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I tell myself it’s just the heat.

That’s the first lie of the night.

The bar is packed tight, bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder, the air thick with sweat and beer and noise. Laughter ricochets off the walls. Someone shouts my name and slaps my back hard enough to jolt the bottle in my hand. I laugh automatically, the sound rough, familiar. This is my element—men, noise, celebration. I’ve never felt out of place in rooms like this.

I’m straight. I’ve always been straight. That’s never been a question.

So when my shirt sticks to my back and my pulse starts running faster than it should, I chalk it up to the crowd, the alcohol, the music pounding low and heavy through my chest. I tug at my collar, roll my shoulders, grounding myself in my body the way I always have.

Then I see him.

The groom.

My best friend stands near the center of it all, tie gone, jacket vanished, shirt half-untucked like he stopped caring somewhere between his third drink and his fourth. He’s flushed, loose in a way I don’t see often— less controlled, more exposed. When he laughs, it’s wide and unguarded, and I notice myself noticing, which I don’t like at all.

I’ve known him for years. I know his habits, his tells, the way he gets quiet when something’s weighing on him. Right now, beneath the smile, I can see it—the tension. The crack.

Someone shouts his name again. Someone dares him to take his shirt off.

He hesitates just long enough to notice.

Then he does it.

The room reacts instantly—cheers, whistles, hands reaching out to clap his back. His shirt disappears into the crowd, and suddenly there’s nowhere for my eyes to go but him. Skin warm under the lights. Muscle shifting as he moves. The casual confidence of a man who doesn’t think twice about being seen.

I shouldn’t be staring. I’m his best man.

I look away. Take a drink too fast. The burn hits my throat, sharp and grounding.

Still, my attention snaps back to him like it’s wired there.

This doesn’t mean anything, I tell myself. Men can notice other men. That’s not desire. That’s just... observation.

My pulse disagrees.

The music slows, thickens. The lights dim another notch. The room feels smaller, tighter, like it’s closing in. Bodies press closer. Heat builds. I become acutely aware of my own body—my shoulders, my arms, the way my jeans sit low on my hips. I shift my stance, widen it instinctively, trying to anchor myself.

Then he’s beside me.

Not abruptly. Not obviously. Just close enough that I feel him before I really register it—the familiar weight of his presence, the way my shoulders ease without permission. When I turn, he’s already looking at me, eyes darker than before, smile softer.

“Escaped,” he says, nodding toward the back hallway. “Figured you might’ve too.”

His voice is lower than usual. Quieter.

“Crowded,” I say. My throat feels dry. I clear it, annoyed at myself.

He nods. “Yeah.”

We stand there for a moment, the noise washing around us, not quite touching. Up close, he smells like soap and sweat and something sharp I can’t name. I notice details I never have before—the way his chest rises with each breath, the faint sheen of heat on his skin.

This is nothing, I tell myself. Just proximity. Just the night.

“You good?” I ask.

He shrugs, rubs a hand over his face. “I will be.”

We stand in silence for a little longer. “Let’s get some air,” he says suddenly, already turning.

I should say no. I don’t.

The balcony door slides shut behind us, cutting the noise clean in half. The night air is cooler, sharp against my skin, and I draw a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. The city stretches out below us—quiet, distant, indifferent.

He sways slightly beside me.

“Careful,” I say automatically, reaching out before I think better of it.

My hand lands on his shoulder.

He doesn’t pull away.

Instead, he leans into it, his weight warm and familiar. Too familiar. His hand comes up, settling on my other shoulder like it belongs there, fingers curling lightly into the fabric of my shirt.

He’s drunk. That’s the explanation. That’s the only explanation I let myself have.

“Hey,” I say, trying to keep it light. “You’re trashed.”

He laughs, low and loose, breath brushing my jaw. “Yeah. Probably.”

We stand there like that—too close, saying nothing. The city hums below us. Somewhere inside, the party roars on, oblivious.

“I like you,” he says.

The words are quiet. Simple. Unprotected.

I laugh, sharp and fast. “You’re drunk.”

“I know,” he says. “I still like you.”

The air between us shifts. Thickens.

He doesn’t move closer. Doesn’t move away either. His hand slides, just slightly, his pinky brushing mine where our arms hang between us. It’s barely anything. An accident, I tell myself.

It happens again.

Slower this time.

My body reacts before my brain can catch up—heat pooling low, breath going shallow. I don’t pull my hand away. Neither does he. Our fingers hook together, just barely, like we’re both pretending it doesn’t count unless we say it does.

I should stop this.

I don’t.

He tilts his head, forehead brushing mine, close enough that I feel the warmth of him everywhere. There’s a pause—long enough for me to walk away. Long enough for him to rethink it.

Instead, he leans in.

The kiss is quiet. Careful. Nothing like the chaos inside the bar. His mouth is warm, insistent without being rough, like he’s been wanting this longer than he’s willing to admit. My hand comes up to steady him—or myself—I’m not sure which.

For a second, everything goes still.

Then I kiss him back.

The realization hits me all at once, sharp and undeniable: this isn’t curiosity. This isn’t alcohol. This is a line I’m crossing with my eyes open.

And I don’t stop.

***
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HE SHOULDN’T FEEL LIKE this.

That’s the thought that cuts through first—the wrongness of it, sharp and immediate. The second is worse: how natural it feels anyway.

The kiss deepens, not because either of us pushes, but because neither of us pulls away. His hand shifts at my shoulder, fingers tightening just enough to make it clear he’s still there, still choosing this. Still steady, despite the alcohol.

I tell myself it’s the night. The noise. The pressure. Anything but this.

He exhales against my mouth, a soft sound, almost a question. I feel it everywhere. My body answers before I can stop it, leaning in, closing the distance like it’s been waiting for permission.

This is not how I kiss men.

The thought flashes hot and fast, followed immediately by the realization that I don’t know how I’m supposed to kiss them at all—and yet my mouth moves like it knows exactly what to do. Like this isn’t new, just delayed.

His thumb brushes my jaw. Gentle. Almost reverent.

I break the kiss first.

Barely.

Just enough to breathe.

“This can’t—” I start, then stop. The words don’t line up. “You’re getting married.”

“I know,” he says. No hesitation. No argument.

That should be the end of it.

Instead, he rests his forehead against mine again, close enough that I feel his breath, his warmth, the way his body stays angled toward me like it belongs there.

“I don’t want to think right now,” he says quietly. “Just... stay.”

The request lands heavier than the kiss did.

I should step back. Put space between us. Be the responsible one. I’ve always been good at that—being the steady one, the guy who doesn’t complicate things.

My hands don’t move.

Neither do his.

We stand there in the quiet, bodies close, not touching where it would matter most—and somehow that makes it worse. The tension stretches thin, electric, humming low in my gut.

He doesn’t pull away.

If anything, he moves closer—just enough that I feel the truth of him there, solid and warm, grounding and destabilizing all at once. His hand slips from my shoulder to my upper arm, fingers curling like he needs something to hold onto.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen like this,” he says.

His voice isn’t slurred. That’s what gets me. It’s quieter now. Focused. Too honest to be just alcohol.

I don’t answer.

“I’ve thought about you,” he continues, staring out into the night instead of at me. “For a long time. Longer than I should’ve.”

My breath catches. I force it steady.

“You’re drunk,” I say again, but there’s no laughter in it this time. It sounds like a plea.

“I know,” he says. “But this part isn’t new.”

He finally looks at me then, and whatever he sees on my face makes him swallow hard.

“I never let myself say it,” he admits. “Never even really let myself think it. Because it didn’t fit. Because I had a plan.”

The word plan lands heavy between us.

“You were always... easy,” he says. “With me. Being around you felt right. I told myself that’s all it was. Friendship. Brotherhood. Whatever made it make sense.”

His thumb presses once into my arm—grounding, intimate.

“And then I met her,” he says. “And I thought, okay. This is it. This is what I’m supposed to want.”

I don’t like where this is going.

“You don’t get this close to the wedding if you’re not sure,” I say, more sharply than I mean to. “You don’t propose. You don’t—”

“I know,” he cuts in, frustration flashing across his face. “That’s the problem. I’m too far in.”

The words are quiet. Heavy. Honest in a way that makes my stomach drop.

“I don’t know if I want to get married,” he says. “But I don’t know how to stop either. Everyone’s
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