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Chapter One — Reflections
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The first thing Elias noticed was not the room, but the way he was being looked at.

Not stared at. Not studied. Just... seen.

It happened in the long hallway outside the community studio, where light from tall windows broke into uneven shapes on the floor. Elias had paused there, adjusting the strap of his bag, giving himself a moment to breathe before stepping inside. He always did that—paused, recalibrated, decided how much of himself to bring in.

“Hey.”

The voice came softly, without urgency.

Elias turned and found a stranger leaning against the opposite wall, arms loose at their sides. They weren’t smiling exactly, but their expression was open, unguarded. Their gaze met his without sliding away, without sharpening.

Something in Elias tightened.

“Hi,” he said.

The stranger didn’t rush to fill the space. They simply nodded, as if greeting him was enough. Their eyes moved briefly to the bag slung over his shoulder, then back to his face—not assessing, not cataloging. Just noticing.

“I’m Mara,” they said after a moment. “You here for the open studio?”

Elias nodded. “Yeah. First time.”

“Mine too.”

That surprised him. He’d assumed they belonged here already, that they were more certain, more settled. He felt the familiar impulse to explain himself—why he was here, what he worked on, what he wasn’t—but Mara didn’t ask.

Instead, they gestured toward the door. “Want to go in together?”

It was a simple offer. No pressure. No expectation.

Elias hesitated, then agreed. “Okay.”

Inside, the studio smelled like paint and dust and something faintly metallic. The space was large and bright, with long tables scattered across the room. People moved quietly, unpacking supplies, claiming corners. The air felt full but not loud.

Elias chose a spot near the window. Mara took the table beside him, leaving just enough space between them that it felt intentional.

They worked in silence at first.

Elias sketched slowly, letting his hand find its rhythm. He was used to being watched in ways that made him feel reduced—like people were trying to solve him, place him, decide something about him before he had the chance to speak. But Mara’s presence didn’t carry that weight.

Every so often, he felt their gaze flick toward him—not lingering, not invasive. When he looked back, they didn’t look away quickly, didn’t pretend they hadn’t been watching. They simply met his eyes and nodded, as if to say: I see you. That’s all.

It unsettled him more than scrutiny ever had.

After a while, Mara spoke. “You work with light a lot.”

Elias froze, pencil hovering.

“Yes,” he said cautiously. “How did you—”

Mara shrugged. “The way you leave space. You let the white do some of the talking.”

Elias stared at the page in front of him, then back at Mara. His chest felt tight, but not in a bad way.

“That’s... yeah,” he said quietly. “I didn’t realize it was obvious.”

“It’s not,” Mara replied. “Just... visible.”

The word landed softly, but it stayed.

They returned to their work. Elias noticed how easily his shoulders dropped, how little he felt the need to brace himself. Being seen without being interpreted felt unfamiliar—like standing in front of a mirror that didn’t distort.

At one point, he reached for an eraser and found it missing. Before he could comment, Mara slid theirs across the table toward him. Their fingers stopped just short of touching his.

Elias looked up.

Mara didn’t pull back. They didn’t push forward either. They simply waited.

“Thanks,” he said, taking it.

Their fingers brushed lightly. The contact was brief, almost unremarkable—and yet Elias felt it echo through him. Not because it promised anything, but because it didn’t. It wasn’t loaded. It didn’t demand meaning.
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