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Chapter 1 – The First Spark in the Silence
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The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the curtains of the library, laying down its quiet glow over the rows of untouched books. Dust hung in the air, a faint shimmer where the beams caught it, and the silence pressed with the kind of weight only old spaces carried. The clock ticked with unyielding rhythm, reminding anyone who dared to listen that time kept on, even when the room itself seemed to have forgotten how to move.

Margaret sat at the corner table, her spectacles balanced at the edge of her nose, the tips of her fingers gently smoothing the crease of the page she had been reading. The book wasn’t particularly absorbing—something about trade routes and the forgotten methods of transportation—but it kept her grounded, kept her hands occupied. Her hair, once a shade of golden wheat, had become a pale silver that shimmered when light touched it, and though she carried herself with grace, she always felt the weight of eyes whenever she left her solitude.

The door creaked open, a long groan from wood against wood, pulling Margaret from her drifting thoughts. She lifted her head, the page left fluttering half-turned, and watched as the newcomer stepped inside.

Daniel.

He had been coming in regularly for weeks now, always late in the afternoon, always carrying a notebook under his arm with a pen tucked behind his ear. He was not a boy, yet the shape of youth still clung to him—his features unlined, his posture filled with restless energy, and his eyes carrying that untempered curiosity Margaret had long since surrendered. He looked too alive for such a quiet place, too much light breaking into a room built for shadows.

She watched him as he moved, unaware of how her gaze lingered. He did not yet notice her, his hand brushing over the wooden tables as though he sought a place where the surface might speak to him. He found his usual seat across the room, near the window where ivy crept in from the outside wall. When he sat, he did not open his notebook immediately. Instead, he stared out into the fading garden, watching the last traces of color sink beneath the cooling sky.

Margaret returned her attention to her book, though the words blurred now, no longer willing to hold her captive. She told herself it was only natural to notice, to look when someone entered. The silence between them was not new—she had heard the way he shuffled his papers, the faint hum of thought he sometimes carried in his throat, the cough he tried to smother when the dust proved too stubborn. She had told herself this was nothing more than the ordinary presence of another soul in a room otherwise barren of life.

But today, something shifted.

Daniel leaned back in his chair, notebook unopened, and his eyes turned from the window. They found hers, almost idly, almost by accident. She thought he might glance away as quickly as he had looked, that he would drop his gaze as most did when meeting hers—out of respect, out of discomfort, out of the vague acknowledgment of difference. But he didn’t. He held her gaze, steady, curious, almost questioning.

Margaret felt her chest stir, a small flutter she hadn’t welcomed in years. It was foolish, she told herself, to allow such a thing, to read into a glance as though it contained meaning. Yet the air between them seemed thinner now, stretched tight as though waiting for something to disturb it.

At last, he smiled. A faint thing, half-formed, but there all the same. He nodded, a small acknowledgment, before opening his notebook and bending to write.

Margaret exhaled, though she had not realized she’d been holding her breath. Her eyes fell back to her book, but the words were lost entirely. She heard the scratch of his pen across paper, the rhythm uneven but persistent. She wondered what he was writing—was it notes for a lecture, fragments of poetry, the start of a letter never to be sent? The thought unnerved her. It was not her place to wonder. And yet, she did.

The clock ticked on.

As the hour grew heavier, the quiet pressed harder against them. The golden light turned softer, then dimmer, until the edges of the room blurred into shadow. Margaret rose from her seat at last, collecting her book. Her chair gave its familiar sigh of protest, and the sudden sound broke Daniel’s concentration. He looked up again, pen hovering above the page.

“Are you leaving already?” His voice carried across the distance—gentle, casual, but unmistakably directed at her.

She paused, caught in the stillness his words created. “Yes,” she answered, her tone even, though her hands betrayed her with the slightest tremor as she closed the book. “The light is fading. It’s easier to read by day.”

He nodded, closing his notebook as though her departure required it. “I never see anyone else here at this hour. I thought perhaps it belonged only to ghosts.” His smile carried a hint of mischief, not cruel but teasing, as though testing how far the silence between them could bend.

Margaret felt the corner of her lips move, though she fought the impulse. “Perhaps it does,” she replied. “Perhaps you are the intruder.”

His eyes lit with amusement. “Then I should apologize to the ghosts. Or to you, if I’ve disturbed the quiet.”

“You haven’t,” she said quickly, and realized the truth of it only after speaking. His presence had not disturbed her. It had unsettled her, yes, but not in the way noise unsettles silence. It was more like a single candle lit in a darkened room. Unwelcome at first, but impossible to ignore.

Daniel stood, tucking the pen into his notebook. “Then I’ll see you again tomorrow, if the ghosts permit it.”

She inclined her head, offering no more words, and made her way toward the door. Her steps were measured, steady, though her thoughts were not. Behind her, she heard the faint rustle as he gathered his things. She did not look back, though the weight of his gaze followed her to the very edge of the hall.

The evening air greeted her as she stepped outside. The chill caught at her throat, reminding her of the years she carried, the truth she could not disguise. She pulled her shawl tighter and walked down the narrow path toward her home. But with every step, the memory of his eyes lingered—the spark that had caught in the silence, the smile that had dared to disturb what had long been still.

That night, Margaret could not return to her book. The pages lay open upon her desk, forgotten, while she sat at the window and listened to the faint hum of the night beyond. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called. Somewhere closer, the sound of her own heart carried far louder than it had in years.

In another room, Daniel no doubt bent over his notebook once more, pen tracing thoughts into being. She wondered if her name crossed his page, or if he wrote only of the ivy, the garden, the sun’s last light. It was a foolish thought, and she told herself not to linger on it. But the mind often betrays what the heart has already begun to chase.

The library would be there tomorrow, as it always was. The dust, the silence, the weight of books no one opened. And perhaps, he would be there too—leaning over his notebook, waiting for the moment when his eyes would find hers again.

Margaret closed the curtains, shutting out the night, but the spark remained. Hidden, perhaps. Quiet, for now. But undeniably burning.
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Chapter 2 – A Hand Brushing Against Time
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The morning broke in shades of pale gold, casting the streets in their familiar softness. Margaret had risen early, though sleep had not held her tightly through the night. Her thoughts had turned and turned again, looping in endless spirals around the memory of a glance, a smile that should have meant nothing. She moved about her small kitchen with quiet precision, the clink of a spoon against porcelain the only sound to interrupt the stillness.

She told herself the day would unfold like any other. The walk through the park, the return of a book, the reading of another. Nothing more, nothing less. But the rhythm of her steps carried an urgency she hadn’t felt in years, a hidden quickness she tried to disguise as ordinary. She clutched her shawl tighter as she crossed the cobbled street toward the library, the autumn breeze tugging playfully at the edges of her sleeves.

When she reached the door, she paused. Her hand lingered on the handle, colder than she expected, and she took a steadying breath before pushing it open. The hinges gave their familiar groan, announcing her presence, but the room was not empty.

Daniel was already there.

He sat at his usual spot by the window, notebook spread before him, pen moving with restless urgency. His brow was furrowed in concentration, lips pressed together as if holding back a thought that might escape too easily if given sound. The light of morning caught in his hair, a halo
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