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Chapter 1: The Things We Don’t Say
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The coffee had gone cold ten minutes ago, but Nick didn’t notice.

He sat by the window, fingers loosely curled around the ceramic mug, watching the steady drizzle blur the world outside into streaks of gray and gold. People passed by in hurried shapes—jackets pulled tight, heads ducked, lives moving forward without hesitation.

It was easier to watch them than to think.

Mornings like this had become routine. Same corner table. Same order. Same quiet that pressed in, not uncomfortable, just... familiar. Predictable. Safe.

Nick had learned to appreciate safe.

The bell above the café door chimed softly, barely cutting through the low hum of conversation and clinking cups. He didn’t look up right away. Most people came and went without consequence. Background noise. Nothing that required attention.

But then—

Laughter.

Not loud. Not even particularly distinct. But it hit something deep in his chest, sharp and immediate, like a memory he hadn’t given permission to surface.

Nick’s fingers tightened around the mug.

No.

It couldn’t be—

He lifted his gaze before he could stop himself.

And there he was.

Max.

For a second—just one brief, suspended second—the world seemed to narrow until there was nothing else. Not the rain. Not the voices. Not the years that had passed since Nick had last seen him.

Just Max, standing near the door, shaking droplets from his jacket, running a hand through slightly damp hair like it was a habit he’d never broken.

He looked the same.

And not the same at all.

A little older, maybe. A little sharper around the edges. But the posture—the quiet confidence, the way he carried himself like he knew exactly where he belonged—that hadn’t changed.

Nick’s chest tightened.

He hadn’t prepared for this.

He hadn’t prepared for how immediate it would feel.

For how nothing—absolutely nothing—had dulled.

Max turned slightly, saying something to the barista, and that’s when his gaze shifted.

Met Nick’s.

And stopped.

The recognition was instant. Undeniable.

Something flickered across Max’s face—surprise, maybe. Or something deeper, harder to name. It was gone almost as quickly as it appeared, replaced by something more neutral. Controlled.

But he didn’t look away.

Neither did Nick.

Time stretched, thin and fragile, between them.

Nick should have looked down. Should have pretended he hadn’t seen him. Should have let this moment pass like everything else he had never dared to hold onto.

Instead, he stayed exactly where he was.

And after a brief hesitation, Max started walking toward him.

Of course he did.

Max had never been the one to avoid things.

Nick swallowed, suddenly aware of everything—his posture, his expression, the way his heartbeat had picked up without permission.

By the time Max reached the table, Nick had no idea what his face was giving away.

“Hey.”

Just one word. Simple. Easy.

Like they’d seen each other yesterday.

Nick let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

“Hey.”

Max’s gaze moved over him, quick but thorough, taking in details Nick hadn’t thought about in years. It wasn’t invasive. It wasn’t even obvious.

But Nick felt it anyway.

“You—uh,” Max gestured vaguely toward the empty chair across from him, “mind?”

Nick shook his head a little too quickly. “No. Go ahead.”

Max pulled the chair out and sat down, setting his coffee on the table with a soft clink.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Up close, the differences were clearer. There were faint lines at the corners of Max’s eyes now, the kind that came from years of expressions—laughter, maybe. Or things less easy to name. His hair was a little shorter than Nick remembered. His jaw a little more defined.

Familiar.

Unfamiliar.

Dangerous, in a way Nick wasn’t ready to examine.

“So,” Max said finally, leaning back slightly, one arm resting against the back of the chair. Casual. Almost too casual. “It’s been a while.”

Nick let out a quiet huff of something that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Yeah. You could say that.”

Another pause.

It wasn’t empty. It wasn’t comfortable, either.

It was full.

Full of everything neither of them was saying.

“How have you been?” Max asked.

The question was simple. Expected.

It still felt like a trap.

Nick shrugged lightly, eyes dropping to the surface of his coffee. “Good. Busy, mostly. Work, you know.”

“Yeah,” Max nodded. “I know.”

Something in the way he said it made Nick glance up again.

There was something there—something heavier than the conversation allowed.

“You?” Nick asked, because it was easier to deflect than to linger.

“Same,” Max said. “Work’s been... a lot. But good.”

Nick nodded, even though that told him nothing.

It wasn’t supposed to.

They were skirting the edges. Staying in safe territory. Pretending that was enough.

“You still—” Max started, then stopped, like he’d caught himself about to say something he shouldn’t.

Nick’s chest tightened. “Still what?”

Max shook his head slightly, a small smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Nothing. Doesn’t matter.”

It did.

Nick knew it did.

But he didn’t push.

He never pushed.

Another silence settled between them, heavier this time.

Max tapped his fingers lightly against his cup, eyes drifting briefly toward the window before returning to Nick. “You look good.”

It was a casual comment. Something people said all the time.

It shouldn’t have meant anything.

It did.

“Thanks,” Nick said, his voice quieter than he intended. “You too.”

Their eyes met again.

Held.

There it was—that pull. That same, familiar tension that had never quite crossed the line into something real. Something spoken.

Something acknowledged.

It had always lived here, in the space between them.

Unsaid.

A memory flickered at the edge of Nick’s mind—late nights, shared laughter, the way Max used to look at him when he thought Nick wasn’t paying attention.

The way Nick had always pretended not to notice.

Max shifted slightly, leaning forward just a fraction. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I could say the same,” Nick replied.

“Yeah?” Max’s brow lifted slightly. “You come here a lot?”

“Most mornings.”

Max hummed softly, glancing around the café like he was taking it in for the first time. “Huh.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” Max said again, but this time there was something behind it. “Just... feels like the kind of place you’d pick.”

Nick frowned slightly. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Max’s smile was small. Almost fond. “Quiet. Out of the way. No surprises.”

Nick leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms loosely. “Some people like that.”

“Yeah,” Max said, meeting his gaze steadily. “I know.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

Nick looked away first.

Of course he did.

The moment stretched again, thinner now. Fragile.

Like it could snap if either of them said the wrong thing.

Or the right one.

Max’s phone buzzed on the table, the sound sharp in the quiet space between them. He glanced down at it, his expression shifting slightly—something unreadable passing through his eyes.

“I should probably—” he started, then hesitated.

Nick nodded before he could finish. “Yeah. Of course.”

Max picked up his phone but didn’t stand right away.

“I’m around for a while,” he said instead, his voice more deliberate now. “In case... you know.”

Nick did know.

Or at least, he thought he did.

“Yeah,” he said, keeping his tone even. “Me too.”

Another pause.

Then Max stood, grabbing his coffee. “It was good seeing you, Nick.”

“You too.”

Max lingered for half a second—just enough to feel intentional—before turning and walking away.

Nick watched him go.

Watched the door close behind him. Watched the rain swallow him up.

And just like that—

He was alone again.

The café hadn’t changed. The rain hadn’t stopped. The world outside kept moving, just like before.

But something had shifted.

Something that had been quiet for too long.

Nick looked down at his coffee, now completely cold.

He didn’t reach for it.

Some silences weren’t empty.

Some were full of everything you never said.

And the worst part?

No matter how long you held them in—

They never really stayed quiet.
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Chapter 2: Echoes of Before
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Nick didn’t go back the next morning.

He told himself it was because of the rain.

Because he’d woken up late. Because he had work. Because routines could change without meaning anything.

None of it was true.

By the third day, the excuse had worn thin, even to himself.

Still, he stayed away.

It should have been simple. Avoid the café, avoid the possibility of seeing Max again, avoid whatever it was that had cracked open the moment their eyes met.

But avoidance had never really been about distance.

It was about memory.

And memory didn’t care where he was.



It started, as most things did, with something small.

A laugh in the hallway.

Nick had been balancing a stack of books, barely paying attention as he walked across campus, when the sound cut through the noise around him. Easy. Unrestrained. Familiar in a way that didn’t make sense yet.

He glanced up.

And there he was.

Max.

Leaning against the wall like he had nowhere else to be, talking to someone Nick didn’t know. His posture was relaxed, one shoulder pressed back, head tilted slightly as he listened. There was something effortless about him—something that made it seem like the world adjusted itself to fit him, instead of the other way around.

Nick didn’t mean to stare.

He told himself that later, more than once.

But in that moment, he slowed without realizing it, his attention caught on something he couldn’t quite name.

Max laughed again, softer this time, and it did something strange to Nick’s chest—tightened it, just slightly, like a quiet recognition settling in before he had words for it.

Then Max looked up.

Their eyes met.

Nick looked away immediately, his grip tightening on the books as he kept walking.

That should have been the end of it.

A passing moment. Nothing more.

But it wasn’t.



They met properly a week later.

Nick had been sitting alone in the library, tucked into a corner where no one bothered him, when someone dropped into the chair across from him without asking.

“I feel like you’re avoiding me.”

Nick blinked, looking up.

Max.

Up close, he was somehow more—more present, more real. Less like something Nick could ignore.

“I don’t even know you,” Nick said, frowning slightly.

Max grinned, completely unbothered. “Yeah, but you’ve looked at me like three times this week and then immediately pretended I didn’t exist.”

Nick felt heat creep up the back of his neck. “I wasn’t—”

“You were,” Max cut in lightly. “It’s fine. I’m interesting. I get it.”

Nick stared at him for a second, unsure whether to be annoyed or... something else.

“You’re very sure of yourself,” he said finally.

Max shrugged, leaning back in his chair. “Someone has to be.”

There was no arrogance in it. No edge.

Just a quiet certainty that somehow made it harder to argue with.
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