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Chapter One — The City Between Them
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The rain had just stopped when Nick stepped out of the tram, the damp air of Melbourne wrapping around him like a cool breath. The city glistened — reflections of neon lights and coffee shop signs rippling across wet pavement. It smelled faintly of espresso and rain.

He pulled his jacket tighter, glancing at his watch. He was late again — not for class this time, but for a meeting at the café where he spent too many hours sketching.

Inside, the café was warm, filled with the hum of low conversation and clinking cups. Nick took his usual corner seat near the window, pulling out his sketchbook. Architecture always calmed him — the way lines became dreams, the way form shaped emotion.

“Mind if I sit here?” a voice asked.

Nick looked up. A man stood there, holding a camera and wearing a smile that didn’t try too hard. His hair was tousled, his shirt slightly wrinkled — like he’d just come from somewhere real, somewhere unpolished.

“Sure,” Nick said. “As long as you don’t mind me drawing.”

The man chuckled, setting his coffee down. “Not at all. I’m Mike.”

“Nick.”

Mike nodded toward the sketchbook. “You’re good with lines.”

Nick smiled faintly. “You’re good with lenses, I assume?”

Mike tapped his camera. “I try. I’m working on a small project — Melbourne in Moments. Trying to capture the quiet parts of the city. The people who don’t notice they’re beautiful.”

Nick tilted his head. “That sounds poetic.”

“It’s meant to be real.” Mike studied him for a moment, then grinned. “Mind if I take your photo?”

Nick blinked, surprised. “Me?”

“You’ve got that kind of face people stop for — thoughtful, somewhere else.”

Nick hesitated, then nodded. “Just one?”

Mike lifted the camera, the soft click of the shutter cutting through the café’s noise. “Perfect.”

They talked until the rain started again, their conversation easy and unforced — about art, architecture, the things that made them stay up too late and the memories that kept them grounded.

When Nick finally stood to leave, Mike said quietly, “Maybe I’ll see you here again?”

Nick smiled, shy but certain. “You probably will.”

And as he stepped out into the drizzle, Nick realized that something had shifted — small, almost invisible, like a photograph waiting to develop.
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