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Chapter 1 – The Boy in Temple Bar
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Rain blurred the windows of the taxi as it crawled through the narrow streets of Dublin, turning headlights into streaks of gold against the dark. Ivan Petrov sat in the back seat with one elbow against the window, watching strangers disappear beneath umbrellas while exhaustion settled deep into his bones.

Everything about the city felt damp.

The air.

The pavement.

Even the silence between conversations drifting through the cracked taxi window felt soaked through with history and weather and loneliness.

“You here for business?” the driver asked casually.

Ivan gave a humorless smile. “Something like that.”

The driver glanced at him through the rearview mirror but wisely didn’t push further. Ivan appreciated that. For the past eight months, every conversation had turned into recognition eventually.

Aren’t you—

What happened with—

Did you really—

He was tired of people pretending curiosity wasn’t cruelty.

By the time the taxi stopped outside the small boutique hotel near the river, Ivan already regretted coming.

He paid quickly, stepped out into the freezing drizzle, and pulled his coat tighter around himself. The cold cut through him immediately, sharp enough to wake him from the numb fog that had followed him all the way from New York.

The hotel lobby smelled faintly of old books and coffee. Quiet jazz played somewhere near the reception desk. Ivan checked in without much conversation and took the elevator upstairs alone.

His room overlooked wet rooftops and glowing pub windows.

Dublin stretched below him in soft amber lights and rain.

Beautiful in a lonely way.

He dropped his suitcase beside the bed and sat heavily on the mattress, rubbing both hands over his face.

Silence.

No reporters outside.

No phone calls from angry investors.

No messages from Adrian.

That last thought hit harder than expected.

Ivan leaned back slowly, staring at the ceiling while memory crept in despite his efforts to suppress it.

Adrian laughing in recording studios.

Adrian touching his wrist during interviews.

Adrian standing in front of cameras three months ago and destroying him carefully, publicly, completely.

Ivan closed his eyes.

He had spent years building a reputation in the music industry only to watch it collapse in weeks. The blogs called him unstable. Difficult. Obsessive. Controlling.

Some of it had even been true.

That was the worst part.

Burnout had sharpened every insecurity until he barely recognized himself anymore. By the end, he had been surviving on anxiety, caffeine, and fear.

Then Adrian left.

And suddenly the entire industry decided Ivan Petrov was impossible to work with.

The memories pressed too close.

Ivan stood abruptly and grabbed his coat again before he could sink deeper into them.

Maybe that was why he had chosen Dublin.

Far enough away from New York to disappear for a while.

Far enough away from himself, maybe.
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Temple Bar was chaos wrapped in music.

By the time Ivan wandered into the district later that night, the rain had intensified into a steady silver curtain soaking the cobblestones. Groups of tourists crowded outside pubs, laughing loudly despite the weather. Music spilled from open doorways into the streets—violins, guitars, drunken singing.

The city felt alive in a way New York no longer had.

Or maybe Ivan had simply stopped noticing life there.

He walked without direction, hands shoved into his coat pockets, until warmth and noise pulled him toward a crowded pub glowing red against the rain.

Inside, the heat hit him instantly.

Conversation roared beneath live music. Glasses clinked. Someone shouted near the bar while a violinist played something fast and reckless in the corner.

Ivan almost turned around immediately.

Too crowded.

Too loud.

Too human.

But then the music changed.

The lights dimmed slightly near the small performance stage at the center of the room. Conversations softened with anticipation. Ivan glanced up just as a figure stepped into the light.

And suddenly the entire room narrowed into one person.

The dancer wore black from head to toe.

Slim black shirt.

Black trousers.

Dark curls damp from rain or sweat.

For one suspended second, he stood completely motionless while the first deep pulse of music echoed through the pub.

Then he moved.

Ivan forgot to breathe.

The performance wasn’t traditional Irish dance—not entirely. It carried traces of it in the sharp footwork and brutal precision, but there was something rawer underneath. Contemporary movement twisted through every motion like emotion breaking through discipline.

The dancer moved like someone fighting invisible hands.

Fast. Furious. Beautiful.

Every step hit the wooden stage hard enough to vibrate through the floorboards beneath the crowd. His body carried impossible contradictions: violence and grace, control and desperation.

Ivan stared openly.

He had spent most of his life around artists. Musicians. Performers. Dancers.

Very few people possessed presence.

This man consumed the room entirely.

The audience erupted into applause halfway through the routine, but the dancer barely acknowledged them. His expression remained distant, almost angry, as if he were somewhere else entirely.

Ivan couldn’t look away.

There was pain in the performance.

Not theatrical pain.

Real pain.

The kind people tried to outrun by turning themselves into art.

Something inside Ivan tightened unexpectedly.

When the final movement ended, silence crashed through the room for half a heartbeat before applause exploded around them.

The dancer bowed once, briefly.

Then disappeared behind the curtain near the back hallway.

Ivan realized his pulse had quickened.

Ridiculous.

He grabbed his drink from the bar mostly to occupy his hands, but his attention kept drifting toward the hallway where the dancer had vanished.

“First time seeing Chris?” the bartender asked knowingly.

Ivan glanced over. “Chris?”

The bartender smirked while drying a glass. “Local favorite. Performs here a few nights a week. Keeps half the neighborhood emotionally unstable.”

Ivan snorted softly despite himself.

“That obvious?”

“Oh, mate.” The bartender laughed. “You looked spiritually devastated.”

Before Ivan could respond, movement caught his attention again.

Chris emerged from the hallway now wearing a gray hoodie over the black performance clothes. Up close, he looked younger than Ivan initially thought. Mid-twenties maybe. Sharp cheekbones. Pale skin flushed from exertion. Dark blue eyes scanning the crowd with detached exhaustion.

Beautiful.

Dangerously so.

Chris moved toward the bar, clearly ignoring several admiring looks along the way.

Ivan immediately looked down at his drink.

Pathetic.

The bartender leaned closer. “You should talk to him.”

“I definitely should not.”

“That never stops anyone here.”

Chris reached the bar moments later.

“Whiskey,” he said breathlessly. His accent curled warm and rough around the word.

The bartender handed him a glass immediately.

Chris drank half of it in one swallow.

Ivan tried not to stare.

Failed.

Chris noticed.

Their eyes met briefly.

There it was again—that strange electric pause.

Chris arched one eyebrow slightly. “You planning to keep looking at me like that all night?”

Ivan blinked.

Direct. Interesting.

“I wasn’t aware I was being subtle.”

That earned the faintest hint of amusement.

“Tourist?” Chris asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’ve got the haunted expression.” Chris took another sip. “Temple Bar attracts two kinds of people. Tourists and emotionally damaged locals.”

“And which are you?”

Chris smirked. “Depends who’s asking.”

Before Ivan could answer, someone bumped hard into his shoulder from behind. His drink tipped instantly, whiskey splashing across both the bar and Chris’s sleeve.

“Shit,” Ivan muttered automatically.

Chris stared down at the soaked sleeve.

Then back at Ivan.

“Well,” he said dryly. “That’s one way to introduce yourself.”

The irritation in his voice should have embarrassed Ivan more than it did. Instead, unexpectedly, he felt something dangerously close to amusement for the first time in months.

“I can buy you another drink.”

“You can buy me a new hoodie.”

“That too.”

Chris studied him carefully now, suspicion mixing with curiosity.

“You’re not Irish.”

“Russian-American.”

“That explains the tragic face.”

Ivan laughed before he could stop himself.

A real laugh.

Small, brief, but real.

Chris noticed.

Something in his expression softened almost imperceptibly.

Then immediately guarded itself again.

“What brings you to Dublin?” Chris asked.

Ivan hesitated.

The truthful answer felt too heavy for strangers in crowded pubs.

“Needed a change of scenery.”

Chris nodded once like he understood more than Ivan had actually said.

“Dublin’s good for disappearing,” he said quietly.

The words landed harder than they should have.

For a moment, the noise around them faded slightly.

Then someone near the stage called Chris’s name loudly.

The spell broke.

Chris sighed dramatically and pushed himself away from the bar.

“Duty calls.”

Ivan found himself speaking before thinking. “Will you dance again tonight?”

Chris glanced back over his shoulder.

Maybe it was the whiskey.

Maybe the rain.

Maybe loneliness recognizing itself in another person.

Whatever it was, the look Chris gave him felt charged suddenly.

“Maybe,” he said softly.

Then he disappeared back into the crowd.

Ivan remained motionless for several seconds afterward.

“You’re in trouble,” the bartender announced cheerfully.

Ivan stared into his drink.

For the first time since arriving in Ireland, the emptiness inside him had shifted slightly.

Not healed.

Not gone.

Just... interrupted.

Outside, rain continued falling over Dublin while music thundered through the old pub walls.

And somewhere beyond the crowd, the boy with the furious dancing eyes moved through the city like a song Ivan already couldn’t stop hearing.
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Chapter 2 – Rhythm and Distance
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The next morning, Dublin greeted Ivan with gray skies and relentless rain tapping softly against the hotel windows.

He barely noticed.

His attention remained fixed on the memory of dark curls damp with sweat beneath stage lights. Sharp footwork. Blue eyes full of something restless and difficult to name.

Chris.

Ivan stood beside the small kettle in his room waiting for coffee to boil, irritated by how persistently the dancer occupied his thoughts.

It wasn’t attraction alone.

Attraction was easy.

Predictable.

This felt stranger than that.

Recognition, maybe.

As though Ivan had looked at someone onstage and seen another version of loneliness moving back at him.

He hated that idea immediately.

By noon, he found himself walking through the city again.

Not intentionally searching.

At least that was what he told himself.

The streets smelled like rainwater, cigarettes, and coffee drifting from crowded cafés. Dublin moved differently from New York. Slower. Softer around the edges. Even the noise carried warmth beneath it.

Ivan wandered through narrow side streets until music drifted from an open community center doorway.

Piano.

Laughter.

Rhythmic pounding against wooden floors.

Curious despite himself, he glanced through the glass entrance doors.

And froze.

Chris stood at the front of a dance studio wearing loose black joggers and a faded sleeveless shirt, one hand braced against his hip while a group of children copied his movements badly.

“No, no, no,” Chris groaned dramatically. “If you stomp like that again, Mrs. Murphy downstairs is legally allowed to
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