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Chapter 1

	Rain drummed gently against the café window, streaking the glass in long, impatient lines. Inside, the warm smell of coffee and baked bread wrapped around Maren like a soft blanket. She sat alone at a corner table, her sketchbook open but untouched, as if waiting for inspiration—or perhaps for something else entirely.

	The bell above the door jingled, and a gust of wind followed, carrying a man into the café. He shook his umbrella with a resigned sort of grace, sending droplets onto the tiled floor. His coat was dark, slightly worn, and his eyes—sharp but distant—scanned the room before settling on the empty seat across from Maren.

	“Mind if I sit?” he asked, his voice low and calm, carrying a quiet urgency that made her heart thrum unexpectedly.

	Maren hesitated, unsure why she felt a strange pull toward this stranger. “Uh… sure,” she said, moving her sketchbook slightly aside.

	He set his coffee down, a rich aroma filling the small space between them. For a moment, neither spoke. The rain seemed to form a barrier, a private world around their table.

	“I always come here on rainy days,” he said finally, eyes meeting hers. “It’s… peaceful. You?”

	She smiled faintly, closing her sketchbook with a soft snap. “Yeah. It’s the kind of place that makes the world outside feel like a story you’re only reading from the window.”

	He chuckled, a sound that was warm but not rehearsed. “Exactly. That’s it. Like you’re in the middle of someone else’s life, watching it unfold.”
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