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CHAPTER ONE

The rain in Lisbon didn't fall—it arrived, sudden and theatrical, like a curtain dropping over a city that already wore its sadness on the outside of its walls.

Irina Volkov pressed her forehead against the cold window of the hostel common room, watching the downpour turn the cobblestones into mirrors. She could see her own reflection — half a face, smudged mascara she hadn't bothered to fix since Prague, and the kind of hollowness in her eyes that three months of running from your old life tends to carve into a person.

She was twenty-six. She was alone. And she was beginning to suspect that no amount of passport stamps could fill whatever crack had split open inside her the day she walked out of that apartment in Saint Petersburg.

Her phone buzzed.

A message from her mother. She didn't open it. She hadn't opened one in eleven days.

The common room smelled like instant coffee and someone's wet jacket. A guitar leaned against the corner couch — abandoned, slightly out of tune. She could hear backpackers laughing in the kitchen, the particular kind of laughter that came from people who had chosen freedom rather than fled toward it.

There was a difference. Irina knew the difference.

She pulled her leather journal from her bag and opened it to the page she'd been avoiding. The list. Twenty-three cities. She'd crossed off fourteen. Lisbon was supposed to be fifteen, but she'd been here for six days now, stuck, circling the same streets, sitting in the same café near the Tagus River, ordering the same galão she didn't even like.

Move, she told herself.

She couldn't.

The door to the common room opened, and with it came a gust of wet wind and a man she hadn't seen before.

He was soaked. Completely, absurdly, almost comically drenched — dark hair flattened to his forehead, a grey T-shirt clinging to his shoulders like a second skin, water dripping from the edge of his jaw onto the terracotta floor.

He stopped just inside the doorway, looked around the room as if surprised to find it existed, and then looked directly at her.

Not past her. Not through her. At her.

Irina's breath caught — a tiny, involuntary hitch she immediately resented.

"Is this the—" He paused, glanced at a crumpled printout in his hand. "Hospedaria do Sol?"

His accent was hard to place. Not Portuguese. Something warmer. Indian, maybe. The kind of English that had been shaped by multiple languages, each one leaving fingerprints on the consonants.

"You're dripping on the floor," she said.

He looked down. Then back at her. The corner of his mouth moved — not quite a smile, but the ghost of one.

"I'll add it to the list of things going wrong today."

He said it lightly. But his eyes didn't match. There was something behind them — a weight, a bruise that hadn't surfaced yet. She recognized it the way you recognize your own handwriting on a note you don't remember writing.

"Reception is through that door," she said, pointing. "But Maria left an hour ago. She won't be back until morning."

"Of course she won't." He dropped his bag on the floor. It landed with a heavy, wet thud. He ran both hands through his hair, sending droplets in every direction, and then — without asking, without hesitating — he sat down on the couch across from her.

Irina stared at him.

He stared back.

"I'm Arjun," he said.

She didn't answer right away. She studied him the way she'd been trained to study strangers — a habit from years of living in a city where trust was a currency no one could afford. Mid-twenties. Lean, but not thin. Hands that looked like they worked — calloused at the fingertips, a faded scar across the left knuckle. His jaw was sharp, shadowed with two or three days of stubble, and there was a small cut near his temple, fresh, barely scabbed.

"You're bleeding," she said.

He touched the cut, looked at his fingertip. "Walked into a sign. In the rain. Because apparently, I'm that person now."

"What person?"

"The kind who walks into signs."

She almost smiled. Almost.

"Irina," she said. Just the name. Nothing else.

He nodded once, as though the name meant something to him, as though he'd been waiting to hear it. Which was ridiculous. She knew it was ridiculous. But the way he said "Irina" back to her — quietly, tasting the syllables — made her fingers tighten around her journal.

"Russian?" he asked.

"Does it matter?"

"No. I'm just — making conversation. Badly."

Silence settled between them, but it wasn't uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that had texture, that you could lean into. Outside, the rain intensified, hammering the roof tiles like a thousand small fists demanding entry.

Arjun leaned back against the couch, closed his eyes, and exhaled — a long, slow breath that carried the entire weight of his day in it.

Irina watched him without meaning to. The rise and fall of his chest. The way his wet shirt pulled across his collarbones. The stillness of his hands, resting open on his thighs, palms up, as if surrendering to something she couldn't see.

Don't, she told herself.

She looked back at her journal. At the list. At the next city she was supposed to run to.

But her pen didn't move.

And when Arjun opened his eyes five minutes later, she was still sitting there, still watching the rain, still not gone.


CHAPTER TWO

Three days.

That's how long it took for Arjun Mehra to become a problem.

Not the loud, obvious kind — Irina could handle loud. Loud was easy to walk away from. Arjun was the quiet kind of problem. The kind that sat in the corner of your peripheral vision and refused to leave. The kind that showed up at the same café by the river, ordered black coffee with too much sugar, and read paperback novels with cracked spines while the morning light caught the angles of his face.

She noticed the angles. She hated that she noticed.

On the first morning, he'd nodded at her from across the café. She'd nodded back. That should have been it.

On the second morning, he'd moved one table closer and said, "The coffee here is terrible."

"Then why do you keep ordering it?"

"Because the view is good."

He'd been looking at the river when he said it. She'd told herself he meant the river.

On the third morning — this morning — he sat down at her table without asking.

Irina lowered her book. "I didn't invite you."

"I know." He set his cup down. "But you left the chair pulled out."

She had. She'd done it unconsciously, and the realization sat in her stomach like a swallowed stone.

"Where are you going next?" he asked.

"Why?"

"Because you have a map folded in your back pocket and you keep looking at it when you think no one's watching."

Her jaw tightened. "You've been watching me."

"I've been noticing you. There's a difference."

"Not from where I'm sitting."

He leaned forward, elbows on the table, and there it was again — that look. Not aggressive, not flirtatious. Something more dangerous than both. Honest.

"Barcelona," she said, before she could stop herself.

"When?"

"Tomorrow. Maybe the day after."

"Alone?"

She put the book down flat on the table. "I've been alone for three months. I prefer it."

"Do you?"

The question landed softly, but it detonated somewhere behind her ribs. She didn't answer. She picked up her cup, drank the last of her galão, and left money on the table without counting it.

She was halfway to the door when he said, "I'm going to Seville. It's on the way."

She stopped. She didn't turn around.

"I'm not asking you to come with me," he added. His voice was steady, but she could hear the edge beneath it — the place where his casual composure thinned out. "I'm just saying. It's on the way."

"Nothing is on the way when you don't have a destination," she said.

And then she left.

She walked along the Tagus until her legs burned. The river was flat and grey, the colour of old silver, and the ferries cut through it like slow, tired knives. She found a bench near the Praça do Comércio and sat there, pulling her jacket tight against the wind, and tried to understand why her pulse was still elevated.

She ran through the facts. He was a stranger. She knew nothing about him — not where he was from, not why he was travelling, not what had put that scar on his knuckle or that sadness behind his eyes. She didn't know his last name. She didn't know if he was running from something too, or running toward something, or simply moving because standing still had become unbearable.

She didn't know him. And yet—

And yet, when he'd said do you, something inside her had cracked. Hairline fracture. Barely visible. But she'd felt it.

Her phone buzzed again. Another message from her mother. This time, she opened it.

Irina, please come home. Papa is asking for you.

She closed the message. Locked the screen. Pressed the phone against her forehead and breathed.

There is no home, she thought. I burned it down the day I left.

When she returned to the hostel that evening, Arjun was sitting on the front steps, a cigarette between his fingers — unlit. He was just holding it, turning it slowly, as if deciding whether he wanted to become someone who smoked.

"Those will kill you," she said.

"I haven't lit it."

"The intention counts."

He looked up at her. His eyes were dark — not brown, not black, but something in between, like coffee that hadn't been diluted. In the half-light of the street lamp, they held a warmth that had no business being there, not from a stranger, not from someone she'd known for three days.

"You came back," he said.

"I live here."

"Temporarily."

"Everything is temporary."

He stood, tucked the cigarette behind his ear, and held the door open for her. She walked past him, close enough to catch his scent — rain-damp cotton, something faintly woodsy, and beneath it, skin. Just skin. Warm and human and there.

Her fingers trembled against the strap of her bag.

She kept walking.


CHAPTER THREE

On the fourth night, the hostel lost power.

A transformer blew somewhere in the Alfama district, and the entire block went dark between one breath and the next. Irina was in the common room, writing in her journal by the last threads of daylight, when the overhead light died and the world shrank to the size of a candle flame.

Except there were no candles. Not yet.

She heard footsteps in the corridor. Slow, careful, navigating by memory and touch.

"Irina?"

His voice in the dark was different. Stripped of visual cues, it became something she could feel — low and textured, moving through the warm air like a hand reaching out.

"Here," she said.

A phone flashlight clicked on, and Arjun's face appeared in a cone of blue-white light, shadows pooling beneath his cheekbones. He was holding two bottles of wine and a box of matches.

"Maria left candles in the kitchen drawer," he said. "I found these behind the candles."

"You're raiding the hostel owner's wine?"

"She owes me. She still hasn't fixed the shower in my room."

Despite herself — despite every wall she'd spent three months building — Irina laughed. It was a small, startled sound, like a bird flushed from tall grass, and it surprised her more than it surprised him.

Arjun lit three candles and set them on the coffee table. The flames threw orange light across the walls, turning the dingy common room into something almost intimate. Almost dangerous.

He sat on the floor, back against the couch, and opened the first bottle with a pocket knife. He poured wine into two mismatched mugs — one with a faded picture of a rooster, the other plain white with a chip on the rim.

He held out the rooster mug.

She took it. She sat on the floor across from him, knees pulled to her chest, and drank. The wine was cheap — slightly acidic, with a sweetness that coated the back of her throat.

"Tell me something," he said.

"No."

"Something small. Something that doesn't matter."

She looked at the candle flame. It swayed, reaching toward the open window.

"I used to play piano," she said. "When I was a girl. My grandmother taught me in her apartment in Vyborg. The piano was out of tune — the G above middle C was always flat — but she said that was character. She said perfection was for people who had nothing to say."

Arjun was quiet for a moment. Then: "Do you still play?"

"I haven't touched a piano in four years."

"Why?"

She drank again. Longer this time. "Because some things hurt more to hold onto than to let go of."

The words fell into the silence between them and dissolved like sugar in dark water. Arjun didn't try to fill the space with comfort. He didn't say I'm sorry or that's sad or any of the other things people said when they didn't know how to sit with someone's pain. He just nodded, slowly, and poured himself more wine.

"Your turn," she said.

He looked at her over the rim of his mug. "I was supposed to get married."

The sentence landed like a stone dropped from a great height.

"Supposed to," she repeated.

"Three months ago. In Jaipur. Two hundred guests. My mother had been planning it for a year." He paused. Something shifted in his face — a tightening around the eyes, a micro-flinch near the corner of his mouth. "I called it off the night before."

"Why?"

"Because I stood at that altar during the rehearsal and realized I was marrying someone I'd convinced myself to love. And she deserved better than a man who had to convince himself."

Irina's grip on the mug tightened. She understood. God, she understood — the particular cruelty of a love that was chosen rather than felt, the way it could look right from the outside while slowly suffocating everyone inside it.

"Is that why you're here?" she asked. "Running?"

"I don't know what I'm doing." His voice dropped, honest in a way that made her chest ache. "I bought a one-way ticket to Lisbon because it was the farthest place I could think of from everyone who was disappointed in me. And then I walked into a hostel in the rain and — "

He stopped.

"And what?" she whispered.

The candlelight played across his face. He looked at her — really looked, the way he'd looked at her that first night, except now there was no pretense, no distance, no carefully constructed casualness. Just raw, unfiltered attention that burned hotter than any flame in the room.

"And I saw you," he said. "Sitting by the window. And for the first time in three months, I stopped wanting to disappear."

Irina's breath left her body in a way that felt involuntary, like something had been pulled from her chest by an unseen hand. She set the mug down because her hands were shaking, and she didn't want him to see, except he was already seeing, his gaze dropping to her trembling fingers and then back to her face, reading everything she was failing to hide.

"Don't," she said. But it came out broken. Half a word. A plea dressed as a warning.

"Don't what?"

"Don't say things like that. You don't know me."

"I know you haven't opened your mother's messages. I know you circle cities on maps but can't make yourself leave. I know you order a coffee you don't even like every morning because it gives you a reason to sit somewhere that isn't this hostel. And I know—" His voice cracked, just slightly, a fracture line running through the facade. "I know you're as lost as I am."

She should have stood up. She should have walked out, gone to her room, locked the door, continued the long, methodical process of feeling nothing.

Instead, she said, "Seville."

He blinked. "What?"

"You said Seville is on the way."

A beat. Two. The candle between them guttered and steadied.

"It is," he said quietly.

"Then I'll go with you. To Seville."

Something moved through his face — not relief, not triumph. Something more fragile. Something that looked like the first breath after nearly drowning.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay," she said.

They sat there in the candlelight, not touching, not moving, the distance between them vibrating with everything they hadn't said yet.

And outside, the city stayed dark.


CHAPTER FOUR

They left Lisbon on a Tuesday morning, in a rented car that smelled like pine air freshener and someone else's cigarettes.

Irina drove. She hadn't asked; she'd simply taken the keys from the rental counter, and Arjun hadn't argued. She liked that about him — he didn't fight for territory the way most men did. He settled into the passenger seat, one knee propped against the dashboard, and watched the city recede in the side mirror as if saying goodbye to something he wasn't sure he'd ever really found.

The highway south cut through rolling hills the color of burnt amber. Cork oaks stood in scattered clusters, their trunks stripped red halfway up, raw and exposed, like bodies caught mid-undressing. Irina kept her eyes on the road. Her hands were steady on the wheel. Her heartbeat was not.

She was aware of him — painfully, physically aware. The sound of his breathing. The way he shifted his weight every few minutes. The fact that his left hand rested on the center console, three inches from her right, and neither of them acknowledged it.

They didn't speak for the first hour.

It wasn't uncomfortable. It was loaded — the kind of silence that exists between two people who have said too much too quickly and are now circling back, recalibrating, trying to figure out how much of last night was real and how much was wine and candlelight and the particular intimacy of darkness.

Arjun broke first.

"You drive like you're angry at the road."

"I drive like a Russian."

"Those might be the same thing."

She glanced at him. He was smiling — not the half-smile, not the ghost. An actual smile, lopsided and warm and slightly self-conscious, as if he wasn't used to wearing it.

Something in her stomach turned over.

She looked back at the road. "Tell me about Jaipur."

The smile faded. Not all at once — it dimmed, like a light on a slow switch. He turned toward the window, and she watched his reflection in the glass: jaw working, eyes narrowing against whatever memory he was sorting through.

"What do you want to know?"

"What did it feel like? Standing at that altar."

He was quiet for a long time. A road sign flashed past — Setúbal, 42 km.

"Like drowning in a room full of air," he said finally. "Everyone was breathing. Everyone was fine. And I was standing there in a sherwani that cost more than this car, looking at a woman who was kind and beautiful and good, and all I could think was — I can't do this. I can't build a life on a lie and call it love."

"Was it a lie?"

"It was a performance. I'd been performing for so long I forgot there was supposed to be something real underneath." He paused. "My family — they don't understand. In their world, you choose stability. You choose the person who fits. Love is something that grows later, like moss on a stone."

"And you don't believe that?"

He turned from the window and looked at her. Straight at her. The light from the windshield caught his eyes and turned them almost amber.

"I didn't," he said. "Until three days ago, I wasn't sure love existed outside of books and bad movies. I thought it was something people invented to justify poor decisions."
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