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Chapter 1: The New Waitress

	The bell above the door jingled softly as Emily stepped into The Maple Leaf Diner for the first time as an employee, not a customer. The morning sun streamed through the large front windows, casting warm light across the red vinyl booths and polished chrome fixtures. The air carried the scent of freshly brewed coffee, maple syrup, and a hint of bacon grease—comforting and familiar. The diner was already humming with the quiet energy of a new day. Locals filled their usual spots, chatting over newspapers and breakfast plates, nodding politely as she passed.

	Emily adjusted the strap of her apron and offered a timid smile to the older woman behind the counter, a no-nonsense type with silver-streaked hair pulled into a tidy bun. “You must be Emily,” the woman said, setting down a pot of coffee. “I’m Dana. I run this place, and if you survive your first week, you’ll be just fine.” Her tone was gruff but not unkind.

	Emily laughed nervously and nodded. She had taken the job out of necessity more than anything else. After leaving the city—and everything that had unraveled there—she needed something stable, quiet, manageable. This small-town diner, with its laminated menus and scratchy jukebox in the corner, felt like a safe place to start over. At least, it did at first.

	Dana handed her a notepad and a pen. “You’ve waitressed before, right?”

	“Yeah, back in college,” Emily replied. “I remember how to pour coffee, at least.”

	“That’s most of the job,” Dana said, motioning her toward the floor. “Start with the regulars. They’ll tell you if you screw up. Just stay away from Table 9 for now.”

	Emily blinked. “What’s wrong with Table 9?”

	Dana’s expression flickered for just a moment—something unreadable passing through her eyes—before she replied, “Nothing, really. He just doesn’t like being bothered.”

	He. So there was someone there.

	Curious, Emily turned and glanced toward the back corner of the diner, where a solitary booth sat slightly apart from the others. It was mostly shadowed, despite the sunlight that bathed the rest of the room. A man sat there, motionless except for the occasional lift of a coffee cup to his lips. He was dressed simply—dark jacket, plain button-down shirt—but something about him felt... off. Not threatening, exactly. Just still. Too still.

	Throughout the morning, Emily tried to focus on her tables, memorizing names, learning preferences. Mr. Jacobs liked his eggs runny and his toast dry. Sandra from the bookstore always ordered oatmeal with extra cinnamon. A couple of teenagers came in for milkshakes, giggling and ignoring their phones for once. It was a rhythm she could settle into.

	But every time she passed by Table 9, she couldn’t help but glance at the stranger.

	He didn’t read a newspaper. He didn’t scroll through a phone. He didn’t speak. Occasionally, Dana would refill his coffee without a word, and he would nod slightly in acknowledgment. Emily noticed that none of the other servers ever approached him. No one ever sat near him. It was as though the entire diner had silently agreed that Table 9 belonged to him, and he to it.

	Later, during a brief lull, Emily leaned against the counter next to a younger waitress named Marcy. “What’s the deal with that guy?” she asked quietly, nodding toward the corner booth.

	Marcy glanced over her shoulder, then lowered her voice. “Simon. That’s what he goes by, anyway. Shows up almost every day, sits there for hours, drinks his coffee black, says nothing.”

	“Doesn’t that seem a little... strange?”

	“Everything around here’s a little strange if you hang around long enough,” Marcy replied with a shrug. “Some folks say he’s just a drifter. Others think he’s ex-military or something. My aunt swears he’s a private detective.”

	Emily raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

	“Well, she also thinks her neighbor is running an underground casino, so take that with a grain of salt,” Marcy said with a grin. “But yeah, he’s been coming in for years. Always the same booth, same routine. Never causes trouble, but gives you chills, y’know?”

	Emily did know. Even now, as she snuck another glance, she felt it. That prickling awareness at the back of her neck. That subtle tension in the air, like static before a storm. Something about Simon didn’t sit right. Maybe it was the way he observed everything without seeming to look. Or the way his presence made the air around him feel heavier somehow, like gravity worked differently at Table 9.

	Around noon, a flustered delivery guy knocked over a tray near the counter. Plates clattered to the floor. The sudden crash startled everyone in the diner—everyone but Simon. Emily saw it clearly: he didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink. He just continued sipping his coffee, his eyes locked somewhere beyond the window, as if he were watching something only he could see.

	Later, when Dana gave her a short break, Emily wandered out back for a breath of air. The cool breeze helped clear her head. Small towns weren’t supposed to be unnerving, she thought. They were supposed to be simple, relaxing, even boring. But already, she felt the undercurrents. The quiet way people avoided certain topics. The odd glances exchanged when someone said too much. And, of course, Simon.

	When she returned inside, her break nearly over, she noticed something peculiar. Table 9 was empty. A fresh five-dollar bill lay beneath the coffee cup, along with a folded napkin. She assumed it was just another tip and moved to clear the table. But when she unfolded the napkin, she found something scrawled in neat, precise handwriting.

	“You should leave this town before it remembers you.”

	Emily froze, staring at the message. Her heartbeat quickened, echoing in her ears. Was it meant for her? Was it a warning? A threat?

	She glanced toward the door, but there was no sign of Simon. Just the soft chatter of patrons and the clink of silverware. The world seemed to have gone on without noticing anything strange had happened. But something had happened. Emily was sure of it.

	She slipped the napkin into her apron pocket and finished clearing the table. Her hands trembled slightly as she wiped the surface clean, as though removing the evidence of something she wasn’t ready to face. When she looked up, Dana was watching her from the counter, her expression unreadable once again.

	“Everything okay?” Dana asked casually.

	“Yeah,” Emily said, forcing a smile. “Just—learning the ropes.”

	Dana nodded. “It’s a good place, this diner. Reliable. People like that.”

	Emily nodded too, but her mind was still on the napkin. On the man with the too-still presence and the sharp, assessing eyes. On the way this town felt like it was hiding something just beneath its postcard-perfect surface.

	She didn’t know why, but she had the sudden and unshakable feeling that coming here hadn’t been a fresh start at all.

	It had been the beginning of something.

	And it started at Table 9.

	 


Chapter 2: Unreadable Eyes

	Emily had worked four shifts at the diner, and in that short time, Table 9 had become an invisible boundary in her mind—a line she didn’t want to cross, even if she couldn’t explain why. The man who sat there, Simon, as Marcy had said his name was, remained a constant fixture. Morning after morning, he appeared like clockwork. Same seat. Same black coffee. Same silence. And the same eyes—deep-set, unreadable, the kind of eyes that seemed to take in everything without giving anything away.

	At first, she had assumed he was just a loner. There were plenty of people like that in the world, people who craved solitude more than conversation. But Simon’s silence wasn’t just solitude—it was something denser, heavier. It was silence that had weight, presence, purpose. And it was beginning to wear on her. Every time she stepped onto the diner floor, she felt his gaze—never obvious, never prolonged, but just there, at the edge of her awareness, like a shadow in a room with no light.

	Emily had tried to ignore it. She focused on her tables, on memorizing the menu, on learning how to balance three plates on one arm like Marcy did. But it was impossible not to feel that slow, deliberate attention following her through the room. It wasn’t aggressive. It wasn’t flirtatious. It wasn’t even cold. It was just... neutral. Too neutral. Like she was being studied by someone who hadn’t decided yet what to make of her.

	On Thursday morning, she tried to strike up a casual conversation about it. She and Marcy were rolling silverware into napkins during a lull when Emily said, “You ever notice how Simon watches people? Like really watches them?”

	Marcy paused, glanced around to make sure no one else was listening, then gave a vague shrug. “He’s just quiet. Some folks are like that.”

	“Yeah, but... it’s like he’s memorizing everything. You ever talk to him?”

	Marcy hesitated. “Not really. I mean, I’ve said hi. He doesn’t say much back. Never rude, just... private.”

	Emily raised an eyebrow. “Do we even know where he lives?”

	“Nope. I think he’s got a place outside of town, maybe. Someone said they saw him walking along the highway once, way out past the old gas station.”

	“That’s not creepy at all,” Emily muttered.

	Marcy chuckled, but it sounded forced. “Don’t overthink it. He’s harmless.”

	But Emily wasn’t sure she believed that anymore. Not necessarily that Simon was dangerous—just that he wasn’t as harmless as everyone pretended he was. Because that’s what it felt like: pretending. Whenever she brought him up, the tone of the conversation shifted. People got vague. They changed the subject. They smiled a little too quickly and brushed her off, like she was being silly, like she’d said something she wasn’t supposed to.
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