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Chapter One — The Space Between Us
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The night had the kind of hush that made everything feel possible.

Claire stood just outside the ballroom doors, one hand resting against the cool brass handle, listening to the low swell of music on the other side. A slow song—strings layered with something softer underneath, steady and intimate. The kind of music that made people drift closer without realizing they were doing it, as though gravity itself had shifted.

She hadn’t planned to come.

Hadn’t planned to wear the midnight-blue dress that skimmed her body in a way she usually avoided, or the heels that made her feel taller than comfort allowed. She’d told herself it was just an event, just a room full of familiar faces and polite conversations, nothing that required preparation or courage.

But her chest felt tight, like she was standing on the edge of something she couldn’t name.

She inhaled slowly and pushed the door open.

Warmth spilled out immediately—golden light, polished wood floors, laughter layered beneath the music. The scent of wine and flowers hung in the air, soft and heady. Claire stepped inside and paused, allowing her eyes to adjust, letting the room come into focus.

She told herself she was looking for a drink. For an empty seat. For anything neutral.

Then she saw him.

Ethan stood near the edge of the dance floor, jacket slung over one shoulder, tie loosened, sleeves rolled back in a way that made something in her chest ache before she could stop it. He wasn’t dancing. He was watching the room with an intensity that suggested he was waiting for something—or someone.

Her.

Time narrowed to a single breath.

He looked older than she remembered. Not worn—just changed. There was a softness in his expression now, a quiet gravity that hadn’t been there before. Like someone who had learned how fragile things were and decided to hold them carefully.

Their eyes met.

For a moment, nothing else existed.

The years between them collapsed all at once—the small kitchen they’d shared, the late nights that had stretched long and hopeful, the way silence had finally driven a wedge neither of them had known how to remove. Claire felt it all rush back, sharp and immediate, as though it had been waiting just beneath the surface.

Her fingers tightened around the door handle.

She told herself to turn away. To leave before he noticed her, before memory could root her to the spot.

She didn’t.

Ethan straightened when he realized she’d seen him, something cautious flickering across his face, as if he weren’t sure he was allowed to approach. The hesitation unsettled her more than confidence would have. It suggested uncertainty. Restraint.
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