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Chapter One — A City That Never Dries
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Rain had been falling since morning, the kind that did not announce itself loudly but stayed long enough to be remembered. It softened the edges of the city, turning streets into mirrors and neon lights into trembling reflections. People moved faster under umbrellas, as if the rain were chasing them, as if staying too long outside meant surrendering something personal.

Steve walked without one.

He never bothered to check the weather. Not because he was careless, but because he had learned that preparation did not always prevent discomfort. Some things soaked through anyway—shoes, memories, regrets. Rain was honest like that.

His coat was already heavy with water when he stopped in front of a small café tucked between a bookstore and a closed flower shop. The sign flickered weakly, letters half-broken, as if even the name had grown tired of introducing itself. Inside, the light was warm. Not bright—just enough to suggest refuge.

Steve hesitated.

He always did, before entering places meant for rest.

Then the rain thickened, falling harder, more insistently. So he stepped inside.

The bell above the door rang softly, almost apologetically.

The café smelled of old wood, coffee, and something sweet he couldn’t name. It was quiet, the kind of quiet that didn’t feel empty—just patient. A few people sat scattered, wrapped in their own small worlds. Near the window, a woman sat alone.

She was not the kind of person who demanded attention. She wasn’t loud, wasn’t performing stillness either. She simply existed, as if the space had made room for her without realizing it.

Her hair fell loosely over her shoulders, slightly damp at the ends. A cup sat untouched in front of her, steam rising patiently, waiting to be noticed. She was looking outside, not at the rain exactly, but through it—like she was trying to remember something the city had once told her.

Steve didn’t know why his gaze lingered.

He chose a seat near the counter, back straight, hands resting on his knees. Water dripped quietly from his coat onto the floor. The barista asked what he wanted. He answered without thinking.

“Black coffee.”

Always black. Always simple. As if bitterness could be managed if it arrived without decoration.

While waiting, he glanced again toward the window.

The woman had turned slightly now, her eyes following the movement of people outside, then drifting inward, unfocused. She looked like someone who had learned how to wait—not impatiently, not hopefully, but carefully.

As if waiting itself could break something.

Their eyes met for a fraction of a second.

Not long enough to mean anything. Not short enough to mean nothing.

She looked away first.
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