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Hearts Collide

Chapter 1 – The Moment of Collision
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The gallery was too bright.

Bruno noticed it the second he stepped inside—the way the white walls reflected every shard of light, the way conversations seemed to echo just a fraction too sharply. It was the kind of place designed to make people feel observed even when no one was looking.

He adjusted his cuff out of habit, a small, controlled movement, then glanced toward Erica.

She looked at ease.

Of course she did.

Erica moved through spaces like this as if they had been built around her rather than the other way around. There was nothing forced about the way she held her glass, nothing uncertain in the soft curve of her shoulders. Even now, scanning the room, she wasn’t searching for approval—just taking everything in.

“I think this might be the most pretentious room we’ve been in all year,” she murmured, not looking at him.

Bruno allowed himself the faintest smile. “That’s a high bar.”

“Mm.” She tilted her head toward a canvas that was nothing but aggressive strokes of red. “I’m sure someone here is calling that revolutionary.”

“And you’re not?”

“I think it’s loud,” she said simply. “Not the same thing.”

He liked that about her—the way she never tried to sound impressed.

For a moment, everything was exactly as it always had been between them: steady, balanced, familiar in a way that didn’t feel stale but established. Predictable in the best sense.

Then it shifted.

It wasn’t obvious at first. There was no sudden noise, no dramatic interruption. Just a subtle disturbance in the rhythm of the room—like a note slightly off-key in an otherwise perfect composition.

Bruno felt it before he saw it.

A presence.

His gaze moved without conscious thought, drawn across the room until it landed—

—and stopped.

She wasn’t trying to stand out.

That was the first thing he noticed.

In a room filled with people who dressed to be seen, she wasn’t performing for anyone. Dark fabric, simple lines, nothing that demanded attention—and yet, somehow, attention gathered around her anyway.

Julia.

He didn’t know her name yet, but something about her felt... deliberate.

Not calculated. Not curated.

Just unapologetic.

She stood near the far wall, studying a piece with quiet intensity, as if the rest of the room didn’t exist. One hand loosely wrapped around a glass she hadn’t touched. The other tucked into the pocket of her coat.

Stillness, in a room full of movement.

It was enough to disrupt everything.

“You’re staring.”

Erica’s voice cut in softly, closer now.

Bruno didn’t look away immediately. “Am I?”

“Mm.” A faint note of amusement. “You only do that when something’s caught your attention.”

He exhaled quietly, then finally shifted his gaze back to her. “Observation isn’t a crime.”

“No,” Erica said, her eyes flicking past him, following the line of his earlier focus. “But it’s rarely accidental.”

There was no accusation in her tone. Just awareness.

That was what made it dangerous.

For a brief second, he considered dismissing it—redirecting, letting the moment pass. That would have been the easier choice.

Instead, he said, “She doesn’t belong here.”

Erica’s brow lifted slightly. “That’s a bold claim.”

“Look around,” he said. “Everyone’s trying too hard.”

“And she’s not?”

“No.”

Erica studied the woman again, longer this time.

Something in her expression shifted—not dramatically, but enough that Bruno noticed.

Curiosity.

“Well,” she said after a moment, “now I’m interested.”

“That wasn’t my intention.”

“It never is,” Erica replied lightly, already taking a step forward.

Bruno hesitated.

Just briefly.

Then he followed.
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Julia noticed them before they reached her.

Of course she did.

People like her didn’t miss things—they chose when to acknowledge them.

She let them approach anyway, her gaze still on the painting as if they weren’t worth interrupting it for.

Up close, the details sharpened.

There was nothing careless about her after all. The simplicity of her appearance wasn’t accidental—it was controlled. Intentional in a way that rejected excess rather than lacking access to it.

Bruno felt something tighten in his chest.

Recognition, maybe.

Or challenge.

“It’s trying too hard.”

The words came from Erica, calm and conversational.

Julia turned then.

Slowly.

Her eyes moved first to Erica, taking her in with a single, measured glance—not dismissive, not impressed. Just seeing.

Then they shifted to Bruno.

And lingered.

There it was again—that subtle disruption, sharper now.

Not flirtation.

Not even interest in the obvious sense.

Something quieter.

Something that didn’t ask permission.

“Most things here are,” Julia said, her voice even. “That one’s just more honest about it.”

Bruno tilted his head slightly. “Honest in what way?”

“It doesn’t pretend to mean more than it does.” Her gaze flicked briefly back to the canvas. “It’s loud. That’s the whole point.”

Erica smiled faintly. “That’s exactly what I said.”

Julia’s attention returned to her, and this time there was the slightest shift—something warmer, almost approving.

“Then you’re paying attention,” she said.

Bruno felt it again.

That imbalance.

The way the focus moved—not between him and Erica, but through them. Julia wasn’t engaging with them as a pair. She was engaging with each of them separately, seamlessly, without asking where the boundaries were.

Or if there were any.

“And you are?” he asked, more pointed now.

Her gaze slid back to him.

“Yes.”

No elaboration.

No hesitation.

It should have been dismissive.

Instead, it felt like an answer he wasn’t entirely prepared for.

Silence stretched—not awkward, but charged.

Erica broke it first. “I’m Erica.”

“Julia.”

A beat.

“Bruno.”

Julia’s eyes flicked to him again, and for the first time, there was the faintest hint of something sharper beneath the surface.

“I know.”

That made him pause.

“Do you.”

“I pay attention too,” she said.

There was no explanation of how. Or why.

Just that same quiet certainty.

Erica let out a soft breath, something between a laugh and a release of tension. “Well,” she said, “this just got more interesting.”

Bruno didn’t respond.

He was still watching Julia.

And she was still watching him.

Not openly.

Not obviously.

But enough.

Enough that something unspoken settled between them—something that hadn’t existed ten minutes ago, something that had no clear shape yet but already felt... inevitable.

Erica shifted her weight slightly, stepping just a fraction closer—not to claim space, but to remain part of it.

Julia noticed.

Of course she did.

Her gaze moved between them again, slower this time.

Assessing.

Understanding.

And then—unexpectedly—she smiled.

Not wide. Not performative.

Just enough to change everything.

It wasn’t directed at one of them.

It was for both.

And somehow, that made it worse.

—or better.

Bruno wasn’t sure yet.

What he did know was this:

The night had already moved beyond his control.

And for the first time in a long time—

He wasn’t certain he wanted it back.
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Chapter 2 – The Lingering Spark
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Julia didn’t say goodbye.

One moment she was there—standing just close enough to disrupt the space between Bruno and Erica—and the next, she wasn’t. No drawn-out exit, no polite excuse. She simply drifted out of the conversation as easily as she had entered it, leaving behind the faint impression that she had never needed permission to be part of it in the first place.

Erica noticed first.

Not the absence itself, but the shift it created.

It was subtle. A quiet loosening in the atmosphere, like a thread pulled free from fabric that had once been tightly woven. The balance returned—but not completely. Something had already changed shape.

“She didn’t stay long,” Erica said, her voice thoughtful rather than pointed.

Bruno didn’t answer immediately.

His gaze moved across the room, not searching—he told himself—but settling, briefly, in the direction Julia had gone. There was no sign of her now. Just the same carefully curated crowd, the same practiced conversations.

Unchanged.

Except it wasn’t.

“She wasn’t trying to,” he said finally.

Erica glanced at him, her expression unreadable for a moment. “No,” she agreed. “She wasn’t.”

A pause settled between them—not heavy, not uncomfortable. Just... present.

Bruno took a slow sip from his glass, though he barely registered the taste. His mind wasn’t on the wine, or the art, or the conversation they had been having before Julia had appeared.

It was on the way she had looked at him.

No.

Not just him.

At them.

That quiet awareness. That refusal to fit into expectation.

It lingered.

“I think she knew who you were,” Erica added lightly, though her tone carried something quieter beneath it. “That seemed... intentional.”

Bruno’s jaw shifted slightly. “Possibly.”

“You don’t sound surprised.”

“I’m not particularly private,” he replied. “It wouldn’t be difficult.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Of course it wasn’t.

Erica turned her attention back to the painting in front of them, though it was clear she wasn’t really looking at it anymore. “It didn’t feel like recognition,” she said. “It felt like... choice.”

Bruno let out a quiet breath through his nose. “That’s a distinction without much difference.”

“I don’t think so.”

Her voice was still calm. Still measured.

But there was something beneath it now. Not tension—not yet. Just a shift in tone that didn’t quite match the ease from earlier.

Bruno noticed.

He always did.

“She chose to engage,” Erica continued. “With both of us. That’s not the same as simply knowing who you are.”

There it was again.

That subtle repositioning.

Not accusation.

Not even confrontation.

Just... awareness.

Bruno set his glass down on the nearby table, more carefully than necessary. “You’re reading into it.”

“Maybe.”

Erica’s lips curved slightly, but it didn’t fully reach her eyes. “Or maybe I’m not.”

He didn’t respond.

For a moment, the conversation slipped—not into silence, but into something quieter, less defined. Around them, the gallery carried on as it always did—voices blending together, footsteps echoing softly against polished floors.

Ordinary.

Predictable.

And yet—

Bruno’s attention drifted again.

Unwillingly this time.

He found himself scanning the room once more, not in search of Julia, but aware of the absence she had left behind. It was irrational. There was no reason for it. No justification for the way his focus kept slipping, the way his thoughts kept circling back to a conversation that had lasted, at most, a few minutes.

It was nothing.

It should have been nothing.

“Bruno.”

Erica’s voice was soft, but it cut through the noise effortlessly.

He looked at her.

Really looked this time.

She was watching him now—not casually, not passively. There was a steadiness in her gaze that hadn’t been there earlier. Not demanding. Not confrontational.

Just present.

“You’re doing it again,” she said.

A faint crease formed between his brows. “Doing what?”

“Leaving.”

The word settled between them, heavier than it should have been.

“I’m standing right here.”

“Yes,” Erica said gently. “You are.”

And still—

The implication lingered.

Bruno exhaled slowly, straightening slightly as if grounding himself back into the moment. “It’s been a long week,” he said, the explanation automatic, familiar. “I’m distracted. That’s all.”

Erica held his gaze for a second longer than necessary.

Then, just as easily as she had stepped into that moment of clarity, she let it go.

“Alright,” she said.

No argument.

No push.

That was what made it harder to ignore.

She turned away slightly, reaching for her glass again, her attention shifting back to the room—not fully, but enough to signal a change.

The conversation was over.

For now.

—
[image: ]


They didn’t stay much longer.

There was no discussion about leaving, no clear decision. It simply happened the way these things often did between them—unspoken agreement, a shared understanding of timing.

Or what used to be shared.

The night air outside was cooler, quieter. The city felt different after the brightness of the gallery—less performative, more real.

Erica stepped out first, drawing in a slow breath as if resetting something internal. Bruno followed a moment later, his gaze lingering briefly on the entrance behind them before shifting forward.

“Dinner?” he asked.

It was routine. Familiar.

Safe.

Erica considered it for a moment.

“Not tonight,” she said.

That made him pause.

“Not hungry?”

“I am.” She glanced at him, a faint smile touching her lips again—this time softer, more genuine. “Just not for that.”

There was no sharpness in it.

No rejection.

And yet, something about the answer felt... off.

Different.

Bruno studied her for a second, as if trying to find the shift, the point where the balance had tipped. “You want to go home?”

“Eventually.”

A small pause.

“I think I’d rather walk for a bit.”

That wasn’t unusual.

But
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