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Heartstrings

Chapter 1: The Sound Before the Storm
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Leon had always believed that life, at its core, was a series of repeating notes.

Wake up. Coffee. Work. Smile when required. Go home. Silence.

It wasn’t a bad life. Not really. It just... lacked variation. Like a song stuck on a loop, pleasant enough not to irritate, but never surprising enough to stir anything deeper. And Leon had long ago stopped expecting it to.

Still, that morning felt different.

He noticed it first in the quiet.

The city was already awake—cars rolling over damp pavement, distant voices threading through the early air—but something about the sound felt softened, as if the world were holding its breath. Leon paused just outside his apartment building, keys still in his hand, listening.

A faint hum. Wind brushing past his ears. The distant rhythm of footsteps not his own.

It settled somewhere in his chest, low and unfamiliar.

He shook it off.

“You’re overthinking again,” he muttered, locking the door behind him.

That was nothing new.



The café sat on the corner of a narrow street Leon passed every day, though he rarely went inside. It was small, warm-lit, and always just a little too full of people lingering longer than necessary. The kind of place that encouraged conversation.

Leon preferred places that didn’t.

Still, he found himself stopping in front of it that morning.

He told himself it was the smell. Fresh coffee, rich and bitter, curling into the cool air. Or maybe it was the fact that he had woken up ten minutes earlier than usual and didn’t quite know what to do with the extra time.

Or maybe it was that strange feeling again—the quiet hum under his skin, like something waiting.

He hesitated, then pushed the door open.

A bell chimed softly overhead.

Warmth wrapped around him instantly, carrying the low murmur of voices and the clink of ceramic cups. It was busier than he expected, but not overwhelmingly so. Just enough people to make the space feel alive.

Leon stepped aside, letting someone pass, and scanned the room out of habit more than interest.

That was when he saw him.

It wasn’t dramatic. No sudden shift in the air, no cinematic pause where everything else faded away. Just a moment—small, almost insignificant—where Leon’s gaze caught on something and didn’t move on.

A man stood near the counter, slightly turned away.

Dark hair, not perfectly styled but intentional in its disarray. Broad shoulders softened by the way he leaned, one hand resting casually against the wood as if he belonged there. He wore something simple—nothing that should have stood out—but it did, somehow.

Or maybe it wasn’t what he wore.

Maybe it was the stillness.

In a room full of movement—people talking, laughing, shifting in their seats—he felt... steady. Grounded. Like a quiet note beneath the noise.

Leon frowned slightly, not understanding why he was still looking.

The man turned.

It was subtle, just enough to reveal the line of his face, the shape of his eyes—and suddenly, Leon forgot what he had been thinking.

There was nothing objectively extraordinary about him. Not in the way magazines defined it. But there was something in his expression—calm, observant, as if he saw more than he said.

And for a brief, inexplicable second, it felt like he was looking directly at Leon.

Leon looked away immediately.

“Coffee?”

The voice startled him.

He blinked, realizing he had moved forward in line without noticing. The barista was watching him expectantly, pen poised.

“Uh—yeah. Sorry. Black. Medium,” Leon said, clearing his throat.

“Name?”

“Leon.”

He stepped aside, pulse just slightly off-beat, and told himself—firmly—not to look again.

He failed.

The man was still there, now waiting for his own order. Closer this time. Close enough that Leon could hear the quiet exchange between him and the barista, though the words themselves blurred together.

It wasn’t the voice that caught Leon’s attention.

It was the tone.

Low. Steady. Warm in a way that didn’t demand attention but held it anyway.

Leon exhaled slowly, turning his focus to the far wall, to the framed photos he had never really noticed before. Black and white shots of the city, frozen moments of strangers passing through time.

This was ridiculous.

He didn’t do this.

He didn’t fixate on strangers in cafés like some character in a romance novel waiting for something to happen. He had work in twenty minutes. A meeting he wasn’t particularly excited about. Emails to answer. A life that required his attention.

And yet—

“Leon.”

He stepped forward quickly, grateful for the interruption, and reached for his cup.

“Thanks,” he said, already turning away.

“Mohammed.”

Leon paused.

The name hadn’t been directed at him.

He glanced back before he could stop himself.

The man—Mohammed—was taking his own cup, fingers brushing briefly against the barista’s as he did. He nodded in thanks, a small, polite gesture, and stepped aside.

For a moment, they stood there. Not speaking. Not moving.

Just... aware.

Leon shifted his weight, unsure why leaving suddenly felt more complicated than it should have. The door was right there. Nothing was stopping him.

Except, apparently, himself.

Mohammed looked at him then—properly this time.

There was no mistaking it.

And there was no awkwardness in it either. No hesitation. Just a quiet acknowledgment, as if noticing Leon was the most natural thing in the world.

It should have made Leon uncomfortable.

It didn’t.

If anything, it made something tighten—not unpleasantly—in his chest.

“You were deciding whether to stay or go,” Mohammed said.

Leon blinked. “What?”

A faint smile touched Mohammed’s lips, not quite amusement, not quite something else.

“You’ve been standing there for a while,” he added, lifting his cup slightly. “I assumed there was a reason.”

Leon let out a short breath, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only if you’re looking.”

There was something about the way he said it—simple, but layered—that made Leon pause.

“Right,” Leon said after a second. “Well. I have to go, so...”

He gestured vaguely toward the door, immediately aware of how unconvincing he sounded.

Mohammed nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Of course.”

But he didn’t look away.

Neither did Leon.

A beat passed. Then another.

This was the part where one of them should say something normal. Polite. Final.

Leon searched for it—and came up empty.

Instead, what came out was, “Do you come here often?”

He winced internally.

Really?

Mohammed’s smile deepened, just slightly. Not mocking. If anything, it softened.

“Sometimes,” he said. “You?”

Leon hesitated. “Not usually.”

“Then today must be different.”

The words landed more heavily than they should have.

Leon swallowed, unsure how to respond to that without sounding like he was reading too much into it—which he absolutely was.

“Maybe,” he said finally.

Another pause.

Not uncomfortable. Just... unfinished.

Mohammed shifted his cup between his hands, as if considering something.

“Leon,” he said, testing the name lightly.

Something about hearing it in his voice—slower, more deliberate—sent a quiet ripple through Leon’s chest.

“Yeah?”

Mohammed held his gaze for a moment longer, then nodded once, as if reaching a conclusion Leon wasn’t privy to.

“Have a good day.”

And just like that, he stepped past him.

No hesitation. No looking back.

The door opened. The bell chimed. The cool air slipped in briefly before the door closed again.

And he was gone.

Leon stood there longer than he meant to.

The café noise returned in full, conversations overlapping, cups clinking, life continuing exactly as it had before.

But something had shifted.

He exhaled slowly, staring at the door.

“That was...” he murmured, trailing off.

He didn’t have a word for it.

Didn’t have a reason for why his chest felt tighter—or fuller—or why the idea of walking out that door suddenly felt like leaving something unfinished behind.

It was nothing.

Just a conversation. Barely even that.

And yet—

Leon glanced down at his coffee, untouched, then back at the door again.

For the first time in a long while, his day no longer felt predictable.

It felt... open.

Unsettled.

Like the first note of something he couldn’t quite hear yet—but knew, somehow, was coming.

He tightened his grip on the cup, then finally headed for the door.

But as he stepped outside, into the same street, the same noise, the same life—

He knew.

This wasn’t just another morning.

And whatever had just begun, quiet as it was—

It wasn’t going to let him go easily.
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Chapter 2: Echoes
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Leon made it exactly three hours before he gave up pretending.

At first, he told himself it was nothing.

A moment. A stranger. A brief, slightly strange interaction in a café he didn’t even frequent. People had those all the time. People forgot them just as easily.

Leon had always been good at forgetting.

So he went to work, sat through his morning meeting, nodded at the right times, even offered a few comments that made it sound like he was fully present.

He wasn’t.

Because every so often—between the numbers, the polite laughter, the dull hum of conversation—his mind slipped.

Back to the café.

Back to a quiet voice and steady eyes.

Back to the way his name had sounded when Mohammed said it.

Leon.

He pressed his pen a little harder against the paper in front of him, the ink pooling slightly at the tip.

“Everything okay?”

Leon blinked, looking up.

His coworker, Nina, was watching him with mild concern, one eyebrow raised.

“Yeah,” he said quickly. “Just tired.”

It wasn’t entirely a lie.

But it wasn’t the truth either.



By lunchtime, it had gotten worse.

Leon stood by the window in the break room, staring out at the street below without really seeing it. People moved in steady patterns—crossing, stopping, turning corners—each of them with somewhere to be, something to do.

It should have grounded him.

Instead, it made him restless.

He took a sip of his coffee, grimaced slightly. It wasn’t as good as the one from that morning.

That shouldn’t matter.

It did.

Leon exhaled slowly, dragging a hand through his hair.

This was ridiculous.

He didn’t chase moments. He didn’t go back looking for strangers based on a feeling he couldn’t even explain. That wasn’t who he was.

And yet—

His gaze dropped briefly to his watch.

He still had thirty minutes.

Before he could overthink it any further, he grabbed his jacket.



The bell above the café door chimed again as Leon stepped inside.

It felt different this time.

Not unfamiliar—but not neutral either.

Now it carried expectation.

He paused just inside, scanning the room with what he hoped looked like casual curiosity and not like someone searching for a specific person.

He wasn’t here for that.

He was just... getting better coffee.

That was all.

The space was a little quieter than it had been that morning. Fewer people, softer conversations. The same warm light spilling across wooden tables.

Leon’s gaze moved from one corner to another.

Not there.

He told himself he wasn’t disappointed.

He stepped forward anyway.

“Black coffee?” the barista asked, recognizing him.

Leon let out a small breath. “Yeah. Medium.”

“Name?”

“Leon.”

This time, he didn’t hesitate when he stepped aside.

But he did look.

Once.

Twice.

Still nothing.

He shifted his weight, telling himself to just take the coffee and leave. That this had been a stupid idea to begin with. That whatever he thought he’d find here—

“Back so soon.”

Leon turned.

And there he was.

Mohammed stood a few feet away, as if he had always been there and Leon had simply failed to notice. No dramatic entrance. No buildup.

Just... presence.

Leon felt that same strange shift in his chest, like something quietly falling into place.

“I could say the same,” Leon replied, before he had time to second-guess himself.

Mohammed’s lips curved slightly. “Fair.”

A brief silence settled between them—but it wasn’t empty. It carried recognition now. Awareness.

Less accidental.

Leon gestured lightly toward the counter. “You always come around this time?”

“Sometimes,” Mohammed said again, echoing his answer from earlier.

Leon huffed a quiet laugh. “That’s not very specific.”

“I could be more specific,” Mohammed said, tilting his head slightly. “But then I’d have to commit to an answer.”

There it was again—that subtle layer beneath his words.

Leon studied him for a moment. “You don’t like committing to answers?”

“Not ones I’m not sure about.”

Leon nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely sure why that mattered.

“Leon.”

He glanced up.

Mohammed said his name differently this time. Not testing it. Not curious.

Certain.

“Yeah?”

“I didn’t introduce myself properly earlier.”

Leon raised an eyebrow. “You said your name.”

“I did,” Mohammed admitted. “But that’s not the same thing.”

Leon folded his arms loosely, intrigued despite himself. “Okay. Then go ahead.”
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