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    Dedication 

To the rivals who make us better, and the friends who keep our cups full during the long nights.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"Stealing the recipe is easy. Stealing the soul of the brew is impossible." — Vivienne Cross

"There is a sediment to every prophecy. Don't swallow the dregs." — Cy Orrell
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1 — The Opening Act
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MORNING AT THE CORNER CAFÉ

The little brass bell that hung like a tired sentinel above the café’s front door did not ring.

It lingered in the thin air for a heartbeat—a hesitation so subtle it might have been a trick of the light, a breath caught between the cool gleam of steel and the warm pane of glass. Every other morning, that tiny bell would have burst into its familiar, jaunty chime, a sound that was never quite in tune but always endearing, a bright little punctuation that announced the arrival of a familiar regular or the tentative steps of a stranger seeking the refuge of coffee-filled warmth. The sound was a ritual, an audible cue that told the Corner Café that the world beyond its windows had paused long enough to step inside.

But today it held its tongue.

Clara Silvane had learned, in the quiet way of those who spend their lives listening to espresso machines, to notice the smallest failures of habit. She stood behind the counter, fingertips resting lightly on the polished steel curve of the espresso machine as if feeling its pulse. The machine exhaled gentle heat that seemed to thrum against her skin, a steady heartbeat keeping time with the morning rush. Around her, the café breathed a controlled symphony: the clack of keyboard keys on the back-office computer, the chime of cups being set down, the whisper of steam curling above the milk frother, the sigh of a barista pulling a shot, and muted conversations rising and falling like shells on a tide-washed shore.

Sunlight poured through the wide front windows and spilled across the worn floorboards. Bands of gold and amber broke where the gentle shade of budding maple leaves unfurled. The light carried a faint scent—rain on hot pavement, musty old brick, and the deep, comforting aroma of roasted beans grinding for hours. It was the sort of light that made you feel you were stepping into a world paused for a breath, then resumed—a world that felt right, whole, and familiar.

Instead, something was off. The air felt thinner than the usual warm, coffee-laden envelope—like a room that had been exhaled too many times, the oxygen stretched and fragile. At the back of her throat, there was a metallic tang, a taste like over-extracted espresso, sharp and lingering, as if the whole day’s brew had been pulled too quickly, the flavors bruised and raw. It was the feeling you get when a cup is brewed in a hurry, when the water rushes past the grounds without giving them time to surrender their secrets.

“Clara?” a voice cut cleanly through the fog of her thoughts. She blinked, the light catching the edge of the copper espresso machine, and looked up.

Simon Darrin was at the register, his eyebrow arched and a receipt dangling from his fingers like a limp question mark. His apron hung too large on his narrow shoulders. He tied its strings in a double knot at his waist, giving him the look of a sailor who might have once been a tailor. Behind his glasses flickered a familiar expression—one he wore whenever numbers refused to add up, or the ledger failed to reconcile. It was the same look that softened whenever his cheek twitched into a half-smile, wordlessly saying, "I'm here and listening, even if I'm not always sure what I'm listening to."

“You with me?” he asked, his tone half-teasing, half-concerned.

“Yeah,” Clara said, pulling herself upright, palms still warm from the machine. “Just—thinking.” She tried to sound casual, but her voice carried a thin edge that matched the metallic taste on her tongue.

“Dangerous hobby,” Simon replied with a grin that flared into something almost affectionate. “We’re out of oat milk again. Theo used the last of it, experimenting.” He tapped a few numbers into the touchscreen, the soft clicks echoing like a metronome.

Clara exhaled through her nose, a sound that was half amusement, half surrender. “Of course he did.” The words rose from her like a small, resigned laugh.

From the back corner, Theo Jannings lifted a hand in vague apology, never looking up from his notebook. He sat near the window, a halo of steam curling around his elbows and a long-forgotten kettle at his side. His dark hair fell in loose strands, as if he had run his hands through it too often. The disarray was almost deliberate. Light caught the edge of his cheekbone and glasses, thickening the air around him. His presence seemed to bend the room's temperature.

Theo’s drinks had been off lately. They weren’t wrong, but carried a weight they hadn't before. Darkness settled in the cup like gravity. They were richer, heavier, as if an invisible force drew the flavors downward, leaving an aftertaste that clung longer than it should.

Clara turned back to the espresso machine. Brass and stainless steel dials glinted under daylight. She loved its choreography: grind, tamp, lock, extract—each step a ritual that steadied the storm inside her head. The hopper above was filled with Moksha Blend. The beans, glossy and near-black, were tiny mirrors that swallowed light. Their aroma rose in a thick, intoxicating wave: molasses and smoke overlapped with a faint floral note buried deep, like a secret scent waiting to be discovered.

She reached for the portafilter, the weight of it familiar in her hand, and slid it into place with a twist. It should have clicked cleanly into the groove, a sound as satisfying as a bone settling into its socket. Instead—

A faint, brittle crack slipped out, no louder than a sigh, as delicate as porcelain under pressure. The sound was almost imperceptible, but it rang in Clara’s ears like a warning bell. It felt out of place, a discordant note in a symphony she knew by heart.

Clara narrowed her eyes and kept her gaze on the machine. “Did you hear that?” she asked Simon, turning her head sharply toward him.

“Hear what?” he replied without looking up, his fingers tapping a quick total on the touchscreen. The machine beneath her began to purr, smooth as silk, obedient and steady. The steady hiss of steam rose, the faint vibration traveled up through her palm—everything exactly as it should be.

She stared at the machine, jaw tense, then willed herself to turn away and refocus on the present.

And then the bell above the door rang.

This time, it did not hesitate. The sound cut through the café like a shard of glass—high, sharp, and unforgiving. It was the same bell, but its pitch had shifted, as if someone had stretched the metal thin and struck it with a different force. The chime sliced through conversations, bending them off-course. Voices dropped a notch, patrons glanced up, and the room collectively adjusted its breathing, as though the sound had recalibrated the very frequency of their thoughts.

Clara turned, her heart thudding against her ribs. A woman stood in the doorway, from another era but in step with the present. Vivienne Cross stood framed by the spring morning’s soft backlight, a silhouette of poise. Her charcoal coat was cut with precise geometry, each seam exact. She stood so straight it seemed gravity itself bent around her. Her hair caught the light, shifting between gold leaf and winter white. Each strand looked meticulously arranged, as though designed by an architect.

Through the windows behind Vivienne, the street was no longer empty. Months ago, it had been a shuttered stretch bordering the café’s quiet afternoons. Now, the storefront across the lane was alive. A fresh coat of paint gleamed, a new sign hung above the door, and a line of people lingered on the sidewalk, drawn toward the inviting glow spilling from within.

Clara held her breath as the bell’s echo faded and Vivienne stepped forward. The copper espresso machine seemed to vibrate higher as she watched, her hands tightening unconsciously around the counter’s edge.

White light spilled from the front window in perfect, unblinking rectangles. Each pane was a thin, flawless slab of glass that caught the early-morning sun, throwing it onto the street in a cascade of cold, clinical brilliance. The building itself was a study in restraint: clean, unadorned glass set in a steel-gray frame. The lines of the façade were so precise they seemed drawn with a ruler and compass, not built by human hands. It was a storefront reborn in the language of modern minimalism—cool, balanced, almost surgical in its lack of ornament. A sleek, brushed-metal sign stretched across the lower edge of the glass, its letters cut deep into the surface so the characters seemed to hover just above the material.

CLAIRBREW

The font was a sans-serif, its strokes thin and uniform, rendered in a silvery-gray that glistened like polished steel. There was no flourish, no hint of a designer’s whim; the letters were mercilessly efficient, each one an exact expression of function over form.

Vivienne pushed open the heavy glass door and stepped inside as though the space had been waiting for her arrival. The tiny bell above the door jingled a single, high-pitched tone that seemed to echo off the floor-to-ceiling windows, but the sound was quickly swallowed by the hushed ambience of the café. She paused just inside the threshold, letting the warm, aromatic air brush against her cheeks, and the dim, amber light of the interior washed over her like a tide. For a moment, she stood still, eyes flicking over the polished concrete floor, the gleaming espresso machine, the rows of neatly aligned chairs, as if confirming that everything was exactly as she had imagined.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice carrying a metallic sheen, the sort of tone you hear when a well-oiled machine hums to life. “Clara.”

The way she voiced the name was deliberate, almost mathematical—a soft but unmistakable declaration that seemed to resolve a lingering equation. It was as if the syllables had been plotted on a graph and now, at last, the line had met its endpoint.

Clara, a woman in her early thirties with a knot of dark hair tucked under a tidy towel, wiped her hands on the same towel and turned toward Vivienne. Her movements were swift, practiced, the kind that betray a life spent behind a counter where every second counts.

“Vivienne,” she replied, a faint curve of a smile ghosting the edges of her mouth. “Didn’t realize you were in the neighborhood.”

Vivienne’s smile widened just a fraction—enough to let a hint of a dimple appear. “New in the area,” she said, the words slipping out with the faintest curvature that suggested a practiced politeness. “Thought I’d introduce myself properly.”

From a corner near the back of the shop, Simon, a lanky man with a perpetual five-o’clock shadow, leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper as he addressed Clara. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is.”

Clara’s eyes flashed, a spark of something hidden behind her professional veneer. “It’s exactly what you think it is,” she murmured, her tone low enough that only the two of them could hear. The words hung in the air, a thin filament taut with unspoken implication.

Vivienne let her gaze sweep across the café as if she were running a scanner over a landscape. She took in the worn wooden tables, each bearing the faint, ghostly imprints of past customers—scarred heart shapes carved into the surface, initials etched with a pen, coffee rings that never quite vanished despite diligent wiping. The chalkboard menu hanging above the counter was a canvas of smudged fingerprints; the handwritten specials were rendered in looping cursive, and tiny flecks of white dust clung to the surface like a fine powder.

The air itself seemed to have a flavor—a faint perfume of cinnamon, freshly toasted bread, and the lingering echo of old mornings. It was a scent that whispered of human imperfection, of people who had lingered, laughed, and cried in this very space. It stood in stark contrast to the immaculate exterior, a reminder that inside the building, life was messy, lived, and utterly unfiltered.

“And this,” Vivienne said after a beat, her tone polite but edged with a thin sheen of admiration, “is the famous Corner Café.”

There was no sarcasm in her words, no sneer. The utter lack of an insult made the statement feel heavier, as if she were weighing the very concept of the place against an invisible scale.

From the back of the shop, Theo finally looked up from the notebook he had been scribbling in. A fountain pen hovered above a page of half-finished equations, the ink pool glistening like a dark, still pond. For a split second, his eyes met Vivienne’s—there was a flicker, not of shock, but of recognition, a chord struck deep within, resonating with a silent, private understanding. He blinked, and the moment evaporated like steam from a cup of espresso.

Clara found her voice, perhaps more as a shield than a greeting. “Can I get you something?” she asked, the question sliding off her tongue like a practiced reflex, a barrier against the unsteady feeling tightening in her chest.

Vivienne smiled—a calm, deliberate motion, precise as the click of a camera shutter. “Yes,” she said, her eyes still scanning the room, “a latte. Your best.”

Clara nodded, already moving. She turned toward the espresso machine, feeling Simon’s gaze settle on her like an extra weight, feeling the whole café subtly shift its posture to accommodate the ritual about to unfold. She measured the beans, tamped the grounds, and locked the portafilter with the practiced snap of a seasoned barista. The motions were a choreography etched into muscle memory—grind, tamp, lock, brew—each step an anchor that steadied her nerves. The familiar grind of stainless steel against beans filled the air with a rich, earthy perfume; the low, steady hum of the machine was a lullaby she could recite in her sleep.

Don’t think. Don’t rush. Just brew. The mantra echoed in her mind, a simple instruction that had guided countless mornings.

The machine hissed open, releasing a controlled exhale of heat. A thin, dark stream began to pour from the spout, viscous and perfect, looping into the waiting ceramic cup with an almost hypnotic rhythm. For a heartbeat, the world seemed to hold its breath, the only sound the soft sigh of steam.

Then something went wrong.

The crema, that delicate, honey-colored foam that normally crowns a perfect espresso, darkened too quickly, spreading out into a blacker ring that edged the surface. The stream faltered, stuttering as if some invisible hand had briefly seized the flow of time. The coffee sputtered, then stopped, mid-pour, leaving a half-filled cup that seemed to tremble with unfinished potential.

And Clara saw it—not a clear image, but a flash, a fleeting reflection that burned behind her eyelids. It was as if a pane of glass had been shattered outward, the shards bending at impossible angles. Beyond the broken surface, a crowd was visible—vague silhouettes, faces turned in unison, all watching. The vision was disorienting, a kaleidoscope of light and shadow that left her stomach knotted.

Instinctively, she jerked her hand back, a soft hiss escaping her lips. The cup tipped over, spilling the dark espresso in a thin, shimmering trail down the polished counter, each droplet catching the light like liquid obsidian.

“Clara?” Simon’s voice cut through the tension, sharp now, edged with concern or perhaps something else.

She swallowed, feeling the dryness in her throat, and reached for a clean towel. “I’m fine,” she said too quickly, the words tumbling out before she could shape them properly. “Just—lost track.”

From the corner of her vision, she caught Vivienne watching. There was no worry on the newcomer’s face; instead, there was a quiet, almost clinical interest, as if she were observing a controlled experiment.

Clara set about remaking the latte. This time, every step was deliberately slow, each motion calibrated to eliminate any chance of error. She tamped the grounds with even pressure, locked the portafilter, and watched the machine begin its cycle anew. The crema rose, darker now but still rich, and as she swirled the surface into the faintest heart shape—a signature gesture she had adopted for regulars—her fingers trembled ever so slightly.

She placed the finished cup on the counter with the care of a surgeon setting a scalpel down after an operation.

Vivienne stepped forward, the light from the street outside catching the strands of hair that fell over her forehead and throwing them into a brief, silvery halo. Neither of them moved for a heartbeat; the café’s background noises—the ticking of the wall clock beside the pastry case, the soft clatter of dishes, the occasional sigh of a weary patron—receded into a muted hum. Even the faint hiss of steam seemed to dim.

Finally, Vivienne reached for the cup. She lifted it, not to drink immediately, but to examine. She turned it in her hand, observing the angle, the color, the sheen of the crema, the feathered marbling that gave the surface a subtle, almost living texture. Her eyes lingered on the minute details as if she were reading a code only she could decipher.

She took one measured sip. The liquid was warm, the bitterness balanced by a whisper of milk, the flavor complex yet familiar. Time seemed to stretch, the seconds elongating until the air around Clara’s ears quivered, as if the very atoms were holding their breath.

Vivienne lowered the cup, set it back down with a gentle, deliberate thud, and said, “Remarkable.”

Clara’s shoulders relaxed just a fraction, a sigh that escaped her body but not her mind.

“But inconsistent,” Vivienne added, her tone calm, eyes still glinting faintly with something that was part curiosity, part calculation.

Simon bristled, leaning forward, his posture tense, but Vivienne raised a single hand in a smooth, efficient gesture that cut through his agitation without a word. The motion was fluid, an unspoken command that silenced him.

“I don’t mean the drink,” she clarified, the quiet confidence in her voice filling the space. “I mean the process.”

Clara felt her pulse quicken, a prickling sensation at the base of her throat.

“Coffee,” Vivienne continued, her voice even and measured, “is chemistry—ratios, pressure, temperature. Every element is measurable and reproducible. Every variable is controllable.” She gestured casually, almost nonchalantly, first toward the window, then toward the sleek facade of a shop across the street, its glass panels now glimmering under the late-morning sun, as if holding its breath.

“Perfected,” she said, the final word landing like a soft hammer.

Clara didn’t need to look. She could feel it—the cold symmetry of that neighboring place, the hum of neon precision that pulsed behind its immaculate exterior, a stark counterpoint to the organic chaos of the Corner Café.

“You can’t replicate everything,” Clara said, her voice softer than she intended, the words slipping out with a tremor that betrayed a hidden fear.

Vivienne’s smile tightened, the curve of her lips precise as the edge of a blade. “No,” she agreed, “but you can come close enough that the difference becomes... irrelevant.”

The pause that followed stretched, the air thickening with unspoken variables, each person in the room holding their breath, waiting for the next equation to resolve.

Then Vivienne added, almost lightly, “Grand opening is tomorrow. I do hope you’ll stop by.”

The tone was casual, but the invitation felt like a challenge, an unspoken duel of skill and intellect.

From the back of the shop came a brittle sound—small, sharp, and piercing. Theo’s fountain pen snapped cleanly in half, the click echoing like a gunshot in a quiet room. Ink bled from the broken tip, seeping across the ruled lines of his notebook in dark veins, spreading outward in a slow, deliberate flood.

Everyone turned, eyes riveted on the shattered instrument.

Theo stared at the broken pen, his breath quickening. The air around his seat seemed to grow colder, a draft sneaking in from somewhere unseen.

“What did you see?” Clara asked gently, her voice a soft cushion in the sudden tension.

He looked up, his eyes unfocused yet burning with an inner fire. “Not what,” he whispered, his voice hoarse, “where.”

The word hung in the air like a half-opened door, beckoning and threatening at once.

Clara’s stomach twisted into a knot. The vague dread that had been bubbling beneath her skin surged to the surface, making her hand tremble.

Vivienne set the empty cup down with an almost ceremonial care. The porcelain touched the countertop with the softest tap—a sound that seemed both final and yet somehow unfinished, as if marking the end of a sentence that had yet to be written.

“Enjoy your day,” she said, her voice smooth, almost melodic.

She turned and walked toward the door. As she pushed it open, the light from the street across the way spilled into the café, catching the strands of her hair and turning them into a halo of silver. For a moment, the world seemed to tilt, the boundary between inside and out blurring.

The bell above the door rang once more—a clear, resonant chime that seemed to echo through the whole block. Yet this time it didn’t sound like a bell at all. It rang with the timbre of something breaking, a crack in the fabric of the ordinary, a sound that reverberated deep in the bones of anyone who heard it.

And in that fleeting instant, as the last note faded, the Corner Café seemed to hold its breath, caught between the ordinary rhythm of everyday life and the strange, unsettling possibilities that the morning’s events had unfurled. The light from the street continued to pour in, casting long, angular shadows across the polished floor—shadows that, for a heartbeat, looked almost like the fractured glass Vivienne had glimpsed in Clara’s mind.

The world, for all its measured ratios and controlled processes, had just slipped a fraction out of its neatly plotted graph, and no one present could be certain what the next line of the equation would write.

SYSTEM ENTRY

◼︎  

CLAIRBREW SYSTEM LOG — BETA PHASE 1.3

> Objective: Replication of anomalous predictive beverage outcomes  

> Method: Multi-variable sensory data modeling + behavioral pattern ingestion  

> Status: 78% fidelity achieved  

>  

> Note:  

> Subject Silvane, Clara remains an uncontrolled variable.  

>  

> Recommendation: Continue observation.  

> Escalate if deviation increases.  

AFTERMATH

Clara stood still long after the door shut behind Vivienne.

The heavy wooden door of the back room gave a soft, resonant thunk that seemed to vibrate through the floorboards and into Clara’s ribs. She watched the brass latch click into place, the little metal bolt sliding home with a satisfying clank that, for a moment, made the whole café feel like a sealed chamber. The world outside—traffic, the occasional honk, the distant clatter of a city that never truly sleeps—was muffled, as if someone had drawn a thick curtain across the street and left Clara alone with the low hum of the espresso machine and the faint, lingering scent of roasted beans.

The bell’s echo clung faintly to the ceiling before dissolving.

A thin, metallic chime, the one that rang every time the front door opened, hung in the air like a fragile thread of sound. It trembled at the height of the high, plastered ceiling, shimmering against the exposed brick and the low-hanging antique lamps. For a heartbeat, it seemed to linger, a ghost of an invitation, before it slipped away into the quiet as a sigh exhaled into a vacuum.

The café seemed suspended there—a tableau of half-motions and quiet breaths.

Customers lingered in their own bubbles: a pair of college students whispered over notebooks, a lone elderly man stared into his cup as if it held the answer to a long-forgotten puzzle, a barista named Simon wiped down the counter with methodical, almost meditative strokes. The whole space was caught between the morning rush and the lull before the next wave, a painting frozen in the exact instant when the brush pauses, waiting for the next color.

Simon looked at her as if expecting instructions.

Simon’s dark, curly hair was damp with the steam of the machine, his eyes flickering between the espresso shot he was pulling and Clara’s still form. He set the tiny porcelain cup down with a gentle clink, then tilted his head, his eyebrows rising in a silent question. “You want me to...?” he began, but his voice trailed off, caught by the weight of whatever was brewing in Clara’s mind.

Theo stared at something only he could see.

Across the room, Theo—a lanky, tattoo-sleeved regular who always seemed to be lost in thought—gazed at the corner of a stained-glass window that caught the morning light. He whispered under his breath, “There it is again,” his eyes tracking a thin, wavering line of light that seemed to dance just beyond the glass, as if a tiny filament of something invisible were pulling at his attention.

The espresso machine exhaled once, releasing a puff of steam that ghosted across the counter and faded.

The old, iron-clad machine, a relic from a different era, sighed as the pressure built and released. A thick plume of white-gray steam rose from the brass spout, curling like a lazy serpent before dissipating into the warm air. The sound it made—half hiss, half roar—filled the room, a low, rhythmic pulse that matched the beating of Clara’s own heart.

Its chrome surface caught Clara’s reflection, but distorted—warped, stretched into unfamiliar geometry.

In the polished surface of the machine, Clara saw herself: the sharp line of her jaw, the dark fringe of hair falling across her eyes, the faint furrow of worry that had become a habit. But the reflection was not clean; the heat had rippled the metal, turning her image into a wavering mirage, her features elongating, blurring, pulling apart as if the glass itself were trying to rewrite her. It was as though the machine were a portal, showing not just a physical likeness but a version of herself stretched across a timeline she could not yet comprehend.

She stared until the metal fogged beneath her breath.

Clara drew a slow, deliberate breath and pressed her lips to the cool surface. The fog that rose from her warm exhalation traced a delicate pattern, a fleeting script that vanished the moment she lifted her head. In that short, intimate contact, she felt the world narrow to the space between her skin and the machine—a fragile membrane where everything seemed both present and absurdly distant.

For the first time since she’d discovered the Moksha Blend—since its strange rhythms had begun to seep into her craft—she didn’t feel ahead of the curve, ahead of the next taste, ahead of the quiet future trembling just outside perception.

The Moksha Blend had arrived like a revelation months ago, a mysterious new bean that sang in low, pulsing notes and left a lingering aftertaste that seemed to echo through the very bones of anyone who drank it. It had turned Clara’s world upside down: she had begun to anticipate flavors before they formed, to hear the subtle clink of coffee grounds in a cup before it was poured. But now, standing in the wake of Vivienne’s sudden departure, the confidence that usually surged through her chest was replaced by a hollow stillness. The future she had always felt she was racing toward now seemed to be waiting, patient and unhurried, on the other side of the glass.

She felt matched.

The sensation was not merely a lack of superiority; it was a recognition —an unspoken acknowledgment — that something—or someone—was now on the same wavelength as her, moving in lockstep with the subtle undulations of her thoughts. In the low hum of the machine, in the way the steam curled, she sensed a parallel rhythm, a mirror image of her own creative pulse.

Worse—mirrored.

The mirror was darker than a simple reflection. It showed a version of herself that was not just equal but opposite, a shadow self that held the same aspirations, the same hunger, but twisted them into something more menacing. This mirrored Clara seemed to smile with the same lips, yet the curve of her mouth carried a hint of something predatory, something that wanted to consume rather than create.

And somewhere behind that realization, at the edge of thought where sensation blurred into sound, something darker brewed—a shadow stirring in the percolation.

A subtle vibration traveled up from the machine, a low frequency that resonated with the very marrow of Clara’s teeth. It was not a sound you could name; it was more a feeling, like the first tremor before an earthquake, a pressure beneath the skin that hinted at a deeper, unseen current. In that moment, the coffee grounds in the hopper seemed to swirl on their own, as if a hidden hand was coaxing them into a new, unknown pattern.

The hiss of the machine deepened, resonant as a distant storm.

The ordinary hiss grew richer, layered with an undertone that rolled across the room like distant thunder. It was as if the machine were inhaling the air, pulling in the quiet tension of the café and exhaling it back as a low, reverberating roar.

Outside, sunlight bled against the glass, bright and sterile, spilling from the new shop across the street.

Directly opposite Clara’s café, a freshly painted storefront caught the morning light in a way that seemed almost clinical. The glass façade reflected the world in perfect, unblemished clarity, and the white enamel paint gave the building a sterile sheen, making the surrounding brick walls look weathered and alive by comparison.

The sign gleamed like an open eye.

In bold, sans-serif letters, the new shop’s name—CLAIRBREW—shimmered in the sun, each letter backlit by a thin strip of LED that gave it a hypnotic, unblinking glow. It seemed to watch the street, the passersby, and most especially, the small, unassuming café across the way.

Her pulse, slow and uneven, seemed to answer it.
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