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Chapter 1: The Return
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The rain wasn't romantic. It was the kind of cold, needle-sharp drizzle that seeped through your jacket and made your bones feel like they'd been marinating in regret. I stood on the cracked concrete step, my duffel bag slung over my shoulder, half-unzipped from a panicked packing job, a sock attempting to escape. 

The neon sign above the door buzzed, flickering 'Cole's Ink' in a sickly green that twisted my stomach. I didn't knock. My fist hovered, clenched, then dropped. What was the point? He'd either let me in or he wouldn't, and my knocking wouldn't change the calculus in his head.

So I turned the handle. It gave with a cheap, metallic scrape; the lock was broken, a deadbolt dangling from the strike plate like a loose tooth. Of course it was. Cole had always promised to fix it, back when this place was home for three chaotic, breathless months. He hadn't. Some things never change.

The door swung inward, and I shuffled into the dark.

The smell hit me first: antiseptic, the sweet metallic tang of ink, and underneath it, the stale ghost of old coffee. It was so familiar it felt like a punch to the throat. My eyes adjusted to the gloom. The front room of the studio was small, just a waiting area with a battered leather couch and a coffee table littered with tattoo magazines from two years ago. Rain pattered against the big street-facing window, streaking the glow of the streetlights outside. From the back, I could hear the low hum of a refrigerator, and beyond that, the soft scratch of a pencil on paper.

He was here.

I let my bag slide to the floor. It landed with a thump, the zipper giving up entirely, spilling a tangle of jeans, a worn-out sweater, and a single high heel onto the scuffed linoleum. I didn't bother picking it up. The evidence of my life, messy and incomplete, lay right there at my feet. A fitting welcome.

"You're letting the damp in."

From the doorway to the back room, his voice emerged, low and rough, as if unused for days. I turned.

Cole leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over a faded black t-shirt that stretched across his chest. He hadn't shaved; dark stubble shadowed his jaw, and his hair was a bit longer, falling into his eyes. Those eyes. Dark brown, almost black, and right now completely unreadable. He wasn't smiling. He wasn't frowning. He was just... looking. Taking me in like a problem he hadn't anticipated but would now have to solve.

"Lock's broken," I said, my voice sounding too high, too bright for the heaviness in the room.

"I'm aware." He didn't move. "What do you want, Maya?"

I wanted to say something clever—that I was in the neighborhood, needed a tattoo, or had lost a bet. Anything but the truth, which sat heavy in my chest like a stone. I opened my mouth, then closed it. The burning desire that had driven me through the rain—to belong to him, to this place—warred with a deep fear: that belonging here meant disappearing, that his hands would feel like a cage instead of a home.

"I..." I started, then my eyes landed on a half-full mug of coffee on the arm of the couch. "Can I have some of that?"

He blinked slowly. "It's cold."

"I don't care."

He gave a slight shrug. "Help yourself."

I moved toward the couch, my wet shoes squeaking on the floor. The awkwardness was a physical thing, thick enough to taste. My fingers numb, I reached for the mug, misjudging the distance—or perhaps my hand was shaking. The side of my hand clipped the handle. The mug tipped, spun, and spilled a river of cold, black coffee across the magazines and onto the floor.

"Shit." I grabbed for it, only knocking it further. It rolled under the couch. "Shit, I'm sorry."

Cole didn't say anything. He pushed off the doorframe and walked over, a roll of paper towels already in his hand, as if he'd been expecting this. He crouched, his back to me, and began sopping up the mess. The muscles in his shoulders moved under the thin cotton of his shirt. I stood there, useless, dripping rain onto the coffee-stained floor.

"Why are you here, Maya?" he asked again, his voice muffled as he worked.

"I left my apartment." It was a stupid, obvious thing to say.

"I gathered. The bag is a clue." He tossed a wad of soaked paper towels into a small trash can by the desk. "Why here?"

My usual flaw, the one that made me push when I should have pulled, resurfaced. I crossed my arms. "It was on my way."

He stood and turned to face me. Closer now, I could smell him—soap and skin and something uniquely Cole, something that had haunted my sheets for months after I'd left. "Nothing is on your way to this part of town. You have to want to be here."

"Maybe I do." The words were out before I could stop them.

His eyes narrowed. "Maybe it isn't good enough."

I looked away, my gaze finding the spilled contents of my bag. A single high heel lay pathetically on its side. "I couldn't stay there anymore. The noise. The... emptiness. It was eating me alive."

"And you thought this place was less empty?" There was no pity in his voice. Just a flat curiosity.

"I didn't think," I admitted. "I just got in my car and drove. And this is where I stopped."

He was silent for a long moment, just watching me. The rain picked up, drumming a frantic rhythm on the window. He walked past me, toward the door. For a heart-stopping second, I thought he'd open it and tell me to leave. Instead, he bent down and picked up my stray sock, a heel, and the sweater. He shoved them back into the
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