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“Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”

— Hebrews 13:2 
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Chapter One: The Stranger Walks In

The bell above the café door gave a tired jingle — the kind that barely raised anyone’s head anymore. It was a gray Mississippi morning, the kind where the rain whispered steadily against the windows and the world felt like it had hit pause.

He stepped inside, dripping wet and empty-eyed. A worn Army coat hung from his shoulders like a burden, and his boots, if you could still call them that, left puddles on the checkered linoleum. Nobody recognized him. That was the point.

He stood there just long enough to make people uncomfortable, then shuffled to the corner — Booth Nine. It was the only one with its back to the wall, facing the door. Habit, maybe. Or maybe just survival.

"Coffee?" the waitress asked. Her voice was kind but cautious. She looked like she'd seen her share of stories.

He nodded once.

No name. No words. Just a man running on fumes and mud.

She came back with a chipped mug and poured without asking for a dime. He cupped it with both hands like it held more than just heat. Maybe it did.

“Storm caught you?” she asked, sliding a napkin onto the table.

He didn’t look up. Just muttered, “Storm’s been following me a long time.”

She didn’t press. In places like this, you learned when not to ask.
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