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CHAPTER 1 — First Day, Old Name
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THE ELEVATOR HUMMED softly—an unchanging, indifferent sound that filled the narrow space as it climbed floor by floor. Lia watched the faint reflection of herself in the metal doors: hair tucked neatly behind her ears, blouse smoothed three times too many, expression carefully arranged into professional calm.

It still didn’t hide the tremor beneath her ribs.

New department. New start.
That’s what she kept telling herself.
But she knew the air of this building too well—the quiet rush of early morning footsteps, the smell of roasted beans drifting from the pantry, the hushed conversations that seeped through glass walls. It had been months since she transferred out, months spent trying to untangle her life from the corners Evan once occupied.

She expected today to feel different.

It didn’t.

The elevator chimed. The doors slid open.

Her new—no, old—floor stretched in front of her, sunlight spilling across polished concrete, casting long rectangles of gold over desks she once knew better than her own room. Everything looked exactly the same. As if she’d never left. As if the last three months had been a strange, aching pause she alone had lived through.

“Lia!” A voice cut through the quiet. May’s.

Warm, loud enough to snap her out of the memory sinking into her bones.

Before Lia could brace herself, May jogged over. Her curls bounced with every step, her smile unfazed by the utter lack of morning energy in everyone else.

“You’re early,” May said, pulling her into a quick hug that smelled of citrus shampoo and something comforting. “Overachiever move. I respect it.”

“I didn’t want to get lost on my first day,” Lia murmured.

May arched an eyebrow. “You literally worked here for years.”

A faint flush crept up Lia’s neck. “Still. Things change.”

“Mhm. Sure.” May’s eyes softened, sliding over Lia’s face with that perceptiveness Lia wished she didn’t possess. “You okay?”

Lia opened her mouth, closed it, then settled on a tight nod.

May didn’t push. She never did unless it mattered.

“Come on,” she said, looping her arm around Lia’s for a second before letting go. “Ally’s meeting is at nine, but Evan wanted—”

The name hit her like a sudden drop in temperature.

She didn’t let it show. She simply breathed in, slow and shallow, as if the smallest disruption might break the fragile surface she’d been trying to hold steady.

“—wanted to make sure the workspace is set before Ally arrives,” May continued carefully, quietly. “You’ll be with him on this project.”

Lia’s steps faltered.

Of course. She already knew. She’d been told last week—briefly, clinically—by HR, before she’d managed to compose a neutral response. But hearing it aloud, in this place, on her first morning back, carried a different weight.

May must have felt the shift. She touched Lia’s elbow lightly. “You can still say no. Rian could—”

“No.” Lia’s voice came out softer than she intended. “I need this project. And I’m fine.”

May’s look said she didn’t believe a single word, but she nodded anyway.

“Okay. But I’m staying close today, just in case the universe tries something stupid.”

Lia exhaled a small laugh—more air than sound—and followed her friend into the open office.
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THE FIRST THING SHE saw was the light.
Glass windows stretched from floor to ceiling, revealing a sky that was a shade too bright for how she felt. Morning sun washed over everything, turning whiteboards into mirrors and tabletops into pale gold.
The second thing she saw was him.

Evan stood by the main table, sleeves rolled up, reviewing sample boards with the calm precision that used to make her chest warm. Papers were spread neatly across the surface—aligned edges, perfectly rotated layouts, not a single sheet out of place.

He hadn’t noticed her yet.

But she noticed everything.

The way he leaned slightly over the table, fingers tapping quietly in thought. The familiar crease forming between his brows when he analyzed something too intently. His hair a little longer than she remembered—messier, but still controlled, somehow.

She hated that her first instinct was to memorize him.

“Evan,” May called out—too loudly, too cheerfully.

He looked up.

And for a moment, the world pressed into silence.

His eyes landed on Lia with a force she wasn’t prepared for—sharp and soft and startled all at once. As if he had rehearsed this moment a hundred times but still wasn’t ready for it.

As if he’d forgotten how to breathe too.

“Hi,” Lia said before she could think, her voice small but steady. She wished she didn’t hear the slight tremor underneath.

Evan straightened. “Lia.” Her name left him quietly, like something careful. “Welcome back.”

There it was.
His voice. Calm, familiar warmth wrapped in restraint.
It sounded exactly the same.
It sounded like a closed door she once wanted to open but didn’t know how.
“Thanks,” she managed.

May glanced between them—once, twice—then clapped her hands. “Cool. I’ll leave you two to... all this.” She gestured vaguely at the table, then at the tension thick enough to slice with a notebook. “Lia, text me if you need me to fake an emergency.”

“May,” Lia warned under her breath.

“What? I’m very good at emergencies.” May winked, then disappeared.

Silence settled between them again.

Not sharp. Just... heavy.

Evan turned back to the table, not avoiding her but giving her space. “There’s a lot to cover before Ally arrives. I figured we could start with the moodboards.”

Lia nodded. “Sure.”

She walked over, careful to keep her steps measured, her breathing even. She placed her bag on the chair beside her—one seat away from where he stood.

It still felt too close.
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THEY WORKED IN NEAR silence at first.

Evan explained the client brief with calm efficiency, his tone cool but not cold. Lia listened, her focus trained on the papers rather than the man inches away. But she couldn’t help noticing the subtle shifts in him—how he angled the boards so she could see clearly, how he stepped back whenever she leaned forward, how he deliberately maintained a professional distance.

He was being careful.

It should’ve helped.

It didn’t.

“Here,” Evan said, pulling out a printed brand overview. “Ally wants a direction that merges grounded luxury with raw emotion. Nothing too polished. Something... honest.”

Lia took the sheet from him. Their fingers brushed.

It was nothing.
A soft, accidental touch.
Barely a moment.
But her entire body reacted before her mind could stop it—breath tightening, heart tripping over itself, warmth spreading up her arm like a memory resurfacing too quickly.

He stilled too.

It was so brief she could have imagined it.
But she knew she didn’t.
Lia withdrew her hand almost immediately, eyes lowering to the paper in an attempt to hide the flicker of emotion she wasn’t ready to confront.

“Right,” she murmured. “Honest. I can work with that.”

Evan’s voice came out quieter. “You always could.”

She froze.

He must have realized what he’d said because he cleared his throat, returning to the layout with practiced composure. “I mean—your concepts were always strong. Clients appreciated your authenticity.”

“Thanks.” Lia blinked hard, focusing on the text even though the words blurred at the edges. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know.”

Her pulse skipped.

This wasn’t supposed to feel like this.
Not on day one.
Not when she had spent months stitching herself back into something functional.
She swallowed. “So... moodboards.”

“Right.” He gestured to the table. “I drafted two directions, but I wanted your input before finalizing.”

Lia nodded and leaned closer. Her hair fell slightly over her shoulder, and she tucked it behind her ear—an old habit. He used to do it for her, whenever they worked late into the night, whenever her focus consumed her and strands slipped forward.

She wondered if he remembered.

She wished she didn’t.
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AS THEY EXAMINED THE first board, Evan stood on her right. Close enough that she could sense the faint presence of him—the steady breath, the subtle cologne she used to recognize instantly.

It was faint now. Subtle.
Different but painfully familiar.
Lia focused on the images: raw textures, muted tones, a play of shadow and light captured in still photography. She traced the rough edges of a print with her thumb, grounding herself.

“I like this,” she said softly. “The contrast. It feels... intimate without trying too hard.”

Evan nodded. “That was the intention.” He hesitated. “You always had a good eye for that.”

She forced a small, neutral smile. “Thanks.”

He didn’t add more, and she was grateful. Words had weight when they came from him, even mundane ones. Especially mundane ones.

They continued scanning the second board—bolder, brighter, more structured. It was technically strong, but something about it felt too... distant.

“Ally will pick the first one,” Lia said. “It has more emotional depth.”

“I thought so too.”

Their eyes met.

It happened too quickly for either of them to prepare—just a split second of connection that felt too much like the past: long nights over shared screens, whispered encouragements, small smiles that built into something that once felt like home.

Lia looked away first, her heart tightening in that too-familiar ache.

She needed a breath.
A moment.
Anything that would help her regain the distance she swore she’d keep.
“I’m going to get some water,” she said, already backing a step away. “Do you want—”

“Coffee,” Evan finished automatically, before catching himself. “I mean—no, it’s fine. I’ll get it later.”

Of all the moments to slip.

Lia blinked, caught between the sting of memory and the instinct to pretend she didn’t hear what he didn’t mean to say.

“You still take it the same?” she murmured before she could stop herself.

Evan’s jaw tensed, something like surprise flickering behind his controlled expression. “You remember.”

She regretted the question instantly.

“Just water,” she said quickly. “I’ll be right back.”

She didn’t wait for a response.
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THE PANTRY WAS QUIETER than she expected.

Only a faint drip from the coffee machine and the hum of the fridge filled the space. Lia leaned against the counter, letting the cool surface press into her spine while she breathed past the tightness in her chest.

She had imagined this morning a hundred different ways—awkward small talk, polite greeting, maybe a stiff handshake. She never imagined the small cracks, the familiar slips, the accidental memories spilling through the gaps between them.

She should have been prepared.
She wasn’t.
The water in her cup rippled slightly. Her hand was shaking.

“Get it together,” she whispered to herself, too softly for anyone but her to hear.

She straightened, inhaled slowly, and turned—

Evan stood in the doorway.

He wasn’t close enough to invade her space, but the sight of him still sent a jolt through her. He looked almost hesitant—hands in his pockets, shoulders held a little too carefully, like he wasn’t sure if he should step in or step back.

“I didn’t mean to—startle you,” he said quietly.

“You didn’t.” She steadied her voice. “I was heading back.”

He nodded, but didn’t move. His gaze drifted past her, toward the sink, then back to her cup.

“You used to drink tea in the morning.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or sigh.

“I still do. Just... not today.”

“Right.” His fingers tapped once against his thigh—an old habit when he didn’t know what to say. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Her breath caught.

He must have noticed the way she stiffened, because he added quickly, “Professionally, I mean. You’re one of the best concept designers we have. The project will benefit from—”

“You don’t have to justify it,” she cut in gently.

Evan exhaled. “Okay.”

Another silence. Not awkward. Just... fragile.

“We should go back,” Lia said, her voice softer now. “Ally will be here soon.”

Evan nodded, stepping aside to give her space to pass, the motion automatic—like muscle memory he couldn’t unlearn.

Lia moved forward, keeping her eyes on the floor, the wall, anywhere but him. She almost made it past him cleanly, without incident.

But as she brushed by, her arm grazed his.

Just lightly.
Barely anything.
Except it was everything.

Both of them stopped.

Lia didn’t look up, but she felt the shift in him—the subtle inhale, the stillness, the way the moment stretched thin between them, fragile and painfully familiar.

She stepped back first.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

Evan’s voice came out low, steady, but edged with something he tried to hide.

“You don’t have to apologize.”

Lia forced herself to move, even though her heartbeat had lodged itself somewhere uncomfortably high in her throat.

They walked back to the workspace—together but not together.
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BY THE TIME ALLY ARRIVED, Lia’s composure had rearranged itself into something presentable—professional, contained, neutral.

Evan had done the same.

Their masks were almost seamless.

Ally swept into the room with the confidence of someone who didn’t wait for doors to open for her—tall, sharp-eyed, wearing monochrome elegance that made the rest of the office look underdressed.

“Good morning,” she said, dropping her bag on the nearest chair. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Evan presented the first moodboard, his voice measured, analytical, completely detached from the quiet tension lingering in the air. Lia stood beside him, occasionally adding small notes, her tone steady, expression unreadable.

They looked like perfect colleagues.
Perfect professionals.
Perfect strangers.
But every time their hands reached for the same file, or their eyes met briefly over the polished surface of the table, the truth pressed through—the old rhythm, the familiarity they couldn’t quite untangle, the ghosts of conversations unfinished.

Ally had no idea.

May noticed from across the room, though—her gaze sharp, questioning, worried.

Lia ignored it.

They got through the meeting without faltering. Ally approved the emotional direction, praised the clarity of the concept, and moved swiftly onto logistics. Evan handled the details. Lia handled the visuals. Their communication was effortless, almost instinctive.

It hurt more than she expected.

When the meeting ended, Ally gathered her things. “Good work, both of you. I picked the right team.”

She left before either of them could respond.

Evan set down his pen. “That went well.”

Lia nodded once. “Yeah.”

Another silence hovered, not as heavy as before but no lighter either.

She gathered her notebook, slipping it carefully into her bag. “I should finalize the refined concepts before lunch.”

“I’ll review the strategy outline. We can sync later.”

“Okay.”

She turned to leave.

“Lia.”

His voice stopped her.

She waited—still facing away, still holding her breath.

Evan hesitated just long enough to make her heart twist.

“It’s... good to see you again.”

The words were simple.
But they softened something in her chest she wasn’t ready to acknowledge.
Lia didn’t turn around.

“You too,” she said quietly, almost inaudible. “It’s... good to see you too.”

She walked out before her voice could break.

The hallway air felt cooler. The sunlight sharper. Her pulse steadier only by force.

This was just day one.

And already, it felt like a line she wasn’t sure she could keep from crossing.

Or stepping back over.

The world moved around her—typing, footsteps, distant conversations—but all she could hear was his voice echoing in her mind.

It’s good to see you again.

Lia closed her eyes for half a second, then opened them and kept walking.

Still forward.
Always forward.
Even if her heart already knew the direction wasn’t as simple as she wanted it to be.
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CHAPTER 2 — Professional Masks
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EVAN HAD ALWAYS BEEN good at controlling his breathing.

In presentations, in negotiations, in the middle of chaos—he could slow his inhale, steady his exhale, anchor himself until his voice came out calm and even. It was one of the few things in his life that felt reliable. Predictable. Safe.

But not this morning.

Not after Lia walked out of the room with her notebook pressed to her chest, her shoulders tight, her hair swaying softly behind her. Not after hearing her say you too in that quiet, almost-broken tone he’d never erase from memory.

He stood alone now at the main table, staring at the moodboards without really seeing them. His breath wouldn’t settle. His chest wouldn’t unclench. Every part of him felt like it was holding onto something sharp and painfully familiar.

Three months.
He thought time would have dulled the edges of missing her.
It didn’t.
If anything, seeing her again made everything clearer.

Too clear.

Her voice.
Her restraint.
The way her fingers trembled slightly when their hands brushed.
The way she avoided looking at him too long—as if afraid of what might break open between them.
Evan pressed his palms against the table, grounding himself in the solid surface.

He couldn’t afford this.
Not today. Not ever, if he wanted to keep his career—and himself—intact.
But god, she looked tired.
Not in a careless, unprepared way. More like she had spent months holding herself together, piece by piece, in the quiet. And now she was trying to hide the seams.
He hated how easily he could read her.
He hated how much he still cared that he could.
A soft knock on the table pulled him back. Rian leaned against one of the high chairs, holding a mug of black coffee like it was a moral obligation.

“So,” Rian said, “you’re alive. Good. I wasn’t sure.”

Evan huffed a quiet breath. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Rian said, lifting an eyebrow, “that you looked like you were about to pass out when Lia walked in.”

Evan didn’t flinch. He was too practiced for that. But he didn’t deny it either.

Rian took a sip from his mug. “You two gonna survive this project, or do I need to prepare a first aid kit and a therapy pamphlet?”

“Don’t start,” Evan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s just day one.”

“Exactly my point.”

Evan glared at him. Rian didn’t look remotely sorry.

“Relax. I’m not judging.” Another sip. “Okay, actually I am judging. But with love.”

“We’re fine,” Evan said firmly. “We’re handling it professionally.”

“Uh-huh.” Rian glanced at the hallway where Lia disappeared minutes earlier. “Looked extremely professional to me. Two statues trying not to breathe near each other.”

Evan didn’t respond.

Rian let out a long breath, tone shifting. Softer. “You okay?”

No.

“Yes,” Evan said.

Rian stared at him for a long, assessing moment. “Right. Let me know when you’re ready to lie better.”

He left before Evan could respond.

Evan leaned back against the chair, closing his eyes for three slow seconds. Then he exhaled and forced the morning into order.

Work first.
Always work first.
He gathered the moodboards, straightened the printouts, and pulled up the brand guidelines on his laptop. For the next twenty minutes, he lost himself in logistics—timelines, resource allocation, client expectations. Numbers didn’t hurt. Deadlines didn’t ache. Strategy didn’t remind him of what he once had and lost.

But after the twentieth minute, Lia’s absence became too noticeable.

She’d gone to refine the concept drafts. She should return soon. They had a meeting with the internal design team at eleven. They still needed to align their talking points.

He checked the time.

It hadn’t even been ten minutes.

He cursed under his breath and forced his eyes back to the schedule. Anything to keep himself from imagining her in the other room—frowning softly over her sketchbook, tucking her hair behind her ear in that absent-minded way that used to make him pause whatever he was doing just to watch.

He shook his head once. Hard.

He needed space.
He needed focus.
He needed—
“Evan?”

Her voice.

He turned.

Lia stood in the doorway, holding her notebook to her chest again. Her expression was composed, but her eyes... her eyes were too open. Too honest. They always were when she was trying her hardest to hide.

Something in him softened despite every intention not to.

“Hey,” he said—calm, steady, professional. “How did it go?”

She walked closer, placing her notebook on the table. “I drafted two directions based on the emotional cues we discussed.”

She flipped open the pages, revealing early sketches—soft textures, intimate shadows, typography that evoked breath rather than structure. Her lines were precise, delicate, full of quiet emotion.

He swallowed.

She’d always been brilliant.
She always would be.
“These are strong,” he said, and meant it. “The first one feels more aligned with the brand story.”

“That’s what I thought.”

He should’ve kept his eyes on the pages.
He didn’t.
Her lashes cast faint shadows under her eyes. The morning light warmed the side of her face, turning her skin almost translucent. She looked both the same and completely different—like time had touched her gently and harshly all at once.

“Do you want to present both to the team,” Evan asked quietly, “or narrow it down first?”

“Both,” she said. “I want feedback before I commit.”

He nodded. “We can do that.”

Silence settled—thin, fragile, filled with the weight of three months compressed into minutes.

Lia closed her notebook. “I’ll get the projector ready.”

“I can do it,” he said at the same time.

They both froze.

It was nothing. A reflex.
But it was also everything.
“Sorry,” Lia murmured.

“You don’t have to apologize,” he said again—second time in one morning. It was becoming a problem.

Her lips curved, not into a smile exactly, but something close. Or tired. Or both.

Evan cleared his throat. “I’ll handle the setup. You... you can prepare the wireframes.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

She stepped back, brushing past him without touching him this time. But even the absence of contact felt too loud.

He watched her walk away.

He shouldn’t have.

He looked away immediately after.

Too late.
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BY ELEVEN, THE TEAM gathered in the brainstorming room—whiteboards covered in old marker residue, chairs mismatched from years of being dragged between meeting spaces.

Lia stood a few feet ahead of him, presenting her concept drafts.

Everyone listened intently.

Everyone but him.

He tried. He really did. But his eyes kept drifting to her hands as she gestured, to the delicate tremble of her fingers when she turned a page, to the way she held herself slightly smaller than usual—like she was being careful with her own presence.

She used to be more relaxed presenting. Confident. Playful.

He wondered if working with him again made her tense.
He hoped it wasn’t because of him.
He feared it was because of him.
“...and the emotional direction emphasizes raw authenticity,” Lia finished, pointing to a sketch of a close-up textile detail. “It doesn’t shy away from imperfections. It leans into them.”

One designer raised a hand. “It’s beautiful, but will Ally want
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