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Chapter One: The Wrong Kind of Regular
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The bell above the door of The Dusty Page didn’t just chime; it exhaled. It was a low, brassy sound that signaled a shift in the air, usually followed by the scent of damp wool and the biting crispness of a Vermont autumn.

Caleb didn’t need to look up from the inventory list to know who had just walked in. He knew the rhythm of those footsteps—heavy but hesitant, the gait of a man who was used to taking up too much space and trying desperately not to.

"You’re three minutes late, Julian," Caleb said, his voice dropping into that easy, rhythmic register he reserved for his favorite customers. And, if he were being honest with himself, his favorite person to look at.

Julian Thorne paused mid-stride, his large frame silhouetted against the amber glow of the streetlamps outside. He wore a charcoal pea coat that looked expensive but well-loved, and his dark hair was wind-mown, sticking up in soft tufts that made Caleb’s fingers itch to smooth them down.

"Traffic," Julian offered, his voice a gravelly rumble. "A tractor-trailer got stuck on the bridge near the creek."

"In Oakhaven? That’s a three-car pileup by our standards," Caleb teased, finally looking up.

He felt that familiar, sharp tug in his chest. Julian was... striking. Not in the polished, magazine-cover way, but in the way an old oak tree was striking—rugged, immovable, and carrying a quiet weight that felt like a physical presence.

Caleb reached under the counter, pulling out a thick, ceramic mug. He didn't ask. He just started pouring.

"Medium roast. Two sugars. A splash of oat milk—not cream, because you’re 'trying to be better'—and a dash of cinnamon because you think I don't notice you like the sweetness." Caleb set the mug on the scarred wooden counter with a soft thud.

Julian stared at the steam rising from the cup, his expression unreadable. He didn't reach for it immediately. Instead, his gaze drifted to Caleb’s hands, then up to his face. For a heartbeat, the air between them felt thick, like the moments before a summer storm breaks.

"You memorized it," Julian said quietly. It wasn't a question.

"I memorize everyone’s order, Julian. It’s part of the brand," Caleb lied. He didn't tell him that he couldn't remember what Mrs. Higgins drank to save his life, even though she’d been coming in for twenty years. "I’m a bookstore owner. I’m paid to pay attention."

Julian finally took the mug, his fingers brushing against Caleb’s. The contact was brief—less than a second—but it sent a jolt of static electricity straight up Caleb’s arm. Julian didn't flinch, but his grip tightened on the ceramic.

"I'm not just a brand, Caleb."

The words were soft, layered with something Caleb couldn't quite decipher. Pain? Exhaustion? Or maybe just the crushing loneliness that seemed to follow Julian around like a shadow.

Julian had moved back to Oakhaven six months ago, retreating to his family’s old, crumbling estate after a "sabbatical" from a high-powered architecture firm in the city. The town gossip mill had chewed on that for weeks, but Julian hadn't given them any more fuel. He just showed up here, every day at 5:00 PM, bought a book he’d probably never finish, and drank his coffee in the corner chair.

"No," Caleb said, his voice softening. "You’re definitely not a brand. You’re the guy who’s currently on page forty-two of a biography about 18th-century naval tactics and hasn't moved the bookmark in three days."

Julian actually let out a dry, short bark of a laugh. It was a beautiful sound—rare and rusty. "I'm a slow reader."

"You’re a distracted reader," Caleb corrected, leaning his elbows on the counter. "What’s on your mind tonight, Jules?"

The nickname slipped out before Caleb could catch it. It felt too intimate, too earned. Julian’s eyes, a deep, stormy grey, searched Caleb’s face. He looked like he wanted to say something—something heavy—but then he glanced toward the window, his jaw tightening.

"Just the house," Julian said, retreating back into his shell. "The roof is leaking. The silence is louder than the city ever was. I think I forgot how to live in a place where the stars actually show up at night."

"The stars can be aggressive," Caleb agreed, trying to keep the mood light. "They demand you look at them."

"They demand you remember things," Julian countered. He took a long sip of the coffee, closing his eyes as the warmth hit him. When he opened them, the intensity was back. "Why do you stay here, Caleb? You’ve got a degree from Columbia. You could be running a gallery in Chelsea. Instead, you’re here, dusting first editions and remembering the sugar intake of a man who can’t even fix a leak."

Caleb felt a flush creep up his neck. He hated when Julian turned the lens on him. "I like the pace. I like knowing the names of the people I see every day. And I like the books."

"Is that all?"

"Maybe I'm waiting for something," Caleb whispered, the honesty of it terrifying him.

Julian didn't look away. He stepped closer, the scent of woodsmoke and expensive sandalwood rolling off him in waves. He was so close now that Caleb could see the faint scar through his left eyebrow and the way his eyelashes cast long shadows over his cheekbones.

The shop was empty. The street outside was quiet. The only sound was the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner and the frantic thrumming of Caleb’s heart against his ribs.

Julian reached out, his hand hovering near Caleb’s shoulder, as if he were contemplating a bridge he wasn't sure he should cross. His thumb hooked into the collar of Caleb’s flannel shirt, just for a second, tugging it straight.

"You should be careful, Caleb," Julian murmured, his voice dropping an octave. "Paying that much attention to people... it’s a dangerous habit."

"Why?"

"Because eventually, you might see something they aren't ready to show you."

Julian let go of his collar, the absence of his touch feeling like a cold front. He didn't finish the coffee. He set the half-full mug down, turned, and headed for the door.

"Julian," Caleb called out, his voice sounding thinner than he liked.

Julian paused with his hand on the brass handle, the bell giving a pre-emptive jingle. He didn't turn around.

"I have a new shipment coming in tomorrow," Caleb said, desperate to tether him to the space for one more day. "There’s a first-print collection of ghost stories from the valley. I thought you might... I thought you’d like the illustrations."

Julian stood perfectly still for a long moment. "I'll be here. 5:00 PM."

"I'll have the coffee ready."

"I know you will," Julian said.

He stepped out into the night, the door clicking shut behind him. Caleb stood behind the counter for a long time, staring at the empty space where Julian had been. He looked down at the mug Julian had left behind.

There, on the rim of the white ceramic, was a faint smudge. Not of dirt or ink, but a lingering dampness from where Julian’s thumb had pressed against the wood of the counter as he leaned in.

Caleb reached out and touched the spot. It was cold.

He walked over to the corner chair—Julian’s chair—and sat down. He picked up the naval tactics book Julian had been 'reading.' He flipped it open to page forty-two, where the bookmark sat.

Nestled inside the pages was a small, folded piece of paper. Caleb’s breath hitched. He unfolded it with trembling fingers. It wasn't a note. It was a sketch—a quick, charcoal rendering of a man behind a bookstore counter, looking down at an inventory list with a faint, hopeful smile.

It was Caleb.

But beneath the sketch, in a handwriting that was sharp and jagged, were four words that made Caleb’s heart stop.

I’m not staying, Caleb.
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Chapter Two: The Architecture of Leaving
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The heavy oak door of the Thorne estate didn’t just close; it sealed.

Julian leaned his back against the wood, the cold dampness of the Vermont night clinging to his coat like a second skin. The foyer was a cavern of shadows, smelling of lemon wax and the slow, inevitable decay of a house that had been empty for too long. He didn’t flip the light switch. He didn’t want to see the peeling wallpaper or the dust motes dancing in the sterile glow of an LED bulb.

He wanted the darkness. It was the only thing that didn’t ask him questions.

He reached into his pocket, his fingers brushing against the charcoal pencil he always carried. His pulse was still erratic, a sharp, staccato rhythm that hummed in his ears.

Medium roast. Two sugars. A splash of oat milk.

Julian closed his eyes, and for a second, he wasn't in a drafty mansion on the edge of a dying town. He was back in the amber warmth of The Dusty Page, trapped in the gravitational pull of Caleb’s gaze.
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