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The rain had not stopped since dusk.

It came softly at first, like a shy apology against the windows of the train, then slowly turned into a steady curtain that blurred the world outside into smears of amber and black.

Elias Laurent sat alone near the back carriage, one arm resting against the cold glass while the other held a cigarette that had long since burned out between his fingers. The compartment smelled faintly of wet wool, old leather, and tobacco smoke carried from somewhere farther down the aisle.

Nobody spoke.

An elderly couple slept quietly across from him. A young soldier read a newspaper beneath the dim yellow light overhead. Somewhere in the distance, metal wheels groaned against the tracks like a tired sigh.

Elias watched the rain race across the window.

He had always hated stations at night.

They reminded him too much of endings.

The train conductor passed by, pausing briefly beside him.

“Rainvelle in ten minutes, sir.”

Elias nodded once.

“Thank you.”

The conductor offered a polite smile before moving on.

Rainvelle.

Even the name sounded temporary.

Like a place people arrived in only when they had nowhere else to go.

Elias reached into the pocket of his dark coat and unfolded the letter again, though he had already read it at least twenty times during the journey.

The paper had softened from being handled too much.

You should leave Paris for a while.
Disappear somewhere quiet.
Some cities are kinder to broken people.
— Lucien
Broken people.

Elias let out a faint breath through his nose.

Writers always found dramatic ways to describe exhaustion.

Still, perhaps Lucien had been right.

Paris had become unbearable lately.

Too loud.

Too crowded.

Too full of memories attached to places he could no longer visit without feeling hollow afterward.

The cafés where critics pretended kindness.

The bookstore that stopped displaying his novels after the reviews collapsed.

The apartment that still smelled faintly like Camille’s perfume even eight months after she left.

He closed his eyes briefly.

Funny how people disappeared physically long before they disappeared emotionally.

The train finally began to slow.

Outside, through the rain-covered glass, scattered lights emerged from the darkness.

Rainvelle.

It looked small.

Old buildings.

Narrow streets.

Orange street lamps reflecting on soaked pavement.

A sleepy little town hidden somewhere between forests and railway lines.

The kind of place forgotten by the rest of the world.

For the first time in months, Elias felt something unfamiliar inside his chest.

Silence.

Not happiness.

Not hope.

Just silence.

And perhaps that was enough for now.

The train stopped with a heavy metallic hiss.

Passengers slowly gathered their belongings. Elias remained seated for a moment longer, staring at his reflection in the window.

Thirty-one years old.

Tired eyes.

Unshaven jaw.

A face that looked older than it should have.

Success had once made him feel immortal.

Failure reminded him he was merely human.

He stood, grabbed his suitcase, and stepped off the train.

Cold air immediately wrapped around him.

Rain tapped softly against the shoulders of his coat as he walked along the nearly empty platform. The station was small compared to Paris. A single clock hung above the entrance hall, ticking lazily toward midnight.

No crowds.

No shouting.

No rushing footsteps.

Only rain.

Elias lit another cigarette beneath the station awning and looked around.

A tired station worker swept puddles near the entrance. Across the street, a tiny bakery remained open despite the hour, warm light glowing through fogged windows.

Further ahead, the town disappeared into mist.

Rainvelle felt frozen in time.

As though the world here moved slower than everywhere else.

He began walking without direction.

Suitcase wheels rattled softly behind him across uneven stone pavement.

Most storefronts were already dark, but a few bars still breathed faint music into the rainy streets. Somewhere nearby, a saxophone played through an open window.

Jazz.

Old and melancholic.

Elias stopped briefly beneath a flickering street lamp.

The sound pulled at something inside him.

Not pain exactly.

More like memory.

He followed the music.

Past sleeping apartments.

Past bicycles chained beside narrow alleys.

Past couples hiding beneath umbrellas.

Until finally he saw it.

A small café standing quietly near the river.

Its sign swayed gently in the wind.

Saint Claire Café.

Warm light spilled onto the wet pavement outside. Through the fogged windows, silhouettes moved lazily beneath hanging amber lamps.

And somewhere inside, a piano was playing.

Elias stared for a moment.

Then another.

The melody was slow.

Beautiful in an imperfect way.

Not performed like a professional concert pianist trying to impress strangers.

It sounded intimate.

Like someone speaking honestly when they believed nobody was listening.

Without fully understanding why, Elias crossed the street.

A tiny bell chimed softly above the café door as he entered.

Warmth immediately embraced him.

The smell of coffee, old books, wet coats, and cigarette smoke filled the air.

The café itself was small.

Wooden floors.

Round tables.

Dim lights.

A few exhausted customers speaking quietly near the windows.

Behind the counter, an older bartender polished glasses while half-watching the piano near the corner.

And there—

She sat beneath a hanging golden lamp.

A woman in a dark navy sweater.

Short wavy hair brushing against her cheeks.

Fingers moving gently across ivory piano keys.

She wasn’t looking at the room.

She looked lost somewhere far away inside the music itself.

Elias stopped walking.

For reasons he could not explain, the noise inside his head suddenly became quiet.

The woman continued playing.

Soft.

Fragile.

Human.

And for the first time in a very long while—

Elias Laurent felt as though he had finally arrived somewhere.

The piano continued softly beneath the murmur of rain outside.

Elias stood near the entrance longer than necessary, one hand still resting against the café door as if some part of him had not fully decided to enter.

The woman at the piano never looked up.

Her fingers moved slowly, almost absentmindedly, across the keys. The melody carried the weight of something unfinished — the kind of sadness that no longer asked to be healed.

It simply learned how to exist.

“Table for one?”

The bartender’s voice pulled Elias back.

He turned slightly.

The man behind the counter looked to be in his late fifties, broad-shouldered with silver hair and tired but kind eyes. He folded a cloth over one shoulder while studying Elias with quiet curiosity.

Elias nodded once.

“If you’re still serving coffee.”

The bartender smirked faintly.

“In Rainvelle, coffee survives longer than people do.”

Elias almost smiled.

“Then I’ll take one.”

The older man gestured toward an empty table near the far window.

“Anywhere you like.”

Elias removed his coat slowly before sitting near the glass. Raindrops crawled down the window beside him while warm jazz crackled quietly through an old speaker overhead.

The bartender approached several minutes later carrying a black ceramic cup.

“No sugar,” he said.

Elias looked up slightly.

“I didn’t order—”

“You look like someone who stopped liking sweet things years ago.”

The bartender placed the cup down.

Elias stared at him for a second before letting out the faintest breath of amusement.

“Is everyone in this town like this?”

“Unfortunately.”

The bartender extended a hand.

“Arthur Saint Claire.”

Elias shook it.

“Elias Laurent.”

Arthur’s expression shifted for a fraction of a second.

Recognition.

“You’re the writer.”

Elias immediately looked away toward the rain again.

“I was.”

Arthur seemed wise enough not to press further.

Instead, he glanced toward the piano.

“She plays every night.”

Elias followed his gaze.

The woman still sat beneath the amber light, completely absorbed in the music.

“She works here?” Elias asked quietly.

Arthur nodded.

“Helena.”

Something about the way he said her name sounded protective.

Like a father mentioning someone fragile.

“She always plays like that?” Elias asked.

Arthur leaned lightly against the counter beside him.

“No.”

Elias looked at him again.

Arthur watched Helena for a moment before speaking.

“Only on nights she’s thinking too much.”

Elias lowered his eyes toward the coffee.

He understood that feeling better than he wanted to admit.

The warmth of the cup settled into his hands.

Outside, the rain deepened.

For a while neither man spoke.

The café itself moved gently around them — spoons clinking against porcelain, quiet conversations fading in and out, jazz humming beneath old ceiling lights.

It felt strangely untouched by time.

Like stepping into a memory instead of a building.

“You staying long in Rainvelle?” Arthur finally asked.

“Not sure.”

“You running from something?”

Elias gave a tired smile.

“That obvious?”

Arthur shrugged.

“People who arrive here after midnight usually are.”

Elias looked down at the dark surface of his coffee.

For a moment, he considered lying.

But exhaustion had a strange way of stripping people of unnecessary performances.

“I couldn’t write anymore,” he admitted quietly.

Arthur remained silent.

“So I left.”

“Sometimes that helps.”

“Did it help you?”

Arthur chuckled softly.

“I opened a café beside a river and spent twenty years pretending jazz could fix loneliness.”

Elias glanced around the room.

“And?”

Arthur looked toward Helena again.

“No,” he said honestly. “But it makes the evenings softer.”

Elias sat quietly after that.

Something about this town unsettled him.

Not in a dangerous way.

More like Rainvelle had the uncomfortable habit of making people honest.

His eyes drifted again toward Helena.

Now that he looked closer, he noticed small details.

The slight exhaustion beneath her eyes.

The calm expression that seemed practiced rather than natural.

The way her shoulders relaxed only while playing piano.

She was beautiful.

Not in the polished way magazines described beauty.

There was something older in her presence.

Something real.

As though life had touched her deeply already.

The song slowly came to an end.

The final piano note lingered softly in the café air before disappearing beneath the rain outside.

For a brief moment, silence filled the room.

Then quiet applause rose from several customers.

Helena smiled politely.

Small.

Gentle.

But her eyes never fully joined the smile.

Elias noticed that immediately.

Helena finally stood from the piano bench, smoothing the sleeves of her sweater before carrying a small tray toward one of the tables.

Arthur leaned closer slightly.

“She’ll probably ignore you.”

Elias blinked once.

“What?”

Arthur grinned faintly.

“You’ve been staring at her for twenty minutes.”

Elias exhaled through his nose.

“I was listening to the piano.”

“Of course.”

Before Elias could answer, Helena approached their table.

Up close, she looked even more quietly beautiful.

Light freckles beneath tired eyes.

A faint scent of vanilla and cigarette smoke.

The kind of face someone remembered long after leaving a room.

“Arthur,” she said softly, “table three wants another bottle.”

Then her eyes shifted toward Elias.

Only briefly.

But something strange happened in that single second.

Recognition.

Not literal recognition.

More like two exhausted people silently noticing the same sadness in each other.

Helena looked away first.

Arthur, unfortunately, looked delighted by this.

“This is Elias,” he announced casually. “A writer from Paris.”

Elias immediately regretted remaining seated.

Helena gave a polite nod.

“Welcome to Rainvelle.”

Her voice was calm and low.

Warm in a way that made people instinctively listen.

“Thank you,” Elias replied.

A short silence followed.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

Helena adjusted the tray lightly against her arm.

“You arrived during the worst season.”

Arthur scoffed.

“She says that every season.”

Helena ignored him.

Elias surprised himself by asking, “Do you hate this town?”

Her eyes returned to him again.

This time longer.

“No,” she answered quietly.

“Then why call it the worst season?”

Helena glanced toward the rain outside.

“Because people become honest during autumn.”

Arthur laughed under his breath.

“There she goes again.”

But Elias did not laugh.

Because somehow—

he understood exactly what she meant.

Helena excused herself moments later and disappeared toward another table.

Yet something remained behind after she left.

A feeling.

Subtle.

Quiet.

Like the beginning of a song too soft to recognize yet impossible to ignore.

Arthur wiped the counter slowly.

“You look awake for the first time since entering.”

Elias stared at the rain-covered window.

Maybe he was.

Or maybe Rainvelle simply carried a dangerous atmosphere for lonely people.

Outside, the river shimmered beneath golden street lamps while rain continued falling over the sleeping town.

And somewhere deep inside himself, Elias felt it:

the strange sensation that his life had just shifted slightly off course.

By one in the morning, the café had grown quieter.

Most customers had already disappeared back into the rain, leaving behind half-empty cups, cigarette smoke hanging lazily beneath the ceiling, and the soft hum of an old jazz record spinning near the counter.

Outside, Rainvelle looked almost unreal.

The river reflected long streaks of gold beneath the street lamps while fog slowly drifted through the narrow streets beyond the bridge.

Elias remained seated near the window.

His coffee had gone cold nearly thirty minutes ago.

Still, he made no effort to leave.

For the first time in months, he had nowhere else he wanted to be.

Arthur eventually approached again carrying another cup.

“You look like a man preparing to spend the night here.”

Elias glanced at the fresh coffee.

“I didn’t order this either.”

Arthur placed it down anyway.

“You also didn’t deny wanting it.”

Elias let out a faint breath that almost resembled a laugh.

Arthur leaned against the chair across from him.

“So,” the older man said, “where are you staying?”

Elias hesitated.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

Arthur stared at him for two seconds.

Then sighed.

“You really did arrive here without a plan.”

“Plans stopped working for me a while ago.”

Arthur nodded slowly, as though that answer made perfect sense.

“There’s a small boarding house two streets from here. Mrs. Alden still rents rooms upstairs.”

“Cheap?”

“She likes sad-looking guests. You’ll get a discount.”

Elias shook his head slightly.

“You people are strangely honest.”

Arthur smirked.

“No point pretending after midnight.”

The jazz record changed.

A softer melody filled the café.

Near the counter, Helena quietly stacked empty glasses onto a tray, her movements calm and unhurried.

Every now and then, loose strands of hair slipped across her face, and she brushed them back absentmindedly.

Elias found himself watching her again.

Not because she was beautiful.

Though she was.

It was something else.

She moved like someone used to carrying invisible weight.

Carefully.

As though even silence could break if handled too roughly.

Arthur noticed, of course.

“You should stop staring unless you plan on speaking.”

Elias looked away immediately.

“I’m not—”

“You are.”

Arthur folded his arms.

“She intimidates people.”

“She barely said three sentences.”

“Exactly.”

Elias lowered his eyes toward the coffee cup.

There was truth in that.

Helena possessed the kind of quietness that made other people suddenly aware of every unnecessary word leaving their mouths.

Arthur glanced toward her briefly before speaking again.

“She wasn’t always like this.”

Elias looked up.

Arthur seemed to reconsider continuing.

But eventually, he sighed.

“Her fiancé died three years ago.”

The words settled heavily between them.

Elias instinctively looked toward Helena again.

She stood near the shelves now, carefully arranging bottles beneath warm amber light.

Nothing in her expression revealed pain.

Yet suddenly he could see it anyway.

Not dramatic grief.

Not visible heartbreak.

Something older.

Something that had quietly become part of her.

“How?” Elias asked carefully.

“Car accident.”

Arthur spoke softly now.

“Rainy night. Bad road outside Bellmere.”

Elias said nothing.

Arthur rubbed his thumb against the edge of the counter.

“She disappeared for almost a year afterward. Barely spoke to anyone. Then one evening she came back here and started playing piano again.”

His eyes drifted toward Helena.

“She’s been doing that ever since.”

The café suddenly felt even quieter than before.

Elias understood loss differently now that he was older.

When he was younger, he believed heartbreak meant chaos.

Crying.

Begging.

Destruction.

But real grief—

real grief was much quieter.

It became part of the way people sat alone.

The way they smiled.

The way they looked out windows during rainstorms.

Helena suddenly glanced in their direction.

Arthur immediately straightened.

“I should pretend to work before she fires me.”

“You own the café.”

“She’ll still find a way.”

Arthur disappeared toward the kitchen.

Elias remained alone at the table.

A strange heaviness rested in his chest now.

Not pity.

He hated pity.
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