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Chapter 1 – Morning Ritual
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Vladimir Petrovic did not believe in chaos.

Not in his schedule, not in his business, and certainly not in the carefully constructed life he had spent three decades perfecting. Chaos was for amateurs, for dreamers who mistook disorder for creativity. In his world—polished marble floors, glass-walled boardrooms, and magazines that dictated culture rather than followed it—everything had a place, a purpose, a precise time.

6:00 a.m. – Wake.
6:30 a.m. – Gym.
7:30 a.m. – Shower, espresso, headlines.
8:30 a.m. – Office.
Every day. No exceptions.

His penthouse overlooked the waking city, a skyline of steel and ambition stretching endlessly into a pale gray morning. Vladimir stood by the window, espresso in hand, watching the streets below come alive. Cars crawled. People rushed. Somewhere down there, lives unfolded unpredictably, messily.

He felt nothing watching it.

That, perhaps, was the problem.

At fifty-four, Vladimir had everything men were told to want. Wealth that insulated him from inconvenience. Influence that made people lean forward when he spoke. A publishing empire that had turned his name into a quiet legend in media circles. His magazines shaped trends, launched careers, ended reputations.

And yet, mornings like this felt... hollow.

He took a slow sip of espresso, letting the bitterness settle on his tongue. Predictable. Reliable. Forgettable.

Much like everything else.



By 9:00 a.m., he was seated at the head of a long glass table, the city now framed
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Chapter 2 – The Barista
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The next morning, Vladimir broke his routine.

It was not a dramatic decision. There was no internal debate, no moment of revelation. Just a quiet deviation—almost accidental. His driver slowed at the usual corner where the sleek, sterile café awaited him, all chrome and efficiency, but Vladimir’s gaze drifted past it.

“Stop here,” he said instead.

The car halted in front of a narrow street he had passed a hundred times without noticing. Tucked between a bookstore and a florist was a small coffee bar—unpolished, warm, alive in a way the others were not. The windows were slightly fogged, handwritten chalk menus leaned crookedly near the door, and a soft hum of conversation spilled into the street.

It looked... imperfect.

He stepped out before he could reconsider.



Inside, the air smelled of roasted beans and cinnamon. Not curated. Not engineered. Real. The space was modest, mismatched chairs and worn wooden tables filling the room. A record played somewhere behind the counter, soft and slightly crackling.

And behind that counter—she stood.

Rhianna.

She was not what he expected, though he wasn’t sure what he had expected at all. Her dark hair was loosely tied, strands escaping without apology. An oversized sweater hung off one shoulder, sleeves pushed up as she worked with quick, practiced movements. There was a smudge of flour—or maybe cocoa—on her wrist.

She looked... unbothered.

“Next,” she called, not looking up.

Vladimir stepped forward.

She glanced at him briefly, then back at the machine. “What’ll it be?”

No recognition. No hesitation. No shift in tone.

It was... unusual.

“Espresso,” he said.

“Bold choice,” she replied dryly. “You want to live dangerously today?”

His brow lifted slightly. “I like consistency.”

“Mm,” she hummed, finally meeting his gaze. Her eyes were sharp, assessing—not impressed. “Consistency is just a nicer word for boring.”

For a moment, Vladimir said nothing.

No one spoke to him like that.

Not in meetings, not in interviews, not even in private. There was always a layer—respect, caution, calculation. But here, in this small, slightly chaotic space, she looked at him like he was just another man ordering coffee.

It was... refreshing.

“Is that your professional opinion?” he asked.

“It’s my human opinion,” she said, already turning away to prepare his drink. “Professional opinions cost extra.”

A faint smile ghosted across his lips before he could stop it.



He watched her as she worked.

There was precision in her movements, but it wasn’t rigid. It flowed—muscle memory mixed with instinct. She didn’t rush, yet she was efficient. She spoke to other customers easily, remembered names, joked without trying too hard.

She belonged here.

When she placed the espresso in front of him, she did it without ceremony.

“There you go. Try not to overthink it.”

“I don’t overthink,” he replied.

She leaned lightly against the counter, one brow lifting. “You look like someone who schedules their thoughts.”

That earned a quiet exhale—almost a laugh.

“You’re very observant.”

“I have to be. People are predictable if you pay attention.”

“And what do you think I am?” he asked.

She tilted her head, studying him more closely now. Not flirting. Not performing. Just... seeing.

“Structured,” she said. “Controlled. Probably important somewhere.” A pause. “Also tired.”

The last word landed differently.

Vladimir’s expression didn’t change, but something in him stilled.

“You gathered all that from a coffee order?”

“No,” she said, pushing off the counter. “From your face.”



He stayed longer than intended.

The espresso was good—strong, slightly imperfect, better than what he was used to. But that wasn’t why he remained, standing near the counter longer than necessary.

Rhianna moved on, taking other orders, her attention shifting easily. She didn’t try to keep him there. Didn’t circle back. Didn’t care whether he stayed or left.

That, more than anything, held him in place.

He was used to being the center of gravity in every room.

Here, he was... optional.

After a while, she glanced back at him. “You’re still here.”

“Am I not allowed to be?”

“You are,” she said. “It’s just—most people grab their coffee and go. You’re observing.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not unless you’re writing a review,” she said lightly. “Are you?”

A beat.

“No.”

“Good,” she shrugged. “We’d probably fail.”

“I doubt that.”

She smirked. “You’d be surprised how little we care about passing.”



When he finally turned to leave, something unfamiliar followed him out the door.

Not dissatisfaction. Not pressure. Not even curiosity, exactly.

It was lighter than that.

Interest.

As he stepped back into the waiting car, the city seemed slightly less distant than it had the day before.

“Same office?” the driver asked.

Vladimir paused, glancing once more at the small coffee bar.

“Yes,” he said.

But as the car pulled away, he knew one thing with quiet certainty—

Tomorrow, he would come back.
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Chapter 3 – Unexpected Return
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Vladimir did not make impulsive decisions.

And yet, the next morning, his driver didn’t need instructions.

They slowed naturally at the narrow street, as if the car itself had memorized the deviation. The polished café on the corner passed by unnoticed again, replaced instead by the small, imperfect coffee bar with fogged windows and uneven charm.

“Wait here,” Vladimir said, already reaching for the door.



The bell above the entrance chimed softly as he stepped inside.

It was earlier than the day before. The morning crowd hadn’t fully formed yet—just a few regulars scattered across tables, the low murmur of conversation blending with the quiet hiss of the espresso machine.

Rhianna was there.

Of course she was.

This time, she noticed him immediately.

“Well,” she said, not looking particularly surprised, “the man who hates chaos came back.”

Vladimir removed his coat with measured ease. “I don’t recall saying I hate it.”

“You didn’t,” she replied, wiping down the counter. “You just looked like you do.”

“And now?”

She glanced at him, a flicker of amusement in her eyes. “Now you look like someone testing a bad decision twice.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “Then let’s hope it improves on repetition.”

“Dangerous mindset,” she said. “That’s how people end up with regrets.”

“I don’t have many of those.”

“That sounds like a regret in itself.”



He ordered the same thing.

She noticed.

“Still living dangerously, I see.”

“Consistency,” he corrected.

“Boring,” she countered automatically, but there was less edge to it now. More familiarity.

As she prepared the espresso, he leaned lightly against the counter—not quite casual, but less rigid than the day before.

“You always this critical of your customers?” he asked.

“Only the ones who invite it,” she said. “You have that face.”

“That face?”

“The one that says you expect things to meet a certain standard.”

“And if they don’t?”

She slid the cup toward him. “Then you decide whether to walk away or pretend you’re not disappointed.”

He picked up the espresso, studying her over the rim. “And which do you think I’ll do?”

Rhianna shrugged. “You came back. So clearly, you’re capable of lowering your standards.”

This time, he did laugh—quiet, brief, but real.



He didn’t leave immediately.

Again.

But this time, he didn’t pretend otherwise.

“What are you reading?” he asked, nodding toward the book resting near the register.

She glanced back. “That?” A small smile touched her lips. “Just something to keep me sane between caffeine emergencies.”

“That sounds like a strong endorsement.”

“It’s not for everyone,” she said, picking it up and tapping the cover lightly. “A bit introspective. Slow.”

“I don’t mind slow.”

She gave him a look. “You strike me as someone who minds anything that doesn’t move fast enough.”

“That depends on whether it’s worth the time.”

“And is it?” she asked, holding the book out slightly.

He didn’t take it. “You tell me.”

Rhianna studied him for a second, as if deciding how honest to be.

“It’s about people who think they’re in control,” she said. “And then realize they’re not.”

A pause.

“That doesn’t sound appealing,” he replied.

“It’s not supposed to be,” she said simply. “It’s supposed to be real.”



The conversation shifted after that.

Easily.

They moved from books to magazines—her teasing him about glossy covers and curated perfection, him countering with the influence of storytelling and image. From there, to culture, to the quiet divide between ambition and contentment.

“You’ve never wanted more?” he asked at one point.

Rhianna leaned back against the counter, crossing her arms loosely. “Of course I have.”

“And yet you’re here.”

“For now,” she said. “Doesn’t mean I plan to stay.”

“What’s stopping you?”

She met his gaze, something sharper beneath the surface now. “Nothing.”

“Then why haven’t you left?”

A small pause.

“Because wanting more and knowing how to get it aren’t the same thing,” she said.

The honesty in it caught him off guard.

Most people, in his experience, either exaggerated their ambitions or hid their uncertainty. She did neither.

“And if the opportunity presented itself?” he asked.

“I’d take it,” she said without hesitation. Then, after a beat, “As long as it was mine.”

He understood what she meant.

Not given. Not handed over.

Earned.



The bell above the door rang
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