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Chapter 1 – The Return
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The gallery smelled faintly of expensive perfume, fresh paint, and rain carried in from the city streets outside.

Angelina Vale stood near the back wall with a champagne glass balanced loosely between her fingers, watching strangers study photographs they pretended to understand. The soft amber lighting turned everyone beautiful in temporary ways. Elegant dresses. Dark suits. Quiet laughter polished by wealth and careful manners.

It was the kind of event she normally controlled perfectly.

Tonight, however, she felt strangely disconnected from it.

“Your expression says you regret coming.”

Angelina glanced sideways, unsurprised to find Harris Bennett leaning beside her. He wore black slacks, an untucked charcoal shirt, and the kind of effortless confidence people either admired or mistrusted immediately. Tonight, with the gallery lights catching the silver rings on his fingers, he looked more like part of the exhibition than the artist behind it.

“I organized the event,” Angelina replied smoothly. “Leaving would seem rude.”

Harris smiled faintly. “That wasn’t a denial.”

She took a sip of champagne instead of answering.

Across the room, people moved slowly between the large framed photographs that made up Harris’s newest collection. The exhibit was titled Closer Than Distance, a series exploring emotional intimacy between subjects caught in unguarded moments.

Not posed.
Not polished.
Real.
A man asleep against another man’s shoulder on a subway.
A woman crying while laughing at the same time.
Two lovers standing in a kitchen, not touching, but looking at each other like they shared a private language.
The photographs unsettled people because they recognized themselves in them.

Harris had a talent for that.

“You’re avoiding your own event,” he observed quietly.

“I’m supervising.”

“You’ve checked your phone six times in three minutes.”

Angelina exhaled softly through her nose. “You notice too much.”

“That’s literally my profession.”

That finally pulled the smallest hint of a smile from her.

Harris watched it appear and disappear again almost instantly.

There was something fascinating about Angelina Vale. Most people saw elegance first. Composure. Precision. Every movement measured, every sentence carefully controlled. But Harris had spent enough time around her over the last two months preparing this exhibit to recognize the truth beneath it.

Angelina wasn’t calm.

She was contained.

There was a difference.

Before he could say anything else, someone called his name from across the room. Harris glanced toward a group of journalists waiting near the center display.

“Duty calls,” he murmured dramatically.

“You do enjoy attention more than you pretend.”

“Only the right kind.”

His eyes lingered on her a moment longer before he disappeared into the crowd.

Angelina released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Then she reached for another champagne flute from a passing tray.

“Dangerous strategy.”

The voice hit her like a memory she’d spent years trying to lock away.

Her hand froze.

Slowly, Angelina turned.

James Mercer stood only a few feet away.

For one impossible second, the noise of the gallery disappeared entirely.

He looked older than he had five years ago—not dramatically, but in the subtle ways time altered people who had lived honestly through disappointment. His dark hair was slightly longer now, faint silver touching near his temples. The sharp lines of his face remained familiar enough to ache.

But it was his eyes that undid her.

Still steady.
Still observant.
Still capable of looking directly at her in ways that felt unbearably personal.
Angelina’s heartbeat stumbled once before recovering.

“James.”

He offered a small smile that didn’t fully reach his eyes. “Hi, Angelina.”

She hated how naturally his name still belonged in her mouth.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The last time she had seen him, they’d been standing in an apartment neither of them could afford separately, ending a relationship neither of them knew how to save.

Back then, silence between them had felt violent.

Tonight, it felt fragile.

“You disappeared,” she said finally, hating how quiet her voice sounded.

James slipped one hand into his pocket. “I moved to Chicago for a while.”

“I heard.”

“You heard?” A faint eyebrow lift. “From who?”

Angelina immediately regretted the comment. “People talk.”

“That they do.”

Another silence settled between them, less hostile now but somehow more dangerous.

James glanced around the gallery before his gaze returned to her. “This is impressive.”

“It’s Harris’s exhibit.”

“You organized it.”

“You remember that’s what I do.”

“I remember most things about you.”

The words landed softly.

Too softly.

Angelina looked away first.

Across the room, laughter rose from one of the interview circles surrounding Harris. He was animated while speaking, hands moving naturally as he answered questions. Beautiful in the effortless way some people were when they stopped trying.

James followed her gaze.

“That him?”

“Harris Bennett.”

“The photographer.”

“Yes.”

James studied him for another second before looking back at her. “You seem close.”

The observation was neutral. Too neutral.

Angelina recognized the careful tone immediately. James had always hidden emotion beneath calmness when he felt uncertain.

“We worked together for months,” she replied.

“That wasn’t really an answer.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You arrived three minutes ago. I don’t think you’ve earned interrogation rights.”

To her surprise, James laughed softly.

God.

That sound still affected her.

“You haven’t changed much,” he said.

“That’s not always a compliment.”

“No,” he admitted quietly. “It isn’t.”

Something complicated moved between them then—old affection tangled with unresolved damage.

Angelina suddenly became very aware of how close he stood.

Of the familiar scent of cedar and rain clinging to his coat.
Of the way he still looked at her like he was trying to understand something unsolved.
“You shouldn’t be here,” she said before she could stop herself.

James absorbed that without flinching.

“I know.”

“Then why are you?”

For the first time since approaching her, uncertainty crossed his face.

“I was in town for a project,” he said carefully. “I saw the event announcement online.”

“And?”

“And I wanted to see you.”

The honesty in his voice irritated her instantly because she had spent years teaching herself not to miss it.

Angelina folded one arm across her waist. “That seems reckless.”

“I’ve made worse decisions involving you.”

Before she could answer, another voice interrupted smoothly.

“I leave for ten minutes and suddenly the atmosphere becomes emotionally catastrophic.”

Harris appeared beside them carrying two fresh glasses of champagne. His eyes moved between Angelina and James once—sharp enough to register tension immediately.

Angelina recovered first.

“Harris, this is James Mercer.”

The two men shook hands.

Harris’s smile remained easy, but Angelina noticed the quick intelligence behind his gaze. “The James Mercer?”

James looked mildly confused. “I’m not aware of being famous.”

“You’re not,” Harris replied lightly. “Angelina just almost never mentions anyone from her personal life. That usually means the person mattered.”

Angelina shot him a warning look.

Harris ignored it beautifully.

James’s attention shifted back toward her, quieter now. “You talked about me?”

“Rarely,” she said flatly.

“Still counts,” Harris added.

To Angelina’s horror, amusement flickered briefly across James’s face.

The two men regarded each other with immediate caution disguised as politeness.

Interesting.

Harris leaned casually against the wall beside Angelina. “So how do you two know each other?”

Angelina opened her mouth, but James answered first.

“We were together for six years.”

The words settled heavily between them.

Harris blinked once, visibly recalculating the emotional landscape.

“Oh,” he said softly. “That’s significantly more history than I expected.”

Angelina finished her champagne in one swallow.

“Excuse me,” she said smoothly. “I need to make sure the press schedule hasn’t collapsed.”

“A likely story,” Harris murmured.

She ignored him and walked away before either man could stop her.

The farther she moved into the crowd, the tighter her chest became.

This was precisely why she hated surprises.

James had always destabilized her in ways no one else could. Even now, after years apart, one conversation had cracked open emotions she kept carefully buried beneath schedules, professionalism, and controlled routines.

She stopped near one of the photographs at the far end of the gallery.

It showed two men sitting side by side on a rooftop at night, shoulders barely touching. Neither looked at the camera. Yet the connection between them felt unmistakably intimate.

“You look like you’re considering escape routes.”

Angelina closed her eyes briefly.

Harris again.

“You follow people too much.”

“It’s useful for photography.”

She turned toward him slowly. “Where’s James?”

“Getting another drink and pretending not to watch you.”

Her stomach tightened annoyingly.

Harris studied her expression for a moment before speaking more gently. “You didn’t tell me your ex looked at you like that.”

Angelina frowned. “Like what?”

“Like you’re the reason he still believes in regret.”

She stared at him.

Sometimes Harris said things so perceptive it felt invasive.

“That’s dramatic,” she said finally.

“Probably,” he agreed. “Still true.”

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Harris glanced toward his photographs lining the walls.

“You know what I think?” he said quietly.

“I suspect you’re about to tell me regardless.”

A grin flickered briefly across his face before fading again.

“I think people spend too much time trying to appear unaffected,” he said. “Especially when something still matters to them.”

Angelina crossed her arms. “And you think you’ve figured me out?”

“No,” Harris said honestly. “I think you’ve spent years making sure nobody can.”

The answer caught her off guard.

Before she could respond, applause erupted near the center of the gallery as someone announced the beginning of Harris’s formal presentation.

He stepped backward slowly.

“Duty calls again,” he said.

Then his eyes flicked once toward James across the room before returning to her.

“This night just became interesting.”

And before Angelina could decide whether that was a warning or a promise, Harris disappeared into the crowd, leaving her standing alone beneath photographs about intimacy she suddenly understood far too well.
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Chapter 2 – Familiar Distance
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The message arrived the next morning at 8:12 a.m.

Coffee?
Just coffee.
—James
Angelina stared at the screen longer than necessary.

Outside her apartment windows, the city moved through another gray morning washed in soft rain. Her kitchen smelled faintly of espresso and unfinished thoughts. Usually, mornings grounded her. Structure helped. Schedules helped.

James Mercer had once accused her of treating emotions like calendar appointments.

At the time, she’d laughed.

Later, she realized he hadn’t entirely been joking.

Her thumb hovered over the phone.

She could ignore the message.
That would be smarter.
Instead, she typed:

One hour. I have meetings afterward.

The reply came almost immediately.

Still negotiating before coffee. Some things survive anything.

Angelina hated the warmth that sentence stirred in her chest.

—
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The café James chose sat on a quiet corner several blocks away from the gallery district. Small. Warm lighting. Dark wood tables. The kind of place designed for conversations people didn’t want overheard.

Angelina arrived exactly three minutes late.

James was already there.

He stood when he saw her approach, a habit she had forgotten he possessed. The movement was automatic, respectful, familiar enough to ache unexpectedly.

“You still wear black when you’re nervous,” he observed.

Angelina glanced down at her fitted coat. “This is navy.”

“That’s how I know you’re nervous.”

God.

Five years later, and he still noticed details nobody else did.

She sat across from him before the silence could deepen.

For a moment, neither spoke.
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