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For the moments we never planned,

And the lines we never thought we’d cross.
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At first, it’s just a shift in her posture. Her shoulders loosen, like she’s letting something go that she didn’t realize she was holding. Her breathing changes before anything else does—slower for a moment, then uneven, like it’s trying to find a rhythm and losing it again.

Her eyes don’t always stay open. When they close, it isn’t forced—it’s instinctive, like she’s turning inward. Her brow softens, then tightens slightly, not in pain, but in concentration... feeling something that’s just beginning to crest.

Her lips part without her noticing. A breath slips out—barely a sound at first—more air than voice. Her head might tilt back or lean forward depending on the moment, as if she’s following something invisible, something pulling her just out of stillness.

Her hands become expressive without intention. Fingers curl slightly, sometimes gripping whatever is near—fabric, a cushion, the edge of something solid—like she needs something to anchor her while everything else drifts.

There’s a subtle tension that spreads through her body. Not rigid—never stiff—but alive. Her back may arch just a little, her shoulders pressing into whatever supports her, her body responding in waves rather than one single motion.

And then—

There’s a shift.

A pause that isn’t really a pause.

Her breath catches—held for a second too long—before it releases in a way that feels like it’s been building for longer than she realized. Her expression changes in that instant. It softens and intensifies at the same time, like something passed through her rather than stopping inside her.

Afterward, she doesn’t snap back.

She lingers there for a moment—eyes still closed or just barely opening, her breathing slower again, her body settling back into itself piece by piece. There’s a quietness to her, but not the same quiet as before.

This one feels fuller.

Warmer.

And she doesn’t yet understand why.
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Chapter 1

The Way the Light Changes
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The light came in softer in the spring. Lauren noticed it every year, though she never really meant to. It wasn’t something she talked about or pointed out to anyone else. It just... happened. The way the sun found its way through the wide office windows and settled differently across the desks. Warmer somehow. Less harsh than winter. Less demanding.

Gentler.

She stood for a moment longer than she needed to at the edge of her desk, one hand resting lightly against the back of her chair, letting that light fall across her arm. It made everything feel slower. Or maybe it just reminded her that things could be.

Around her, the office was already moving.

Phones ringing. Chairs rolling. Conversations starting and stopping in low, familiar rhythms. The kind of sounds you stopped hearing after a while, until they became more like a backdrop than anything else.

She was good here.

That wasn’t something she questioned anymore.

People relied on her. They came to her when something didn’t make sense, when something needed smoothing over, when they just needed someone to listen without being rushed. She didn’t mind it. In fact, she liked it. There was something steady about being the one people trusted.

“Morning, Lauren.”

She turned slightly, offering a small smile as one of her coworkers passed by.

“Morning.”

Simple. Easy. Familiar.

That was the word people would probably use if they had to describe her.

Easy.

She didn’t think that was a bad thing.

Her attention drifted back to her desk, to the neat stack of papers she had already started organizing before most people had even logged in. There was comfort in it. In knowing what needed to be done. In moving through it without hesitation.

It wasn’t until she sat down that she felt it.

Not a sound.

Not a movement.

Just... awareness.

It was strange how that worked. How you could be completely focused one second—and then something you couldn’t quite explain pulled your attention somewhere else the next.

She didn’t look right away.

She couldn’t even say why.

Maybe because there was no reason to.

Maybe because there didn’t need to be one.

She adjusted a paper that didn’t need adjusting. Reached for her pen. Set it down again.

And then, without thinking too much about it—

She looked.

Across the office.

It wasn’t far, exactly. But it wasn’t close either. The kind of distance where you didn’t notice people unless you were looking for them.

She wasn’t.

Not really.

But she saw him anyway.

He wasn’t doing anything unusual.

Just sitting at his desk. Focused. Still. One hand resting near his keyboard, the other moving a mouse in small, controlled motions. There was nothing about him that stood out in the way people usually did.

No loud personality.

No constant movement.

No need to be seen.

And yet—

She noticed him.

She couldn’t explain that part.

Maybe it was the way he didn’t look around much.

Or the way he seemed completely fine not being part of the conversations happening near him.

Or maybe it was just that he didn’t feel like he was trying to be anything at all.

For a moment, she wondered how long he’d been there.

Not just today.

But in general.

Had she seen him before?

She must have.

This wasn’t a small office. People moved in and out of each other’s awareness all the time. It wasn’t unusual to work near someone for weeks before actually noticing them.

Still...

It felt like she would have remembered him.

As if something in her looking had been felt—

He glanced up.

Not quickly.

Not startled.

Just... naturally.

And for a brief second—

Their eyes met.

There was no smile.

No awkward shift.

No immediate looking away.

Just recognition.

It wasn’t intense.

It wasn’t anything she could describe later if someone asked.

But it was there.

And then, just as easily as it had happened—

She looked down.

Her pen was still in her hand. She hadn’t written anything.

She let out a small breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and adjusted the paper again, this time actually reading the first line in front of her.

It took her a moment to focus.

Not because of him.

She wouldn’t have said that.

Just... because.

A few minutes passed.

Maybe more.

She didn’t check.

But eventually—

Without thinking too much about it—

She looked again.

He was already looking back.

Not staring.

Not waiting.

Just there.

Like before.

And this time...

She noticed something else.

He didn’t look away right away either.

Later that afternoon, as the office settled into its quieter rhythm, Lauren found herself standing near the printer, waiting for a report she had already double-checked twice.

She shifted her weight slightly, arms loosely crossed, eyes on the slow progress of paper sliding out one sheet at a time.

She could feel it again.

That same quiet awareness.

It didn’t bother her.

It didn’t make her uncomfortable.

If anything...

It made her curious.

She didn’t turn this time.

Not immediately.

Instead, she let the moment sit where it was. Let it exist without needing to define it.

The printer hummed softly.

Another page slid out.
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Chapter 2

The Space Between Moments
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The next morning didn’t feel any different.

That was the first thing Lauren noticed.

She set her bag down beside her desk, smoothing a hand over the surface out of habit before sitting. Her computer screen flickered to life, emails already waiting. She skimmed the first few without really taking them in.

It didn’t take long.

She felt it again.

That quiet awareness.

This time, she didn’t wait.

She looked.

He was already there.

Across the office, in the same place as yesterday. Seated, focused, steady in a way that hadn’t felt noticeable before—but now did.

It wasn’t that he was looking at her.

Not yet.

But she had the distinct feeling—

If she waited long enough—

He would.

Lauren turned her attention back to her screen before that moment could happen.

Not avoiding it.

Just... letting it be.

By mid-morning, the office had settled into its usual pace.

Lauren had already moved through a handful of tasks, answered questions, helped someone fix a small issue that probably didn’t need her help but was easier with it anyway.

She liked that part of her day.

The predictability of it.

The way people relied on her without needing to say much.

It grounded her.

Still—

Her focus drifted more than usual.

Not enough for anyone to notice.

But enough for her to.

The printer had been slower lately.

Or maybe people were just using it more.

Lauren stood beside it again, one hand resting lightly against the edge as she waited for her documents to finish. She glanced down at her phone briefly, then back up at the small screen counting pages one by one.

Three left.

She shifted her weight.

Two.

And then—

Footsteps.

Not rushed.

Not hesitant.

Just... there.

She didn’t turn right away.

She didn’t need to.

There was a quiet certainty in the way he approached. The same calm presence she had noticed the day before—unforced, unbothered by anything around him.

She let one more page slide out before she glanced over.

He was standing just a few feet away now, holding a small stack of papers in his hand.

Closer than yesterday.

Close enough that she could see him more clearly.

There was nothing overly striking about him.

That was the thing.

No sharp features demanding attention. No expression trying to be anything more than what it was.

Just... normal.

And yet—

He looked at her.

Not intensely.

Not in a way that made her uncomfortable.

Just enough.

Just long enough.

“Morning.”

His voice was easy. Low. Like it belonged exactly where it was.

Lauren gave a small smile, almost instinctive.

“Morning.”

That was it.

No follow-up.

No awkward pause.

Just a moment that passed as naturally as it had started.

She turned back toward the printer, gathering her pages as they finished. He stepped forward just after, placing his papers down in the tray with a quiet efficiency.

For a second—

They stood beside each other.

Not touching.

Not speaking.

Just sharing the same space.

Lauren tucked her papers into a neat stack, holding them close as she stepped aside.

“Go ahead,” she said lightly, nodding toward the printer.

“Thanks.”

Another small moment.

Another simple exchange.

And then she walked away.

It happened again the next day.

And the day after that.

Not always at the same time.

Not always for the same reason.

But enough—

That it stopped feeling like coincidence.

A few mornings later, as she stepped up to the printer with a small set of documents, she found herself pausing just slightly before pressing print.

Not hesitating.

Just... aware.

The machine hummed to life.

Paper shifted.

And almost on cue—

There he was again.

This time, she smiled first.

It wasn’t big.

It wasn’t intentional.

But it happened.

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

Same tone.

Same ease.

But something about it felt... lighter.

She started noticing the timing.

Not in a way she could prove.

Not in a way she would ever say out loud.

But enough to wonder.

Did he already have something to print—

Or did he wait?

The thought came and went quickly.

She didn’t hold onto it.

But it stayed somewhere in the back of her mind.

A week passed like that.

Small moments.

Short greetings.

Nothing more.

And yet—

It built.

It was later in the morning when it finally shifted.

Not dramatically.

Not in a way anyone else would notice.

But enough.

Lauren had just gathered her papers when he stepped up beside her again, setting his own down.

“Hey,” he said, this time with a slight pause after it. Like he had decided something.

She looked at him.

“Hey.”

Another second passed.

Then—

“I’m—” he started, then gave a small, almost self-aware smile. “I realized I never actually introduced myself.”

Lauren felt that same quiet awareness settle in again.

Like something small had just... opened.

She nodded once, encouraging without saying anything.

He held her gaze just long enough.

Then said his name.

Simple.

Clear.

No buildup.

Lauren repeated it softly, committing it to memory without needing to try.

“I’m Lauren.”

“I know,” he said, just as simply.

That caught her off guard—not in a bad way.

Just enough to make her smile a little more than before.

“Of course you do,” she said lightly.

He nodded once, a small smile forming—subtle, but there.

“I’ve seen you around.”

“Same.”

It wasn’t flirtatious.

It wasn’t loaded.

Just honest.

And somehow—

that felt like more.

When she walked back to her desk this time, she didn’t look over right away.

But she could feel it.

That something had changed.

Not everything.

Just enough.

Later, when she finally did glance across the office—

he looked up.

And this time—

they both smiled.
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Chapter 3: 

The Things We Don’t Plan
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It wasn’t planned.

That’s what Lauren would tell herself later.

There hadn’t been a moment where she decided anything. No pause where she thought, I’m going to say this. No intention behind it.

It just... happened.

The morning had started like the others.

Light through the windows. The steady rhythm of the office settling in. Emails, conversations, quiet movement between desks.

And him.

Jake.

It still felt new, knowing his name.

Not in a dramatic way. Just... different. Like something that had been undefined now had shape to it. Something she could think about without needing to explain why.

She saw him before she sat down.

That had become normal.

A quick glance across the office—subtle enough that it didn’t feel obvious. Familiar enough that it didn’t feel accidental.

He looked up not long after.

A small nod.

A hint of a smile.

She returned it before turning back to her desk.

Simple.

Easy.

Still... something.

By mid-morning, she found herself near the printer again.

Not because she needed to be right that second.

But because she would need to be soon.

That thought crossed her mind just as she hit print.

That’s... new.

She didn’t dwell on it.

The printer hummed.

Pages began to slide out.

And like clockwork—

He showed up.

Lauren didn’t smile right away this time.

She waited.

Just a second.

Just to see.

“Morning,” he said, stepping up beside her, placing his papers down.

“Morning.”

There was a small pause—comfortable, but noticeable.

Not awkward.

Just... open.

Jake glanced at the printer screen, then back toward the papers in his hand.

“I think this thing’s getting slower,” he said.

Lauren let out a soft breath that almost turned into a laugh.

“I thought that yesterday,” she replied. “I wasn’t sure if it was just me.”

“No, it’s definitely slower,” he said, nodding once like he had confirmed it somewhere official. “Probably part of a long-term plan to test everyone’s patience.”

That made her smile.

“Or force us to talk to each other,” she said, before she could stop herself.

There it was.

A small shift.

Jake looked at her, just briefly, something in his expression changing—subtle, but there.

“Seems to be working,” he said.

Lauren felt that land a little more than she expected.

Not heavy.

Just enough.

She looked back toward the printer, reaching for her pages as they finished.

“Do you always come down here around this time?” he asked, casual, like it didn’t matter either way.

“Most days,” she said. “Depends on what I’m working on.”

He nodded.

“Same.”

Another pause.

Still easy.

Still nothing forced.

She should have left it there.

That would have made the most sense.

Grab her papers. Say something simple. Walk away.

Normal.

But instead—

“I usually go down to the café for lunch,” she said, stacking her pages together neatly. “Just to get out of here for a bit.”

The words came out so naturally she didn’t even catch them at first.

Until she did.

Why did I say that?

She kept her expression steady, her hands moving like nothing had shifted.

Jake just nodded again.

“Yeah?” he said. “I’ve been down there a couple times. It’s not bad.”

“It’s quiet,” she added. “Most of the time.”

Why am I still talking?

“Hard to find that up here,” he said lightly, glancing back toward the office.

That made her smile again.

“Exactly.”

And then—

That was it.

No invitation.

No follow-up.

No expectation.

She walked away.

The moment she sat back down at her desk, the thought hit her fully.

Why did I tell him that?

It wasn’t like her.

She didn’t offer information like that. Not without a reason. Not without knowing where it was going.

And that—

That hadn’t gone anywhere.

He hadn’t asked to join her.

He hadn’t made it into anything.

He had just... responded.

Normal.

Completely normal.

So why did it feel like she had done something... unnecessary?

Lauren opened her email, trying to settle back into her work.

It was just conversation.

That’s all it was.

People talked about lunch all the time.

It didn’t mean anything.

She shook her head slightly, almost amused with herself.

You’re overthinking it.

Still—

The thought stayed with her longer than it should have.

By the time lunch came around, she almost didn’t go.

Not because of him.

She wouldn’t have said that.

Just... because.

But the idea of staying at her desk felt off in a different way.

So she grabbed her bag, stood, and headed toward the elevators without looking across the office first.

The café was quieter than usual.

A few familiar faces scattered around. A couple of coworkers she recognized enough to nod to but didn’t feel the need to sit with.

That was part of why she liked it.

It gave her space.

Lauren ordered something simple, found a table near the window, and sat down.

For a while, it was exactly what she expected.

Quiet.

Calm.

Normal.

She checked her phone. Took a few bites. Let her mind drift just enough to feel like a break.

And then—

Don’t look up.

The thought came out of nowhere.

She frowned slightly to herself.

Why would I even—

Footsteps.

Closer than they should have been to ignore.

She looked up.

Jake stood there, one hand resting lightly on the back of the empty chair across from her.

Not rushed.

Not hesitant.

Just... there.

“Hey,” he said.

Her heart did something small. Unexpected.

“Hey.”

He glanced at the seat, then back at her.

“Mind if I sit for a minute?”

A minute.

He said it like he meant it.

Not like he was planning to stay.

Not like he expected anything.

Just... asking.

Lauren felt a brief flicker of something she didn’t quite name.

Then she nodded.
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