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CHAPTER 1: The Meeting
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The street smelled of rain and something warm—maybe fresh bread, maybe nostalgia. Riya pulled her scarf tighter around her neck as she stepped onto the cobbled path, her boots clicking lightly against the uneven stones.

The city outskirts had their own rhythm, slower than the bustling heart of town. Here, vendors lined the narrow streets, selling handcrafted trinkets, vintage books, and paintings that whispered stories. The air buzzed with quiet conversations, the occasional burst of laughter, and the distant hum of an old song playing from a café.

Riya had always loved this part of the city. It felt like a forgotten corner of time, where things didn’t demand urgency. Where she could just exist, observe, and breathe.

And then—there he was.

Leaning against a rustic wooden stall, half-shadowed by a hanging tapestry, he was flipping through an old sketchbook, lips curled in the slightest smirk. His fingers were stained with specks of paint, his dark hair messily tousled, like he had just run a hand through it and given up.

Riya didn’t mean to stare, but something about him held her attention for a second longer than it should have.

His eyes lifted. And just like that—caught.

Her breath hitched. Not because he was intimidating, but because his gaze wasn’t hurried. He didn’t look away like most people did when their eyes met a stranger’s. Instead, his expression lingered, like he was trying to place her, as if she were a half-formed idea on the tip of his tongue.

Riya, not one to be easily rattled, quickly glanced away and busied herself with the nearest stall. Trinkets. Tiny glass birds. Safer than eye contact with a brooding stranger.
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