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Chapter One – The Space Between Us
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I saw Nickolay before he saw me.

It wasn’t dramatic. No music swelled, no universe-tilting moment announced itself. He was just there—standing near the wide glass doors of the arrivals hall, one hand wrapped around the handle of a black suitcase, the other shoved into the pocket of a dark coat that fit him too well. He looked older. Sharper. Like time had carved away the softness but left something steadier behind.

My chest tightened anyway.

I stopped walking, the wheels of my carry-on bumping gently into my heel, and for a moment I considered turning around. Slipping back into the flow of people behind me. Pretending I hadn’t crossed an ocean only to walk straight into the one person I had never fully learned how to forget.

But my feet didn’t move.

Nickolay shifted his weight, glanced down at his phone, then looked up—and our eyes met.

The distance between us wasn’t more than ten steps, but it felt vast. Measured in years. In unanswered messages. In nights I’d woken up reaching for someone who hadn’t been there in a long time.

His expression changed instantly. Surprise first, naked and unguarded. Then something else slid into place—control, maybe. Caution. He straightened, like he was bracing for impact.

“George,” he said, my name landing between us like a fragile thing.

“Nickolay.” My voice came out steady, which felt like a small miracle.

We stood there, two men who used to know every inch of each other’s lives, now unsure whether a handshake would be too formal or a hug too intimate. People streamed around us, dragging luggage, laughing, reuniting. Life continuing loudly while we hovered in silence.

“You’re... here,” he said, as if confirming a rumor.

“So are you.” I gestured vaguely. Brilliant, George. Truly inspired.

A corner of his mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“I said I would.”

“Yes.” He nodded. “You did.”

That was the thing about us. We’d always been good with facts. Dates. Logistics. Promises made out loud. It was everything underneath—the fears, the doubts, the things that mattered most—that we’d never managed to hold at the same time.

I adjusted the strap of my bag on my shoulder. “How long have you been in town?”

“Two days.”

Two days. Forty-eight hours he’d been breathing the same air as me, walking the same streets, and I’d only just collided with him now. The thought unsettled me more than I wanted to admit.

“I thought you were arriving tomorrow,” I said.

“I changed my flight.”

Of course he had. Nickolay was always adjusting, recalculating, trying to get ahead of whatever might hurt him. Or us. That instinct had saved him more than once. It had also destroyed us.

We started walking without discussing it, side by side but not touching. Outside, the air was sharp with early evening cold. The sky hung low and gray, threatening snow. I pulled my coat tighter, aware of how close his arm was to mine, aware of how easy it would be to reach out.

I didn’t.

The car was waiting at the curb. When Nickolay opened the trunk and took my bag without asking, the familiar courtesy hit me harder than it should have. He’d always done that—small, thoughtful things, as if love were something you proved quietly.

“Thank you,” I said.

He nodded, then hesitated. “We should talk.”

The words settled heavily in the space between us. We should talk. The phrase had ended us once, years ago, spoken in a cramped kitchen with a half-packed suitcase leaning against the wall.

“About what?” I asked, though I knew.

“About everything.”

I looked away, watching my breath fog the air. “I’m tired, Nick.”

“I know.”

I met his gaze again. “And we have to work together for the next three weeks. So maybe—maybe we don’t start with everything.”

Something flickered in his eyes. Disappointment, maybe. Or understanding. With Nickolay, it was often both.

“Okay,” he said after a beat. “We’ll start with now.”

Now. The present. The thing I’d trained myself to live in because the past had teeth and the future had too many unanswered questions.

The drive into the city was quiet. Not awkward, exactly, but careful. He asked about my flight. I asked about his place. We talked like acquaintances who shared history but pretended it was someone else’s.

As the car crossed the river, the skyline came into view, lights blinking on one by one. The sight tugged at something deep in my chest. This city had been ours once. Sunday mornings, late-night walks, plans whispered over cheap wine. I wondered how many of those memories he carried the way I did—unbidden, persistent.

The building we were both staying in came into view, tall and modern, all glass and steel. Temporary housing arranged by the foundation funding the project we were here for. Neutral territory. Safe, if you believed in that sort of thing.

In the elevator, the silence pressed closer. I could smell his cologne, faint but familiar, and it sent me spiraling backward in time. I clenched my hands, grounding myself in the present. This wasn’t then. He wasn’t mine.

The elevator dinged.

Our apartments were on the same floor. Of course they were.

At my door, I stopped and turned to face him. “We should set some ground rules.”

His brows lifted slightly. “Rules?”

“Yes. Professional. Clear.” I took a breath. “We keep this about the work. No late-night conversations. No... revisiting.”

“And if revisiting happens anyway?” he asked quietly.

I swallowed. “Then it happens on purpose. Not by accident.”

He studied me for a long moment, like he was trying to memorize the version of me standing in front of him now. Older. More guarded. Still, apparently, unable to stop caring.

“All right,” he said. “I can do that.”

I nodded, relief and something like disappointment tangling together. “Good.”

I turned to unlock my door, but his voice stopped me.

“George.”

I paused, my back to him.

“I didn’t come back to hurt you.”

My hand stilled on the handle. For a second, I almost turned around. Almost asked him why he’d left if that was true. Almost asked him why love hadn’t been enough.

Instead, I said, “Intentions don’t always matter.”

“I know,” he replied softly. “But they’re all I have right now.”

I went inside and closed the door behind me, leaning my forehead against the cool wood. My heart was racing, my mind a mess of memories and what-ifs.

Nickolay was here. Not just passing through. Not a ghost I could safely remember from a distance.

He was real. Present. And for the first time since I’d learned how to live without him, the carefully built walls around my heart felt less like protection and more like a question.

One I wasn’t ready to answer—but couldn’t ignore anymore.
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Chapter Two – Old Wounds, New Scars
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I didn’t sleep.

I lay on my back staring at the ceiling, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the building settling around me, my mind replaying Nickolay’s voice like it had found a permanent echo chamber. I didn’t come back to hurt you. As if hurt were something you could plan for. As if it hadn’t already happened.

By morning, I was exhausted and brittle, the kind of tired that made old memories sharp instead of hazy.

I showered, dressed, drank coffee that tasted like cardboard, and still the past followed me like a shadow I couldn’t shake. Seeing him again had cracked something open, a seam I’d spent years carefully stitching closed.

It hadn’t ended all at once. That was the lie I’d told myself for a long time—that there’d been a single moment, a single decision, where everything broke. The truth was messier. Slower. Death by a thousand small silences.

Nickolay pulling away without explanation. Long pauses before answering texts. Cancelled plans dressed up as responsibility. I’d known something was wrong before he ever said it out loud. I’d felt it in the way his arms held me tighter, like he was afraid I’d disappear first.

The final argument had been almost polite. That was the cruelest part.

He’d stood in our kitchen, eyes tired, voice steady, and told me he needed space. Time. Perspective. Words that sounded reasonable until you realized they meant me without you. I’d asked if he still loved me. He hadn’t said no. He hadn’t said yes either.

That silence had been louder than any answer.

By the time I reached the conference room later that morning, I’d rebuilt the walls inside me piece by piece. Professional. Neutral. Calm. I could do this. I’d survived worse than three weeks of proximity.

Nickolay was already there.

He looked up when I entered, and for a split second, relief softened his face before he masked it. I pretended not to notice. If I acknowledged every look, every almost-smile, I wouldn’t last the day.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.” I took the seat across from him, setting my laptop down like a barrier.

The meeting started quickly, voices filling the room, papers shuffling. We slipped into the rhythm easily—too easily. Our professional compatibility had always been one of the things that made us dangerous together. We anticipated each other, finished each other’s thoughts. When our eyes met over a shared point, something warm and familiar sparked before I shut it down.
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