat between them undeniable. For the briefest moment, their lips were inches apart, and Ryan’s breath hitched. His chest felt tight, his pulse pounding in his ears. And then, just as quickly, the moment was shattered. The door slammed open, and there stood Chase’s father—tall, broad, with an air of authority that instantly shifted the atmosphere in the room. “What the hell is going on in here?” His voice was sharp, and his eyes scanned them both with a cold, disapproving gaze. Ryan froze. His stomach dropped, and his throat tightened as he quickly pushed Chase off him, sitting up and pulling away. His heart was still racing, but for an entirely different reason now.

Chase, still on the bed, looked over his shoulder, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise. “Dad? What are you—?” “Don’t what me, Chase,” his father cut him off, his voice like ice. “What’s going on here? You two better not be doing anything—” He seemed to hesitate for a second, as if trying to find the right words, before he finished, “...weird.” Ryan’s stomach churned, and his gaze dropped to his lap, doing his best to shrink into himself. His heart was still pounding, but not for the reason he wanted. Chase quickly stood up, putting his hands out in a placating gesture. “Relax, Dad. We were just messing around. Nothing happened, okay? Seriously, don’t make it weird.” His father’s eyes narrowed, his face still hard. “Just make sure you’re not getting too close. You know what I mean?” The words were laced with judgment, and Ryan could feel them like a weight pressing down on his chest. Before Ryan could even form a response, Chase stepped between them, a protective move that Ryan wasn’t sure he was ready for. “Dad, seriously, we’re fine. It’s nothing. We were just having a laugh. Don’t worry about it.” He forced a casual tone, but Ryan could hear the edge of discomfort in his voice.

Chase’s father looked between them, his eyes narrowing even further. After a long pause, he finally huffed, muttering something under his breath before turning to leave. “Whatever. Just keep it down next time,” he said dismissively, then added, “Pizza’s done. Don’t make me wait.” With that, the door slammed behind him, and the tension in the room seemed to evaporate, though not entirely. Ryan stayed seated, still feeling the echoes of the uncomfortable moment, his heart still racing, but now for an entirely different reason. Chase turned back to him, rubbing the back of his neck with a sheepish grin. “Sorry about that, man. My dad’s... old school.” He chuckled nervously, his usual confidence faltering for just a second. “You good?” Ryan wasn’t sure how to respond. He wasn’t good. The weight of what had just happened, what he had almost allowed to happen, was still pressing down on him. He tried to shake it off, forced a smile, and nodded. “Yeah. Fine.” Chase gave him a puzzled look, but he didn’t push it. Instead, he shrugged and clapped Ryan on the back. “Alright, well, let’s go get some pizza. I’m starving.” Ryan forced himself to smile, but it didn’t feel real. “Yeah. Pizza sounds good.”

Chase and Ryan made their way downstairs, the smell of fresh pizza filling the air as they reached the dining room. When they entered, they found Lily and Brian already seated at the table, which had been set with glass plates. In the center of the table sat two homemade pizzas, the cheese bubbling and the crust golden brown. Lily looked up from where she was sitting and smiled warmly. “You boys finally made it down. Dinner’s ready.” Brian, who was sitting across from her, gave them a casual nod. “Good timing,” he said, already reaching for a slice. His voice had a calm, no-nonsense tone, and he looked as if he had been in a deep conversation with Lily before they arrived. Ryan pulled out the chair next to Chase and sat down, giving a quick glance at the pizza. The combination of the fresh aroma and the sight of the neatly set table made him feel oddly at home. Chase grinned and immediately reached for a slice, piling it onto his plate. “Looks amazing as always, Mom.” Lily gave a satisfied nod, her eyes glinting with pride. “Just made it. It’s a little something I threw together after work,” she said, not missing a beat. Ryan grabbed a slice too, trying to keep his thoughts from drifting too far as he joined the others. As they all dug into the pizza, there was a quiet but comfortable rhythm to the evening. The kind of peaceful moment that felt like nothing else mattered, at least for now.

As they ate, Chase glanced over at Ryan, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Hey, you wanna crash here tonight? We can finish that physics homework or, you know, just hang out.” Ryan swallowed his bite of pizza, a little surprised by the question. “I mean... yeah, sure. If that’s cool with your parents.” Lily looked up from her plate with a smile. “It’s only a problem if your dad says no.” Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his seat, glancing at Brian, who was quietly chewing his food at the opposite end of the table. Brian looked up, meeting his wife’s gaze as she gave him a long, pointed stare. It was clear Lily wasn’t letting this go without some sort of agreement. Brian exhaled slowly, clearly reluctant. “Fine,” he muttered, putting his slice down. “But only if he’s not making a mess everywhere.” He glanced at Ryan, his tone still a little gruff. “You know the rules.” Ryan nodded quickly, a little nervous. “I won’t be any trouble, I promise.” Lily gave Brian a victorious smile, then turned back to Ryan with a nod. “It’s settled then. Stay as long as you’d like, Ryan.” Chase grinned and nudged Ryan’s shoulder. “See? I told you it’d be fine.”

As they finished their pizza, Chase looked around the table with a grin, clearly excited to share something. “So, I’ve got a date with Kaylee this Saturday,” he announced, his tone casual but the smile on his face betraying his enthusiasm. “She’s that blonde from our class, you know? Tall, gorgeous, always wearing those cute little skirts.” Ryan’s fork paused mid-air, and he shot Chase a quick glance. “Yeah, I know who she is,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady, but the sharp edge of jealousy was impossible to hide. Chase continued, oblivious to the tension in Ryan’s voice. “She’s got a great personality too. Really fun to talk to. You’d like her, Ryan. She’s just... hot, you know?” Ryan couldn’t help it. The words slipped out before he could stop himself. “Her boobs are bigger than her brain.”

The table went quiet for a second, then Brian, to Ryan’s surprise, chuckled. “Well, women with big brains can be intimidating,” he said, grinning at his wife. “Lily here would know.” Lily rolled her eyes, but there was a soft smile on her lips despite the sarcasm. “Oh, please,” she said, shaking her head. “You two are impossible.” Ryan blinked, surprised at the casual exchange, though his stomach still churned with a mix of emotions. It wasn’t just the conversation that bothered him—it was that feeling of being on the outside. As much as he tried to bury it, he couldn’t ignore the jealousy stirring in his chest. Chase didn’t seem to notice Ryan’s discomfort as he gave a playful nudge to his mother. “See, Mom? I’m just getting ready for the real world. Gotta date the right girls and stuff.” Lily smiled, though there was a slight glint of teasing in her eyes. “You know, one day you’re going to realize that brains are a lot more important than you think, Chase.” Brian snorted
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