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Chapter One – Crossed Paths
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Noel decided he hated the city within ten minutes of arriving.

It wasn’t the buildings—they were fine, tall and clean and glassy in that way cities liked to be when they were pretending they had nothing to hide. It wasn’t the people either, streaming past him with purpose, coffee cups in hand, jackets half-zipped, lives already in motion. It was the feeling that crept up on him as he stood just outside the train station, one hand tight around the strap of his duffel bag.

The feeling that this place might matter.

He shifted his weight, glanced at his phone, then shoved it back into his pocket without checking it. No one was waiting for him. That had been part of the appeal. No expectations. No questions. Just a fixed-term contract, a furnished apartment he hadn’t seen in person yet, and an end date he planned to cling to like a life raft.

Temporary, he reminded himself.

That word had gotten him through worse things than this.

Rain misted the air—not enough to justify an umbrella, just enough to dampen the sidewalks and darken the shoulders of coats. Noel pulled his jacket tighter and started walking, following directions he’d memorized but didn’t really need. Cities all felt the same when you didn’t intend to stay. You learned where to get coffee, where to disappear, and how to leave without making a mark.

He found a café on the corner near his building, all warm light and fogged windows, and ducked inside mostly to escape the drizzle. The smell of espresso hit him immediately, rich and bitter and grounding. He took his place in line, eyes flicking to the menu without really seeing it.

That was when he heard the laugh.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t dramatic. Just a quiet, genuine sound from somewhere ahead of him, low and warm, the kind of laugh that slipped out before someone could stop it. Noel looked up without meaning to.

He caught only a partial view—broad shoulders in a dark sweater, a hand gesturing as if mid-story, the curve of a smile reflected faintly in the glass case. The man was turned slightly away, engaged with the barista, completely unaware he’d just pulled Noel out of his head with nothing more than a laugh.

Their eyes didn’t meet. The moment passed.

Noel exhaled, annoyed at himself, and ordered his coffee. By the time he turned back, the man was gone, the space ahead of him already filled by someone else.

Good, Noel thought. Ridiculous.

He took his drink and left without sitting down, stepping back into the damp afternoon and shaking his head like that would clear the feeling from his chest.

Across town, James was already behind schedule.

He blamed the meeting that ran long, though if he were being honest, he’d lingered on purpose. It was easier to stay busy than to go home to an apartment that felt too quiet lately. He checked his watch as he hurried down the sidewalk, dodging puddles and nearly colliding with a cyclist who muttered something under his breath.

“Sorry,” James called automatically, even though it hadn’t really been his fault.

That was a pattern too.

He stopped at the crosswalk just as the light turned red, breath fogging faintly in the cool air. The street hummed with movement—cars idling, people talking, the distant wail of a siren. James let his shoulders drop, grounding himself in the noise.

This was his city. He’d grown into it slowly, learned its rhythms, its shortcuts, the places where the quiet surprised you. He liked knowing where he belonged.

What he didn’t like was the sense that everything else had settled while he hadn’t.

The light changed. He stepped forward—and nearly walked straight into someone.

They both stopped abruptly.

“Oh—sorry,” James said, instinctive again.

“No, my fault,” the other man replied at the same time.

They laughed, a little awkwardly.

Up close, James noticed details he hadn’t expected to notice at all: sharp eyes the color of storm clouds, a faint crease between the man’s brows like he frowned often, dark hair damp from the mist. He looked tired, James thought, but not in a careless way. More like someone who stayed awake with his thoughts too long.

“Guess we both weren’t looking,” James added.

“Guess not.” The man’s mouth curved, just slightly. “You’d think crosswalks would be safer.”

“False sense of security,” James said, smiling back before he could stop himself.

Something flickered between them—brief, curious, unsettling.

“Well,” the man said, adjusting the strap of his bag, “have a good one.”

“You too.”

They stepped around each other and kept walking in opposite directions.

James took three more steps before he realized his heart was beating faster than it should have been.

He slowed, frowning to himself. That had been nothing. A moment. A stranger. He shook it off and kept moving, but the echo of the man’s voice stayed with him longer than he liked.

Noel didn’t look back.

He told himself he didn’t because he was late, because he had places to be and keys to pick up and a life to arrange. But the truth was simpler and more uncomfortable.

If he looked back, he might want something.

And wanting had never ended well for him.

The apartment was small but clean, neutral in the way temporary places always were. Noel dropped his bag by the door and stood in the middle of the living room, hands on his hips, surveying the space like he might find something hiding.

This was fine. More than fine. He didn’t need more than this.

Later, after unpacking only what he needed, he went out again, this time without an excuse. He wandered until the sky darkened and the city lights softened, until the earlier restlessness settled into something quieter.

He passed the café again, now crowded and loud, laughter spilling out onto the sidewalk. For a split second, he thought he saw the man from earlier through the window—dark sweater, familiar posture—but when he stopped, really looked, he realized it wasn’t him.

Disappointment surprised him.

“Get it together,” Noel muttered, and turned away.

James sat on his couch that evening, scrolling through his phone without reading anything. The encounter replayed in his mind despite his efforts to dismiss it. He couldn’t even explain why it lingered. The man hadn’t been extraordinary. Just... present. Like he’d walked into James’s day and shifted something slightly off its axis.

It was stupid.

James set his phone down and stared at the ceiling. Tomorrow would be the same as always. Work, errands, familiar faces. Whatever that moment had been, it was already over.

Across the city, Noel stood at his window, watching the lights blink on one by one, the city breathing around him. He told himself he’d forget the stranger by morning. That this place was just another stop, another passing chapter.

Neither of them knew how wrong they were.

Because some paths didn’t just cross.

They waited.
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Chapter Two – Familiar Strangers
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Noel noticed the man before he noticed the coincidence.

He was halfway down the sidewalk, collar turned up against the chill, mind already preoccupied with the day ahead, when something familiar tugged at his awareness. A shape. A posture. The way someone stood still in a moving crowd, like they belonged there without trying.

He slowed.

The man from yesterday—the crosswalk, the almost-smile—was standing outside the building across the street, checking his phone with a faint crease between his brows. Same dark sweater, different light. Close enough now that Noel could see the stubble along his jaw, the tiredness around his eyes that didn’t quite dull their warmth.

James, Noel remembered, though he had no idea why his brain supplied a name. He hadn’t been told it. The thought came unbidden, settled too easily.

Ridiculous.

Noel kept walking.

James looked up just as Noel passed him.

There was a pause—barely a beat—but it was enough.

“You,” James said, blinking once in surprise.

Noel stopped before he could stop himself. Turned. “You.”

They stood there for a moment, both clearly recalibrating.

“Well,” James said finally, a small smile breaking through, “either this city’s smaller than I thought, or we’re developing a habit.”

Noel snorted before he could help it. “Let’s hope it’s the former.”

James laughed, softer than yesterday but just as genuine. “Agreed.”

Up close again, the pull was undeniable. Not overwhelming. Just... present. Like a low hum beneath the surface.

“So,” James said, gesturing toward the building behind him, “do you live around here, or am I about to accuse you of stalking me?”

“Depends,” Noel replied. “Are you flattered?”

James’s smile widened. “I might be.”

Noel felt the familiar instinct to deflect, to retreat behind something sharper. “I just moved in next door,” he said instead, nodding toward his own building. “Yesterday.”

“That explains it.” James glanced between the two buildings. “Guess that makes us neighbors.”
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