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Chapter 1: Hidden in Plain Sight 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The café sat wedged between a pawn shop and a dry cleaner, a narrow front with frosted glass 

that blurred the interior behind smudged reflections.  

Inside, it smelled faintly of cardamom and scorched espresso. A worn rug, frayed along one 

edge, lay beneath a table near the back wall, where Gabriel Hastings had already settled himself 

before the hour struck. 

He always arrived early. 

Black coffee, no sugar, no milk. He drank it for the heat more than the taste. He sat with his back 

to the wall, eyes flicking occasionally to the window, then to the door.  

There was nothing remarkable in his appearance—pressed shirt, dark wool coat folded across 

the back of his chair, leather gloves tucked beside the cup. Yet everything about his posture read 

like control. The table bore a single mark of indulgence: a small ceramic saucer with the corner 

of a napkin folded perfectly in half. 

The bell above the door gave a muted chime. Dylan entered with that familiar bounce in his step, 

his scarf trailing behind him, cheeks red from the morning wind. He spotted Gabriel 

immediately and offered a quick, crooked grin. 

"Hey," he greeted, unwinding his scarf as he walked over. “You’re early.”  

Gabriel didn't stand. "Traffic was light." 

Dylan dropped into the chair opposite him. He ordered the same thing he always did—

sweetened latte, full cream, extra foam. The barista nodded without asking his name. When 

Dylan glanced back at Gabriel, the older man was already scanning the room again, his gaze 

pausing at each figure for a fraction too long. 

"You'd think we were spies," Dylan said, nudging Gabriel's foot under the table. His smile was 

easy, but his eyes watched closely. 

"Some people would call this worse than espionage," Gabriel replied, not looking at him. 

Dylan frowned and sat back, exhaling through his nose. "Right. God forbid anyone sees me 

smiling at a man over twenty-five." 

Gabriel's eyes returned to the door. A man in a navy coat had entered, taller than most, with 

graying hair and a recognizably crisp gait. Without a word, Gabriel shifted slightly in his seat, 

drawing himself inward, blocking Dylan from direct view. His fingers curled around the cup, 

knuckles pale from pressure. 



Dylan noticed the movement. His smile faded. 

"You know he didn't see us," he said, voice low. “Not that it matters anyway. He’s just some 

random man, Gabe. Not anyone we know.” 

"I know," Gabriel answered. "I just prefer not to test fate." 

Dylan took the moment to sip from his cup, now placed between them in a neat circle of foam. 

"This is the third place in two weeks. You've memorized the exits at all of them?" 

"I prefer consistency," Gabriel replied. 

"You don't trust consistency," Dylan corrected. "You trust control." 

That earned a glance, if only brief. Gabriel's mouth twitched, not toward a smile but something 

smaller, more contained. He didn't argue the point. 

Outside, a bus hissed to a halt at the curb. Inside, the café hummed with quiet conversation and 

the hiss of milk steaming. Their table, tucked into the corner, was private enough, yet Gabriel's 

shoulders remained taut. 

Dylan watched him. "You're not breathing." 

"I am breathing." 

“Are not.”  

“Am to.” Gabriel rolled his eyes, though Dylan knew there was no real annoyance in his tone. 

“Do not say ‘are not’ again. I am breathing.”  

"Barely." 

Gabriel's gaze softened, but only slightly. "Habit." 

Dylan leaned in, lowering his voice. "How long are we going to do this?" 

Gabriel didn't answer right away. His eyes settled on the window, where the blurred outlines of 

passersby moved without urgency. When he spoke, his tone was even. 

"As long as we need to." 

Dylan sat back again, letting a quiet beat pass between them.  

"Right," he said. "That clears everything up." 

They left the café without touching, their coats buttoned to the collar, each man keeping half a 

pace apart. The sidewalk gleamed from the morning drizzle. Cars passed with a low roar, and the 

scent of oil and damp leaves followed them as they walked. 

Dylan stopped at the corner. "We can't keep pretending this is fine." 

Gabriel kept his hands in his coat pockets. "You think I'm pretending?" 

"I think you're hiding." Dylan's voice was low, but steady. "And you're asking me to hide with 

you." 



Gabriel turned, expression unreadable. "You're the one who said we needed time." 

"No," Dylan said. "I said I needed time to talk to him. I didn't say I wanted to be your secret." 

Traffic rolled past them, a woman's laughter carrying briefly before the light changed. 

"He's not speaking to me," Dylan continued. "At dinner he talks through the television. He asked 

my sister if I was still 'seeing that man,' like I wasn't in the room. Like you two haven’t been best 

friends for decades." 

Gabriel's jaw tightened. "He's hurt. He'll come around." 

"When?" Dylan stepped closer. "When we're both miserable enough for him to feel like he's 

won?" 

Gabriel held his gaze. "It's not about winning. It's about family. This isn't easy for him." 

Dylan's laugh was sharp and joyless. "Easy? He practically spat when he said your name last 

night. Told me, 'Funny how some people never change.' Or at least I think he was talking to me, 

because he was staring at the wall." 

Gabriel flinched, barely visible. 

"I'm trying to believe this will pass," Dylan said, voice quieter now. "But it won't, not if you keep 

acting like we're doing something wrong." 

"I never said we were," Gabriel replied, though his tone betrayed him. 

"You implied it," Dylan shot back. "Every time you look over your shoulder. Every time you pull 

away." 

Gabriel looked away. A delivery truck rumbled by, drowning the silence for a moment. 

"You think I want this?" he said finally. "You think this is what I hoped for? To meet you in alley 

cafés and leave separately like we're ashamed?" 

"Then stop," Dylan said. "Stop treating it like it's a problem to manage." 

"I'm trying to protect you," Gabriel said, the words coming too quickly. 

"From what?" Dylan asked. "Loving me isn't a crime." 

Gabriel didn't answer. 

A breeze picked up, blowing damp across their collars. Gabriel stared past Dylan, to nothing in 

particular. 

"Forget it," Dylan said. He took a step back, letting the space settle between them. "Let's get out 

of here." 

He turned before Gabriel could reply. Gabriel hesitated, then followed. Their steps no longer 

matched. 

  



Chapter 2: Fractured Foundations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark's house smelled faintly of rosemary and cooked onions, the sort of scent that lingered even 

after the oven had cooled.  

Dylan stepped through the front door and hung his jacket with slow hands. The voices from the 

kitchen were quiet, just his father's clipped tone and Jenna's softer murmur answering it. A 

plate clinked against a countertop. The scrape of a chair followed. 

He checked his watch without reason, then walked into the dining room. 

The table had been set for four. 

The seat was laid out as if nothing had changed. A plate with the edge slightly chipped. A folded 

napkin. The same wine glass Dylan remembered from every Sunday growing up. He stared at it 

for half a second too long before pulling out the chair beside Jenna. 

She smiled when he sat, but her eyes held the kind of worry that never made it to her mouth. 

"How was your day?" she asked, reaching for the serving spoon. 

"Good," Dylan said. "Yours?" 

"Busy. Sam had a recital and forgot her music. She was in tears all morning." 

Dylan nodded, but his gaze strayed again to the empty place across from him. His father entered 

with the last dish, a roast that smelled too familiar. Mark set it down without looking up, then 

took the seat at the head of the table. His posture was neat, composed. The silence he brought 

with him was louder than the clatter of silverware. 

They passed food with automatic movements. The meat was dry. The potatoes under-seasoned. 

Jenna asked after Dylan's classes, though she already knew the answer. Dylan gave short replies. 

His thoughts were beating steady behind his eyes, counting the seconds between each remark 

from his father. 

Mark's voice cut across the conversation. 

"I was thinking about your mother today." 

Dylan didn't look up. 

Jenna smiled tightly. Mark turned his wine glass between his fingers. The liquid inside caught 

the light. 

"She wouldn't recognize what this place has become," he said. 



Dylan's fork paused against his plate. 

Jenna cleared her throat. "She'd want all of us to be together." 

Mark didn't answer. He picked up his fork, then paused again as if remembering something 

more pressing. 

"Some people," he said, his tone low and measured, "don't deserve second chances." 

The words dropped with slow precision. 

Dylan's hand tightened around the fork before letting go. It clattered against the edge of his 

plate as he let it fall. The sound was louder than it should have been. Mark didn't flinch. 

Jenna reached out under the table and nudged Dylan's ankle. A soft jolt. The silent plea was 

crystal clear in her eyes: not now. 

But Dylan's expression didn't change. 

He reached for his glass. 

The meal continued, but the rhythm had broken. Jenna tried to steer the conversation toward 

neutral ground, recounting something from her week, but neither man responded. They chewed 

in silence. The room had cooled, or maybe the food had. Dylan could no longer tell the 

difference. 

Mark spoke again, this time without looking at him. 

"Tell me something, Dylan. When does concern become control?" 

Jenna looked up sharply. "Dad..." 

He held up a hand. "No, I'm just asking a question." 

Dylan placed his glass down with care. "Is that what you think this is?" 

"You're twenty-two." 

"And?" 

"Don't be a fool," Mark said. "You think he cares about you? You're another phase. You'll wake 

up one day and wonder how the hell you were so blind." 

"You don't know him." 

The words came fast, clipped. Dylan didn't blink. 

“He was my best friend.” Mark turned his head then, just slightly. "I know enough." 

Jenna's eyes widened, her fork suspended in midair. The silence that followed seemed to twist 

the air in the room. 

"You don't," Dylan said, voice even now. "You never even tried." 

"I've seen the kind of man he is." 



"You've seen what you wanted to see. I knew you'd react like this." 

"You're damn right I'm reacting." Mark's voice rose. "You think you're in love with a man twice 

your age who—" 

"Don't finish that sentence," Dylan said. His voice didn't rise, but the table seemed to shrink 

between them. 

Jenna stood. "Stop it. Both of you." 

Mark leaned forward, hands flat on the table. "You want to throw your life away, go ahead. But 

don't expect me to clap while you do it." 

"You lost the right to have an opinion on my life." 

Mark's glass hit the table hard enough to rattle the plates. He didn't knock it over, but the 

message was clear. 

"Get out." 

Dylan stared at him. His face didn't change, though his hands were tight at his sides. 

He looked once at Jenna, who was frozen beside her chair, then turned and walked out without 

another word. The front door opened and shut again behind him, leaving the room thick with 

heat and silence. 

Mark sat slowly. Jenna remained standing. The wine in his glass settled. The food went cold. 

Neither continued eating, but neither moved to clear the table either. 

Outside, the cold hit Dylan first, then the hot anger from within. It had risen from his belly, 

through his spine, and settled beneath his skin. It made his head hard and his ears hot.  

Dylan crossed the porch without looking back. The ground blurred beneath him. His hand found 

the car door, yanked it open, then hesitated as he leaned against the frame. His breath came 

hard and fast, shoulders tight with leftover words. 

Behind him, the door creaked open again, a little light from inside slipping past. 

"Dylan." 

Jenna's voice was soft, but he didn't turn. 

Her footsteps were quick on the gravel. 

"Dylan, wait." 

She caught him at the driveway. He kept his back to her, jaw locked. 

"I just need to know what's going on," she said. "Please." 

He shook his head once. It wasn't enough to drive her off. 

Her hand caught his arm. "I know this is about Gabriel, but—" 



He turned then, just enough to look at her, eyes wide with disbelief and something worse 

underneath. "You wouldn't understand." 

"I'm trying to." 

"No," he said, pulling his arm free. "You're trying to smooth it over. That's not the same." 

Jenna stood there, arms folded against the cold, hair blown across her face. 

"You're choosing him over us?" she asked, voice trembling. 

He didn't answer. He got in the car and closed the door. 

The engine turned once, then again. His hands gripped the wheel until the tension found 

nowhere else to go. He looked down at his phone. The screen lit too bright in the dark. 

He pressed Gabriel's name. 

It rang once, then again. By the third, he didn't think he'd answer. 

When the line picked up, Dylan's voice cracked on the first word. 

"I can't do this anymore." 

There was no reply. 

Just the hum of the line, the soft breath on the other end. 

Then, quiet. Three beats of it. 

"Where are you?" Gabriel asked. 

Dylan swallowed, eyes fixed on the windshield. 

"Your place," he said. "Now." 

  



Chapter 3: Deeper Waters 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The elevator doors slid open before the chime had finished sounding. Dylan stepped through, 

his jacket half-off, shoulders tight with the kind of tension that made his bones ache.  

The penthouse foyer yawned before him, all polished hardwood and glass, the lights set low in a 

way that should have been welcoming but only ever felt like waiting. He didn't pause to take it 

in. His breath came fast, uneven, his jaw locked so tight his molars throbbed. 

Gabriel appeared from the kitchen, sleeves rolled to his elbows, a mug of tea steaming in his 

hand. His expression shifted the moment he saw Dylan's face, the rigid set of his shoulders, the 

way his hands flexed at his sides like he was ready to hit something. Gabriel set the mug down 

without drinking. 

Dylan stopped in the center of the room, his chest rising and falling with each sharp breath. His 

throat worked, but no words came out. Just the sound of his pulse, loud in his own ears. 

Gabriel approached slowly, his steps measured. "What happened?" 

"I'm done." Dylan's voice was raw. "I walked out." 

Gabriel didn't move. 

Dylan took another step forward. His hands had started to shake. "He said—he said I was 

throwing my life away. That I'm in some phase—" 

Gabriel's hand lifted, palm up, steady. An offering. 

Dylan slapped it away. "Don't. Don't pretend we're okay." 

Gabriel didn't react. 

Dylan's voice dropped, rough now, fraying at the edges. "Tell me I'm not a mistake." 

Gabriel watched him for a long moment, then turned, walked to the counter, and poured a 

second cup of tea. He held it out without a word. 

Dylan knocked it sideways. The cup hit the floor with a sharp crack, tea splashing across the tile. 

Gabriel's control snapped. 

He closed the distance between them in two strides. Dylan didn't back down. The air between 

them thickened, charged, narrowing to the space of a shared breath. Then Gabriel's hand fisted 

in the front of Dylan's shirt, shoving him hard against the wall. The impact shuddered through 

them both. 



"You are not a mistake," Gabriel said, his voice low, deliberate. 

Dylan stared up at him, chest heaving. 

Gabriel didn't let go. His palm pressed flat against Dylan's sternum, fingers splayed, as if he 

could imprint the words directly into his skin. 

"I told you," Gabriel said, each word measured, "I wouldn't leave." 

"Then act like it." Dylan's voice was barely above a whisper, but it cut. "I need to feel it. Please." 

Gabriel didn't answer. Instead, his mouth crashed into Dylan's with none of the usual caution, 

none of the careful restraint.  

Dylan met him with equal force, fingers twisting in Gabriel's shirt, pulling him closer, hips 

already rolling forward. There was no finesse here, no slow build—just heat, urgency, the kind of 

desperation that left no room for thought. No room for second-guessing.  

Dylan's back scraped against the wall as Gabriel pressed in harder, his hands rough as they 

dragged down Dylan's sides, gripping his hips hard enough to bruise. Dylan gasped into the kiss, 

teeth catching Gabriel's lower lip, biting down just to hear the sharp intake of breath it earned 

him. 

"Off," Dylan growled, tugging at Gabriel's shirt. 

Gabriel didn't hesitate. He yanked the fabric over his head in one motion, tossing it aside before 

reaching for Dylan's. Buttons popped as Dylan shrugged out of it, the sound lost beneath the 

rush of blood in his ears. 

Gabriel's mouth found his again, hungry, relentless. His hands mapped Dylan's body with a 

possessiveness that bordered on violent, palming his chest, dragging nails down his ribs, 

gripping his thighs hard enough to leave marks. Dylan arched into every touch, his own hands 

scrabbling for purchase, fingers digging into Gabriel's shoulders, his back, anywhere he could 

reach. 

They stumbled toward the bedroom, half-clothed, half-mad with it. Gabriel's grip on Dylan's 

waist was iron, steering him backward until his knees hit the edge of the mattress. Dylan went 

down with a gasp, Gabriel following, his weight pinning Dylan beneath him. 

Gabriel bit down on Dylan's shoulder, hard. Dylan hissed, his back bowing off the bed, his 

fingers twisting in the sheets. 

"Again," Dylan demanded, voice ragged. 

Gabriel obeyed. Harder this time, teeth sinking into the junction of neck and shoulder until 

Dylan gasped, his hips jerking up. 

There was no patience left, no slow unraveling. Gabriel's hand slid between them, rough and 

efficient as he stripped Dylan bare before doing the same to himself. Dylan's legs hooked around 

Gabriel's hips, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him closer, closer— 

Gabriel didn't make him wait. 



The first thrust punched the air from Dylan's lungs. He gasped, nails scraping down Gabriel's 

back, his head tipping back against the sheets. Gabriel set a brutal pace from the start, each 

movement sharp, unrelenting. Dylan matched him, his hips rolling up to meet every thrust, his 

breath coming in ragged bursts. 

Gabriel's hand fisted in Dylan's hair, wrenching his head back to expose his throat. His mouth 

was hot against Dylan's skin, teeth and tongue leaving marks in their wake. Dylan's fingers 

found Gabriel's wrist, gripping tight, his other hand clawing at his shoulder, his hip, anywhere 

he could hold on. 

"Look at me," Gabriel ordered, voice rough. 

Dylan's eyes flew open, locking onto Gabriel's. The intensity there, the raw, unfiltered need, sent 

a shudder through him. 

Gabriel didn't slow. His hips snapped forward, driving Dylan deeper into the mattress, each 

thrust stealing another fractured sound from his throat. Dylan's legs tightened around him, his 

heels pressing into Gabriel's back, urging him on. 

The room filled with the sounds of them—skin against skin, bitten-off curses, the creak of the 

bedframe under the force of their movements. Dylan's breath hitched, his body tightening, 

pleasure coiling low in his gut. 

Gabriel felt it. His hand slid between them, fingers wrapping around Dylan in a firm stroke. 

Dylan came with a choked-off cry, his back arching, his fingers digging into Gabriel's hips hard 

enough to leave bruises. Gabriel followed moments later, his rhythm stuttering, his forehead 

dropping to Dylan's shoulder as he shuddered through it. 

For a long moment, neither moved. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and sex, their 

breathing loud in the quiet room. 

Dylan stared up at the ceiling. His voice came quiet, uneven. 

"I wanna know about your past. Evan. Jake. Everyone. Every detail." 

Gabriel lay still, the covers folded at his waist, his arm resting behind his head. The ceiling above 

had begun to pale at the edges, a hint of dawn pressing through the blinds. 

"He used me," Gabriel said softly. 

Dylan's eyes opened. He didn't speak, didn't move. Gabriel went on, his voice rough at the edges. 

"Jake Morrison. He oversaw one of my buildings. He said he’d seen too many projects that were 

completely different from the original plans, and that he was always on the lookout for someone 

brilliant, someone who wouldn’t compromise artistic integrity and safety for cheap materials 

and faster timelines. Said I was that person." 

He drew a shallow breath. 



"I let him in. We spent time together, on and off the site. We grew closer. I walked him through 

my drafts, showed him the Van Derlyn models while they were still in schematic. I gave him 

access to all my notes, my drafts. My life’s work. I believed him." 

Dylan shifted, turning onto his side. His hand came to rest on Gabriel's chest, light, unmoving. 

"The very last week, Mark—” his voice cracked, “—and I lost the Marseille deal. Out of nowhere. 

They said the proposal wasn't unique anymore. That Lanford Properties, who had supposedly 

pulled out, had submitted something nearly identical. Cheaper, leaner, scaled to their capital 

constraints. Same footprint. Same energy integration matrix. Same everything." 

Dylan's hand remained where it was, steady as a stone. 

"His assistant tried to send me away. She said he was in a meeting, one that had been on the 

calendar for weeks. I asked her where." 

Gabriel shifted onto his back, his hand resting over his ribs. 

"She gave me the location—Howard Foundation Club, Conference Room Three. I knew the 

place." 

Dylan turned onto his side, his gaze steady on Gabriel's profile. "What happened when you got 

there?" 

Gabriel hesitated, then answered. "The meeting had just ended. I saw him step out of the room 

with two men from Lanford's European division." 

Dylan said nothing. 

"They were laughing. Jake looked relaxed. He carried a folder under his arm, and when he saw 

me, he smiled. Just for a moment. Then he saw my face." 

Dylan's fingers traced a slow line across Gabriel's chest, but he kept listening. 

Gabriel swallowed, then continued. "They had my designs, Dylan. The phrasing, the structural 

model, even the clause language. It was all mine. He used it. He stole it." 

Gabriel turned his head slightly, as though expecting something to interrupt. Nothing did. 

"I confronted him. He said he simply refined the model. That he hadn't shared anything directly. 

That Lanford was the one who approached him. He claimed they wanted something nearly 

identical, and he just... adjusted." 

Dylan's expression didn't change, but he didn't look away. 

"He said I was rigid. That they knew I wouldn't bend. That he made compromises I wouldn't 

have made." 

Gabriel exhaled. "When I asked if that was what I had been to him—access, proximity, a way in—

he said it hadn't started that way. He said he hadn't planned to want anything from me. But he 

never denied it. Not once." 



Dylan let his palm rest flat over Gabriel's heart. His voice, when it came, was quiet but firm. "He 

betrayed you. That's not yours to carry." 

Gabriel's voice dropped, hollow now. "He used me. They all do." 

Dylan leaned forward, his hand steady. "I'm not them." 

Gabriel's breath caught, sharp in his throat. He didn't answer right away. 

"Prove it," he said at last. 

Dylan shifted closer, his eyes never leaving Gabriel's. He bent toward him and kissed him, 

slowly, deliberately, his hand still firm against Gabriel's chest. The kiss was not rushed. It asked 

nothing. It remained there, patient, grounded, sure. 

"I'm not going anywhere," Dylan said when he pulled back. 

Gabriel's hands found the back of his neck, then moved into his hair, holding him there with an 

urgency he didn't voice. The barriers that held him upright began to loosen, and for one small 

moment, they gave way. 

Neither of them spoke again. Outside, the light changed. Dawn came gradually, casting long 

shadows through the windowpane. They lay there in silence, neither sleeping, neither pulling 

away. 

  



Chapter 4: Pressure Points 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The office lights hummed from above, steady and indifferent.  

It was nearly nine, and the windows reflected nothing but the darkened floor behind Gabriel and 

the faint red eye of the copier in standby mode. He was sat at his desk with a half-drunk cup of 

coffee beside his keyboard and a blueprint open before him, though he hadn't looked at it in over 

ten minutes. 

He tapped the end of his pen once against the corner of the page, then adjusted his chair, then 

tapped it again. When the line before him refused to resolve into anything meaningful, he leaned 

back and looked at his phone. 

No new notifications. 

He set it face-down on the desk and returned to the plan in front of him. A design overlay had 

been submitted incorrectly—column widths misaligned, venting structure off-center. He marked 

a correction with mechanical precision, circled the note, then set the pen down again. 

The phone lit briefly. 

No message. Just a motion alert from the lobby camera. He glanced at it anyway. 

He turned back to the plan, read the same measurement twice, then reached for his pen. It 

snapped in his grip—clean, just under the clip. Ink bled across his fingers and into the margin. 

He wiped it off absently with a tissue, already reaching for another. 

"Gabriel?" 

He didn't look up right away. His assistant stood just inside the doorway, one hand on the 

frame, her coat still draped over her arm. 

"Dylan called," Tara said. "He asked if you were still here." 

Gabriel picked up the broken pen and dropped it into the bin. "I'm still working." 

"I told him that." 

He nodded but didn't speak. 

She waited, then glanced toward the screen. "You've checked your phone three times in the last 

minute." 

Gabriel tapped the side of the desk. "Was there anything else?" 

"No." 



He gave a nod meant to dismiss, but she didn't leave. She watched him another moment, then 

said, "We need to talk." 

He looked up. Her expression was unreadable. 

"I'll be quick," she said. 

Gabriel closed the plan and moved the coffee aside. "Go on." 

Tara stepped in fully and set her bag on the visitor's chair. "It's Dylan, isn't it?" 

He didn't answer. His silence drew a faint sigh from her. 

"You don't have to say anything. I've known you too long." 

Gabriel rubbed the side of his palm clean again, though there was nothing left to wipe. 

"You've been different," she said. "Since Marseille. And since before that, really. More like the 

old days. When things with Evan were beginning to slide and you were trying not to admit it." 

He stood and moved to the window, hands in his pockets. The street below was mostly empty 

now. 

"Mark thinks you lied about it," she continued. "About Evan. About how much was going on 

behind the scenes." 

Gabriel didn't turn. 

"He feels betrayed. He thinks you let him go to meetings thinking it was all under control. And 

maybe you did. But he's not the only one." 

“It’s not like that.”  

“It’s not just like that, but you have to admit it’s part of everything.” Tara sighed. Her voice 

didn't sharpen, but it steadied. “Look, I know life hasn’t been kind to you. I’ve been with you 

almost your entire career. I’ve seen everything. Everyone. Jake was awful, but Evan... When you 

got the news that he died, Gabriel, you weren’t... you. It was a different kind of hurt. And you 

didn’t realize how much it all affected Mark. It hurt him too.”  

Gabriel observed the street below him. It was empty.  

"I worked beside you through the fallout. You don't tell me everything. I've never expected that. 

But Dylan's in your life now, and you're keeping it so tightly wound you're hurting yourself 

again. The silence, the late hours, the walls—you're doing it all over." 

Gabriel spoke without turning. "He's not like the others." 

"Then why are you treating him like he is?" 

He exhaled, quiet and slow. The traffic light changed below. A taxi passed through it alone. 

Tara stood beside the desk, her coat still folded over one arm. 

"Mark's angry," she said. "But that's not the point. He's worried, too. And he's waiting for you to 

fight." 



Gabriel turned at last. 

She didn't press further. She collected her bag, adjusted her coat, and left the room without 

another word. 

Gabriel stood by the window long after Tara had gone. The office was still, the air stale with 

paper, printer heat, and the faintest trace of his cologne, lingering on the inside of his sleeves. 

Below, a late train shuttled east along the viaduct, its lights dim behind the tinted glass. The 

glow of it passed across the wall, then faded. 

He turned away and sat. The desk light cast a narrow pool across the blotter, catching the curve 

of his wrist as he reached for his phone. The screen lit before his thumb touched it. 

One contact hovered near the top. Mark. 

He stared at the name. His thumb moved toward the dial, paused, then pulled back. He 

breathed through his nose, once, and scrolled instead to another name. 

Dylan. 

He didn't think. He pressed call. 

It rang once. 

"Gabriel?" 

The sound of his name—low, immediate, real—settled like a strike across his ribs. 

Gabriel looked down at the desk blotter, the uneven ink stain from the broken pen still visible in 

one corner. "Where are you?" 

"At home. Why?" 

He didn't answer. There was movement on the other end, the sound of a door closing, a 

floorboard creaking beneath a hurried step. 

"Is something wrong?" Dylan asked. 

Gabriel opened his mouth, but it caught in his throat. He pressed a hand to his temple and shut 

his eyes for a moment. 

"Gabriel." 

"I'm ending this," he said. 

There was silence. Then, "Tell me where you are." 

Gabriel's hand fell away from his face. "I'm still at the office." 

"I'll be there in ten minutes." 

The line went dead. 



Gabriel set the phone down carefully. He stood again and walked across the room to the coat 

stand, but didn't touch it. Instead, he sat on the edge of the leather visitor's chair, hands clasped 

between his knees, the ticking of the wall clock suddenly audible. 

He didn't move when the elevator dinged. 

The footsteps down the hallway were rapid, the kind of stride that broke into a near-run only at 

the very last second. Then the door opened without a knock. 

Dylan stood in the doorway, his coat still unbuttoned, chest rising. His eyes were sharper than 

Gabriel had ever seen them. 

"You don't get to quit on us," Dylan said. No greeting, no preamble. Just straight to the point.  

Gabriel didn't speak. 

Dylan stepped inside, closed the door behind him. His hair was damp from the night air. The 

wind had marked red into his skin where it hit hard. He moved toward the desk. 

"You don't get to pick up the phone, say one sentence, and then decide everything's over." 

Gabriel stood. "It's not that simple." 

"Then explain it." 

Gabriel's hands moved once, as if to gesture, then settled again at his sides. "I should never have 

let it start." 

"Too late for that," Dylan said. "You did. We both did. You don't get to rewrite that because 

something scared you." 

"It wasn't just something." 

"Then tell me what." 

Gabriel didn't look away, but the stillness in him sharpened. 

"My ex," he said, "died." 

The words came too easily, as if the ground beneath them had been worn bare from years of 

silence. 

"Evan?" Dylan asked. 

Gabriel nodded once. 

"I've read the obituary," Dylan said. "I didn't know what it meant to you, but I knew he 

mattered. Dad knew him too." 

Gabriel walked back to the desk. The surface between them stretched wide, too clean. He stood 

behind it as if it might shield him. 

"He was the first person who ever looked at me and didn't want anything fixed. Not my career. 

Not my anger. He just stayed." Gabriel's voice thinned. "And one day, he stopped." 



Dylan's jaw tightened. "You think if you let anyone close again, they'll vanish." 

Gabriel didn't respond. 

Dylan stepped to the edge of the desk. "I'm still here." 

Gabriel watched him. His hands were at his sides, the knuckles pale. "You won't be." 

"You don't know that." 

"Yes," Gabriel said. "I do." 

There was a silence between them. Outside, a horn sounded in the distance, short and sharp. 

Gabriel added, "People leave. Or they betray you. Or both." 

"You think I'm Jake. Or Evan." 

Gabriel didn't answer. 

"You think I'm here for... what? Proximity? Influence? You think I want something from you?" 

Gabriel's face gave nothing. 

Dylan stepped forward. The desk still separated them. 

"I didn't ask to be let in," he said. "But you did. You let me in. You let me see all of it—the cracks, 

the cold, the pieces you haven't shown anyone in years." 

Gabriel gripped the back of the chair. 

Dylan's voice dropped. "So you don't get to shut the door now because you think it's easier than 

hoping I'll stay." 

Gabriel opened his mouth but closed it again. 

"You can throw everything out," Dylan said. "You can delete my number, scrub your drafts, pull 

the sheets from your bed. I know the drill. But you can't pretend that you don't care." 

Gabriel's throat worked. "Caring hasn't helped me before." 

"Then this is your moment," Dylan said, his voice stripped bare. "Choose." 

Gabriel's gaze flicked to his. 

"Fear or me." 

  



Chapter 5: Truth and Consequences 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The rain had not let up since dusk.  

Gabriel stood at the top of the brick steps, water trailing down the back of his collar, soaking 
through the cuffs of his shirt. One hand hung at his side, the other hovered near the door. His 
knuckles grazed the frame once, then stilled. 

He could hear faint sounds from inside—cutlery clinking, the low hum of voices, a television 
turned low. The porch light buzzed softly above his head, flickering once before steadying. 
Rainwater pooled at the edge of the doormat, darkening the monogrammed initials beneath his 
shoes. 

His jaw clenched. He raised his hand again and knocked firm, three times. 

There was a pause, then came Jenna's footsteps, quick and cautious. The door opened two 
inches, chain still in place. Her eyes widened. 

"Gabriel?" 

He didn't speak. 

She looked behind her, then back at him. "You're soaked." 

"I know." 

Another moment passed. She shut the door, unlatched the chain, and opened it fully. 

"Come in." 

He stepped inside. Water dripped from his coat to the hardwood floor. The warmth of the house 
met him like a blow—roast meat, herbs, the trace of wine in the air. There was music somewhere 
down the hall, faint enough to be incidental. 

She shut the door behind him. "He doesn't know you're here." 

"I figured." 

Jenna hesitated. "Let me take your coat." 

Gabriel shrugged out of it, slow and stiff, and handed it over. His hair was slick with rain. The 
shirt beneath his blazer clung to his frame. His hands were shaking, but only slightly. 

From the living room came Mark's voice: "Who is it?" 

Gabriel stepped forward. "We're talking. Now." 

The living room came into view as he crossed the threshold. Mark sat in an armchair, drink in 
hand, one leg draped casually over the other. He turned and froze. 

The glass hit the table with a thud. 



"You don't get to walk in here making demands like that." 

Gabriel's voice was calm, low. "You basically called me a predator. This time, say it to my face." 

Mark stood. His shoulders squared and his chest rose sharply. His mouth opened, but for a 
moment no sound came. 

Jenna stepped into the room behind Gabriel. "Don't do this here." 

Mark snapped, eyes locked on Gabriel. "Stay out of this." 

Jenna's lips pressed together, but she backed out. 

Mark took one step forward. "You don't get to manipulate the people I care about and then show 
up in my home like nothing happened." 

Gabriel remained still. 

"You knew what you were doing," Mark said. "You always know. Evan was the same. You saw 
Dylan, and you decided you deserved another project." 

Gabriel's hands curled at his sides. 

Mark's voice rose. "You groomed him. Just like Evan." 

The blow landed, sharp and unflinching. 

Gabriel's control cracked. "You think I'd ever hurt Dylan?" 

Mark didn't answer. 

Gabriel stepped forward, enough to close the space but not to crowd it. "You think I looked at 
him and saw weakness? You think that's what this is?" 

"You see someone younger. Hungry. You see someone who hasn't figured out how the game 
works yet. And you tell yourself you're doing them a favor." 

Gabriel's voice dropped, steady and hard. "I didn't ask for Dylan. I didn't want him. Not at first." 

Mark scoffed. "That makes it worse." 

"But he saw me. And you can't stand that." 

Mark's nostrils flared. "This isn't about me." 

"No?" Gabriel said. "Because ever since Evan—hell, ever since Caroline—you've decided you 
know what everyone's feeling. You think pain makes you some kind of expert." 

"I was there," Mark said. His jaw ticked at the mention of Caroline, but he didn’t let himself get 
affected. "I saw what he became. I saw how you pulled him close and then disappeared when it 
mattered." 

Gabriel's stare didn't shift. "Evan left me." 

"Because you broke him." 

"No," Gabriel said, a tremor now. "Because he was already broken, and I didn't see it fast 
enough. He asked me to stay, and I didn't know he meant for good. I didn't know it was a 
goodbye." 

The room was silent but for the faint echo of the rain against the windows. 



Gabriel continued. "And Dylan isn't Evan. He's stronger than you think. He's clear about what 
he wants. He walked into this knowing me. And he stayed." 

Mark shook his head. "He's twenty-two. He doesn't even know what you are yet." 

“What I am?” Gabriel repeated in disbelief, his lips thinning. "What am I, Mark? Say it." 

Mark's jaw flexed. "You take people who trust you and make them believe they need you. And 
when they stop needing you, you fall apart." 

Gabriel exhaled slowly. "I'm not falling apart." 

"Then why are you here?" 

"Because you crossed a line." 

Mark's voice lowered. "So did you." 

Gabriel didn't flinch. "I'm not leaving Dylan." 

Mark stared. 

Gabriel said, "You think he's in danger. But the only person hurting him right now is you." 

Jenna reappeared in the doorway. "Enough." 

Neither man turned. 

She stepped between them. "This isn't helping. You said your piece, both of you. That's it." 

Gabriel's breathing slowed. 

Mark looked away first. 

Jenna nodded toward the hall. "There's a towel by the kitchen. Dry off before you go." 

Gabriel turned toward the door. 

"I don't trust you," Mark said behind him. 

Gabriel paused. "I didn't ask you to." 

He walked to the kitchen without another word. 

Then Gabriel stopped. He didn't turn around, just stopped by the kitchen door and said, "I love 
him." 

Mark flinched. It passed through him as plainly as if he'd been struck. He stared. His mouth 
opened, but the words came late, and not clean. 

"He's twenty-two, Gabriel." 

The words came flat. Cold, without inflection. There was no accusation in the tone; only disbelief 
sharpened to its rawest edge. 

Gabriel straightened but didn't move. "And I've never been happier." 

Mark recoiled again, this time with more intention. His hand rose halfway from his side, 
uncertain whether to make a gesture or stop one. "You're out of your mind." 

"I'm not." 

"He's a child." 



Gabriel's expression hardened. "He's a grown man." 

"He's twenty-two." 

Gabriel didn't repeat himself. 

Mark's jaw clenched. He turned toward the mantle, then back again. "You taught him how to 
read a site plan. You gave him a badge. You stood in front of the board and vouched for him." 

Gabriel said nothing. 

Mark took a step forward. "You mentored him." 

"I didn't seduce him." 

"Does it matter?" Mark asked, nearly a laugh. "Do you hear yourself?" 

Gabriel's voice was steady now. "I didn't plan for this." 

"You're a liar." 

Gabriel's mouth tensed but he didn't look away. 

"You always do this," Mark said. "You find the person who needs something—approval, 
direction, connection—and you fill the space until they stop looking anywhere else." 

Gabriel's voice remained quiet. "I care about him." 

"You corrupted him." 

"No," Gabriel said. "I didn't take anything from him. I didn't shape him into what I needed. He 
saw me—exactly as I am—and stayed anyway." 

Mark stared. "And that's love?" 

Gabriel's voice didn't waver. "Yes." 

Mark stepped back. His hands went to his hips, then dropped again. "Do you want to know what 
Jenna said when I told her?" 

Gabriel didn't answer. 

"She asked if I'd ever seen you happy." 

Gabriel waited. 

"And I couldn't answer her," Mark said. "Because I have seen you happy. Once. When you 
moved in with Evan, after dating for, what, four months? Didn’t even stop to think. You just 
opened a bottle and started packing both your bags." 

Gabriel closed his eyes briefly. "That was a long time ago." 

Mark nodded. "And now it's Dylan." 

He looked at Gabriel as though searching for some flaw, some break in the logic. "What do you 
think happens next? He graduates and starts following you around? You'll find him some cushy 
job so he can chase after you into the next project? The next boardroom? Or does he wake up 
one day and realize he gave his twenties to a man who doesn't know how to be needed without 
taking something?" 

Gabriel didn't speak. 



Mark's voice dropped. "You're trying to rewrite the past." 

Gabriel looked down. Then up again. "I'm trying to live." 

Mark stared at him a moment longer, then exhaled through his nose. "I should ask you to leave." 

"You haven't yet." 

"No," Mark said. "Because if I do, you'll come back tomorrow. You'll knock again. And maybe 
next time Jenna will let you in before I get to the door." 

Gabriel didn't answer. 

Mark's voice dropped lower. "So I'm giving you the choice now." 

He stepped closer, just enough to lower his voice further. "Him or this family." 

Gabriel's brows lifted. "You think you're my family?" 

Mark didn't blink. "I'm the one who pulled you out of bed the week after Evan died. I'm the one 
who sat through your tribunal hearings when the firm tried to paint you as a liability. You think 
I do that for every friend?" 

Gabriel looked at him. The rain tapped against the windows. The scent of the roast was gone 
now, faded into the varnish and the wood. What remained was the sound of something 
unfinished. 

"I don't want to lose you," Mark said. "Either of you. But if he stays, I won't." 

Gabriel's throat moved once. He looked away. Mark didn't speak again. 

Gabriel turned and walked to the door. Jenna appeared in the hallway again. She didn't speak 
either.  

Outside, the rain hadn't eased. He pulled the door behind him. It latched with a clean, final click. 
He stood under the porch eave, pulled his phone from his pocket, and unlocked it. 

Dylan's name was still pinned at the top. He pressed the call icon. 

The line picked up on the first ring. 

"Gabriel?" 

His voice was bright with relief. 

Gabriel stared at the street. "We really can't do this, Dylan." 

Three seconds passed. Four. 

"Bullshit," Dylan said. 

Gabriel ended the call. 

He dropped the phone onto the wet gravel of the driveway and lowered himself to the ground. 
The cold pressed through the fabric of his trousers. His hands rested on his knees. The rain hit 
his back, ran down his spine. His mouth was still open, slightly.  

There was nothing left to say. 

  



Chapter 6: The Breaking Point 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The door slammed open. The sound of metal against plaster was a loud boom.  

Dylan stood in the threshold, soaked through, his coat plastered to his shoulders, his hair 

dripping against his forehead. Rain pooled beneath his boots, and he looked like he'd run the 

whole way.  

He looked as furious as an avenging angel. 

Gabriel sat in the dark, the amber bottle on the coffee table half empty, the glass loose in his 

hand. He didn't turn. The windows behind him threw faint reflections into the room, pale 

streaks against glass. The apartment, which had previously been quiet, was now filled with the 

roar of the rain outside. 

"Don't make me say it again, Gabriel Hastings." 

His voice broke the quiet like a pane cracking. 

"You don't get to quit on us." 

Gabriel's grip tightened slightly on the glass, but he didn't move. Dylan stepped forward. The 

door swung closed behind him with a slow drag. Water spattered on the floor as he moved. 

Gabriel lifted the glass and took a drink. The ice had long melted. 

"Don't do this," Dylan said, closer now. 

Gabriel's voice was low. "You should go." 

"I'm here," Dylan said, stepping further in. "You don't get to erase me like some... some design 

flaw." 

Gabriel looked up then. His eyes were bloodshot. His tie had been loosened hours ago, and the 

buttons at his collar undone. 

"I'm saving you," he said. 

Dylan's expression froze. Then he moved. He crossed the room in four steps, knocked the 

whiskey bottle from the table with one sharp motion. It struck the carpet and rolled against the 

leg of a chair. 

"Saving me? From what?" he shouted. "Loving you?" 

Gabriel flinched. 



Dylan pointed. "That's it, isn't it? You told me to walk away so I wouldn't have to see this. You 

decided you knew best." 

Gabriel rose, unsteady but upright. "I'm trying to protect you." 

"You don't need to protect me." 

"I do," Gabriel said, voice cracking. "Because I've seen what happens when people trust me." 

Dylan was in front of him now. The air between them was warm with breath and tension. 

"You're terrified," Dylan said. "Admit it." 

Gabriel didn't answer. 

Dylan's hand closed around the front of Gabriel's shirt. "Say it." 

Gabriel's eyes flicked down, then back up. His breath hitched once. 

"Of course I am," he said. 

Dylan didn't speak. 

Gabriel's mouth parted. "You think I don't know how this ends? You think I haven't seen it? 

People come near me and they burn out. They get pulled into my orbit and then they vanish." 

"I'm still here," Dylan said. 

Gabriel swallowed. "You won't be for long." 

"Try me." 

"I've ruined everything I ever cared about. Evan. The Marseille deal. I trusted Jake and look 

what that cost." 

Dylan's expression didn't soften. "I'm not Jake." 

"No," Gabriel said. "You're younger. Braver. Kinder. Which means when this breaks—and it 

will—it'll take more from you." 

Dylan didn't move. His breath was slow, deliberate. 

"You love me," he said. 

Gabriel hesitated. 

"Say it," Dylan pressed. 

Gabriel's voice shook. "You know I do." 

"Then stop running from it." 

"I don't know how." 

Dylan let go of his shirt but didn't step back. 



"I'm not asking you to fix me," he said. "I'm asking you to stand still. To stop pushing me away 

when it hurts. To let someone hold the damn line with you." 

Gabriel sat heavily on the couch, head in his hands. The room was quiet again, save for the faint 

ticking of the wall clock above the window. Dylan knelt beside him, hands braced on his knees. 

"You don't get to save me from something I want." 

“Mark gave me an ultimatum. Him or you.” Gabriel didn't look up. "I told him I chose you." 

Dylan's breath caught. 

Gabriel straightened slowly. "And then I called you to say I didn't. Because I thought that was 

the right thing to do." 

"And now?" 

Gabriel looked at him. "Now I don't know what's left." 

Dylan's eyes didn't leave his. 

"I'm here," he said. 

Gabriel nodded. "I know." 

Dylan reached up and took his hand. 

Gabriel let him. 

Gabriel's hands faltered first, the fingers barely curling before falling uselessly to his sides. Then 

his knees buckled. He didn't brace for the floor—he dropped without sound. Dylan caught him 

before the full weight bore down, one arm behind his shoulders, the other firm beneath his ribs. 

The carpet muted the collapse, but the silence that followed sharpened with every breath. 

Gabriel didn't fight it. His forehead pressed into Dylan's chest, his shoulders heaving once, then 

again, each tremor deeper than the last. The sob when it came was soundless. His jaw locked 

tight, his eyes streaming. His body tried to contain it; it failed. 

Dylan pulled them both fully to the ground, legs folded beneath him, Gabriel cradled close. He 

didn't speak. He held him as one would hold something already broken. 

Minutes passed. The rain struck the window without pause. Gabriel's throat caught again, the 

breath lodged sharp behind his teeth. He tried to speak, then tried again. 

"I don't know how to trust this," he said finally. His voice was hoarse. 

Dylan lowered his head until their foreheads touched. His breath came warm and steady. 

"I'll be here while you learn," he said. 

Gabriel's lashes were damp. His mouth trembled. "I won't know what I'm doing." 

"You don't have to," Dylan said. "You just have to stop running from me." 

Gabriel swallowed. "People like me don't get to keep things. Not like this." 



"I'm not a thing to keep," Dylan replied. "I'm here. I came for you. You don't get to decide what 

that means alone." 

Gabriel's gaze was unsteady. "I've never asked anyone to stay." 

"I'm not waiting for an invitation," Dylan said. "But you can give me a reason." 

Gabriel's hand rose slowly, brushing against Dylan's cheek as if unsure of the contact. The pads 

of his fingers were cold. Dylan caught the hand and held it to his face. 

"Stop deciding for me," Dylan said. "That's the only thing I can't forgive." 

Gabriel's lips parted, then closed again. His eyes were dry now, the worst of it passed, but the 

fatigue clung to him like a fever. His voice was low. 

"You'll lose everything." 

Dylan didn't flinch. His smile came small, tired, but intact. 

"Not you." 

Gabriel exhaled. His breath steadied. He drew back enough to see Dylan's face. His hands 

cupped it fully, thumbs pressing gently at his jaw. 

"No more hiding," Gabriel said. 

Dylan leaned in, close enough to feel the words before they were spoken. The same ones Gabriel 

had spoken to him before. 

"Prove it." 

Gabriel kissed him. 

The lights from the street below rose faintly through the glass, painting the far wall in long 

strips. The room was still, save for the sound of rain and the soft hitch of Gabriel's breath as he 

pulled Dylan closer. He didn't hesitate. There were no conditions, no justifications. 

Only now. Only this. 

  



Chapter 7: New Foundations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The hall Gabriel stood in shimmered with polished brass and soft crystal. The air smelled like an 

array of things as servers passed with trays. Laughter rang off the walls and ceiling, tempered by 

the low swell of strings tuning in the corner alcove. Gabriel stood beneath the high chandelier, 

collar newly starched, the dark line of his jacket crisp over his shoulders. He'd arrived half an 

hour early and had spoken to no one for the last fifteen minutes. Every movement of his hands 

felt too precise. He didn't check the door. He merely listened for it. 

He didn't need to turn when Dylan entered. The reaction came first from a woman beside the 

piano, her voice pausing mid-conversation. Then a murmured comment by the catering table. 

Gabriel turned slowly. Dylan was already halfway across the room. 

He wore charcoal wool, tailored high and narrow at the waist, the tie knotted with quiet 

confidence. His hair was neatly combed, still faintly damp from the car, and his gaze didn't move 

from Gabriel's face. 

Their hands touched as he approached. The contact was brief, but it held. Deliberate. Dylan 

tilted his head just slightly, his mouth curving in a way that made Gabriel feel as though the 

ground might shift. 

"You're early," Dylan said. 

Gabriel's voice didn't rise at once. "You're in a suit." 

"You like it?" 

Gabriel looked at him without blinking. "Yes." 

A few steps away, a colleague from the foundation committee was watching. His brow furrowed 

as he approached, the drink in his hand steady but his tone uncertain. 

"Gabriel," he said, "who's your... friend?" 

Gabriel didn't glance toward Dylan. He didn't hesitate. His hand remained lightly at Dylan's 

back. 

"This is Dylan," he said. "My partner." 

The word landed without force. It needed none. 

There was a pause long enough to be noticed. Then the man blinked, nodded once, and held out 

a hand to Dylan. 

"Well," he said, "pleasure to meet you." 



As they turned away, Gabriel caught the sound of voices—some raised, some lowered—but none 

hostile. One of the grant officers was gesturing toward them discreetly, smiling with something 

like approval. Another colleague clapped Gabriel's shoulder on his way past with a second glass 

of champagne. 

"About time," he said, then moved on. 

Dylan leaned closer. "That was painless." 

Gabriel kept his eyes ahead. "They didn't even blink." 

"They noticed," Dylan said. "They just didn't care." 

A woman from the arts committee passed by, offering Gabriel a small nod. Someone else gave 

Dylan a second look, then glanced toward Gabriel with an expression nearer to amusement than 

surprise. The conversations continued. No one gasped. No one stepped away. 

Gabriel exhaled. He looked at the corner table where the guest list had been arranged. Three 

names had already been crossed out, and another two added in pen. The normal complications 

of any formal evening. 

Dylan accepted a glass from a server and held it out to Gabriel without asking. Their fingers 

brushed again as Gabriel took it. The contact was no longer tentative. He met Dylan's gaze and 

held it. The orchestra resumed with a cleaner chord. The room shifted slightly as guests began 

taking their seats. 

Dylan murmured, "Ready for your speech?" 

Gabriel nodded. "I wrote it three days ago." 

"Will you actually read it?" 

"I might." 

Dylan's grin returned. "I'll be watching." 

They walked toward the raised platform where the evening's remarks would begin. Gabriel 

moved without self-consciousness, every step measured. He paused at the base of the steps, 

turned toward the crowd, and took the podium with both hands steady. 

When he glanced toward Dylan, he found him seated in the second row, eyes fixed on him. 

There was nothing mocking in his expression. Only trust. 

Gabriel looked out at the room. There were no murmurs now. And even those murmuring were 

talking about other things. 

"They don't care," he said to himself, barely audible. 

Dylan heard him. 

 

***** 



 

Gabriel stood at the balcony doors with the phone in his hand, the skyline casting a dim 

reflection across the glass. He hadn't spoken to Mark since the night on the porch. The silence 

between them had deepened into something stony and complete. His thumb hovered for a 

moment, then pressed the name without further thought. The call connected on the second ring. 

He didn't wait for Mark's voice. 

"I'm not calling to explain," Gabriel said. His tone was even, clear. "I'm not looking for your 

approval." 

There was a breath on the other end, sharp but wordless. Gabriel didn't slow. 

"I love him. That isn't new, and I'm not ashamed of it. I won't apologize for being honest about it 

now." 

He paused only long enough to make certain the words had landed. 

"That's all." 

Before any reply could reach him, he ended the call. 

Behind him, Dylan had entered the room. He leaned against the doorframe with his arms folded 

and his face unreadable. Gabriel turned. 

"That was Mark," Gabriel said. 

"I figured." 

Gabriel set the phone down on the table. He didn't reach for it when it began ringing again three 

seconds later. 

Dylan crossed the room and looked down at the screen. Mark's name blinked twice, then 

disappeared. 

"You're not going to answer?" 

"No." 

Gabriel moved past him, took his jacket from the back of the chair, and held it out. "Come on. 

We're going to be late." 

Dylan took the jacket and slid it on. "Late for what?" 

"Our reservation." 

Dylan straightened. "Wait. You made a reservation?" 

Gabriel reached for his own coat. "At Cassaro's. You said you liked the gnocchi there." 

Dylan blinked, then smiled slowly. "You remembered." 

Gabriel glanced at him as he picked up the keys. "Of course I remembered." 



The restaurant was already humming when they arrived. Tables were filled, voices carrying 

lightly over the clatter of plates and the low murmur of wine bottles uncorking. The hostess 

looked up as they approached. 

"Good evening, reservation name?" 

"Hastings," Gabriel said. 

She checked her tablet and nodded. "Right this way." 

Gabriel walked beside Dylan, his posture unhurried, his presence unguarded. There was no 

hesitation as they moved through the dining room, no glances behind them. Dylan's hand found 

his without pause, and their fingers stayed linked even as they passed close to other guests. 

A man at the next table looked up once, then returned to his menu. 

The hostess gestured toward the booth near the window. "Here you are. Your server will be with 

you shortly." 

They sat. Gabriel folded his napkin slowly, then raised his eyes. 

"You're quiet," he said. 

"I'm watching," Dylan replied. "You haven't done this before, have you?" 

Gabriel didn't look away. "No." 

"And?" 

"I'm still breathing, I guess." 

Dylan laughed softly. The server approached just then, menu in hand. Gabriel waved it off with a 

brief nod. 

"We'll have the veal ravioli with sage cream. And the seared sea bass with saffron rice. Bottle of 

the Barbera." 

The server took the note down without comment.  

Dylan raised an eyebrow. "You didn't ask." 

Gabriel sipped his water. "Did I need to?" 

"No," Dylan said, smiling. "You got it right." 

The dishes arrived quickly, the scent of roasted garlic and lemon warming the air between them. 

Conversation flowed easily, the kind that wandered without aim but never lost its rhythm. Dylan 

described a professor’s almost-meltdown from earlier that day. Gabriel recounted a junior 

architect's failed attempt to substitute limestone for reinforced plaster on a load-bearing wall. 

They laughed more than once. They lingered over the meal. 

At one point, Dylan leaned forward. "You didn't even look over your shoulder once." 

"I didn't need to." 



Dylan's face softened. He reached across the table and rested his hand briefly over Gabriel's. 

"You really think we'll be okay?" 

Gabriel met his eyes. "I do." 

Dylan exhaled. "Told you we'd be fine." 

Gabriel didn't answer. He only tightened his grip. 
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