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The rain had not stopped since morning.

It fell softly over the coast of Larkhaven, covering the small town in a quiet silver haze. The streets looked almost empty beneath the cloudy sky, while waves rolled slowly against the dark shoreline beyond the harbor.

Jason Adam stood near the window inside the bus terminal, one hand inside his jacket pocket, staring at the sea he had never seen before.

The town looked smaller than he imagined.

Smaller. Quieter.

Maybe that was exactly why he came.

Behind him, the old bus driver carried down another suitcase and muttered something under his breath about the weather before climbing back inside.

Jason remained still for a moment.

Thirty-two years old.

One backpack.

One suitcase.

And absolutely no idea what he was doing with his life.

He exhaled slowly.

The glass window beside him trembled faintly from the wind outside.

“You getting off here or planning to live inside the terminal?”

Jason turned his head.

A middle-aged woman stood behind the reception desk near the entrance. She wore a gray sweater and round glasses, holding a steaming cup of coffee in one hand.

Her expression looked tired, but not unfriendly.

Jason blinked once before giving a small nod.

“Yeah. I’m getting off.”

“Well, then hurry before the rain gets worse.”

Too late for that, he thought.

But instead, he simply grabbed the handle of his suitcase and stepped outside into the cold afternoon air.

The rain instantly touched his face.

Larkhaven smelled different from the city.

Salt.

Wet wood.

Sea breeze.

Old buildings.

It felt strangely calming.

Jason walked slowly along the sidewalk while reading the folded paper in his hand. An address was written there in fading ink.

Harbor Street 17.

The small rental house he booked three days ago.

He still could not believe he had actually done it.

Quit his office job.

Left the apartment.

Ignored dozens of unanswered messages from coworkers.

And disappeared from the city overnight.

A part of him wondered whether this was freedom or just another form of running away.

Maybe both.

A car passed through the wet street, splashing water near his shoes.

Jason sighed quietly.

“Great start.”

The deeper he walked into town, the more Larkhaven revealed itself.

Small cafés with warm lights behind fogged windows.

Tiny bookstores.

Old seafood restaurants near the harbor.

A bicycle leaning carelessly beside a flower shop.

The town felt alive in a very quiet way.

Nothing rushed here.

Nobody seemed desperate to get somewhere.

For the first time in years, Jason noticed how loud the city inside his head had become.

And here...

Everything felt slower.

Almost peaceful.

A bell chimed softly somewhere nearby.

Jason looked up and saw a small café on the corner of the street.

Warm yellow light spilled through the windows while rain slid slowly down the glass.

The sign above the door read:

Moonwake Café.

Without thinking much, Jason stepped inside.

A soft jazz melody floated through the room.

The café smelled like coffee, bread, and cinnamon.

Only a few customers sat scattered around the tables. Some were reading books while others quietly watched the rain outside.

For some reason, the place immediately made Jason feel less tired.

“Welcome.”

A woman’s voice pulled him from his thoughts.

Jason looked toward the counter.

She looked around his age, maybe a little younger. Dark brown hair tied loosely behind her head. Cream-colored sweater. Calm eyes.

There was something strangely warm about her presence.

Not dramatic.

Not dazzling.

Just... comforting.

“What can I get you?” she asked.

Jason hesitated briefly while wiping rainwater from his jacket sleeve.

“Black coffee.”

“Strong one?”

“Please.”

She nodded gently and began preparing it.

Jason sat near the window while placing his bag beside the chair.

Outside, rain continued falling over the quiet street.

The woman returned a minute later and placed the cup carefully in front of him.

“First time in Larkhaven?”

Jason looked up.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You have the exhausted city-person look.”

That almost made him laugh.

Almost.

“Do I look that bad?”

“A little.”

Jason smiled faintly for the first time that day.

The woman noticed it.

“See? Better already.”

He stared at the coffee for a second before speaking again.

“How can you tell?”

“People here walk slower,” she answered casually. “You still walk like someone chasing deadlines.”

Jason leaned back slightly.

That answer hit closer than expected.

The woman extended her hand lightly.

“Joanna.”

“Jason.”

“Nice to meet you, Jason.”

Her hand felt warm compared to the cold weather outside.

“You moving here?” she asked.

“For a while, maybe.”

“Vacation?”

Jason stared at the dark coffee surface.

“No.”

Joanna studied him quietly for a moment but did not push further.

She simply nodded once.

“Well... whatever reason brought you here, this town tends to keep people longer than they expect.”

“Is that a warning?”

“A friendly one.”

Before Jason could answer, the café door suddenly swung open.

Cold wind rushed inside along with loud footsteps.

“Joanna! Your coffee machine hates me again!”

A tall man entered carrying two soaked cardboard boxes.

He had messy hair, a navy jacket, and the kind of loud energy that instantly filled the room.

Joanna sighed.

“No, Barens. You just don’t know how machines work.”

“That’s rude.”

“You almost exploded the milk steamer last week.”

“It was a scientific accident.”

Barens finally noticed Jason sitting nearby.

“Oh. New guy.”

Jason gave a small nod.

Barens walked closer and extended his hand immediately.

“Barens. Local disaster.”

Jason shook it carefully.

“Jason.”

“You look depressed already. Nice. You’ll fit right in.”

“Barens,” Joanna warned.

“What? I’m welcoming him.”

Jason unexpectedly let out a short laugh.

It surprised even himself.

Barens grinned proudly.

“See? I’m good with people.”

“You scared away three customers yesterday.”

“They were weak.”

Joanna rolled her eyes before carrying the boxes toward the kitchen area.

Barens dropped into the chair across from Jason without asking permission.

“So,” he said casually, “what’s your tragic backstory?”

Jason blinked.

“That’s a weird question.”

“You’d be surprised how many people come to Larkhaven because life punched them in the face.”

Jason looked toward the rain outside again.

“Maybe life got bored and kept punching.”

Barens stared at him for two seconds.

Then he nodded slowly.

“Yeah. You’ll definitely fit here.”

For a while, neither of them spoke.

The jazz music continued softly through the café.

Outside, the sea wind rattled signs along the harbor road.

Then Barens suddenly pointed toward the window.

“You see that building over there?”

Jason followed his gaze.

Across the street stood a small old bookstore with faded blue paint.

“The owner’s name is Steve,” Barens explained. “Lives upstairs. Complains about everything. Secretly nice person.”

“Secretly?”

“He’d kill me if I said it out loud.”

As if summoned by the conversation, the bookstore door opened.

An older man stepped outside carrying a stack of books beneath his arm.

Gray coat.

Sharp expression.

Permanent tired face.

“Speak of the devil,” Barens muttered.

Steve looked across the street and immediately narrowed his eyes at Barens through the café window.

Barens waved dramatically.

Steve responded with one raised middle finger before disappearing back inside.

Jason stared blankly.

Barens nodded proudly.

“That means he likes you.”

“You people are strange.”

“Correct.”

Joanna returned from the kitchen carrying fresh bread.

“You bothering the customer again?”

“He laughed twice already. That’s emotional progress.”

Jason shook his head slightly.

Something about these people felt oddly natural.

Simple.

Unfiltered.

No fake politeness.

No office masks.

No exhausting conversations pretending everyone was happy.

For the first time in months, Jason felt his chest loosen a little.

Maybe only slightly.

But enough.

Enough to breathe easier.

Outside, thunder rumbled quietly above the sea.

Joanna looked toward the dark sky beyond the harbor windows.

“The storm’s getting heavier.”

Jason glanced at the time on his phone.

Almost evening.

He still had not checked into the rental house.

Barens noticed.

“You got a place already?”

“Harbor Street.”

“Oh,” Joanna said softly. “Near the old lighthouse road.”

“That area’s quiet,” Barens added. “Too quiet sometimes.”

“Thanks. I think.”

Joanna smiled faintly.

“You’ll get used to it.”

Jason finished the last sip of coffee and stood slowly.

The warmth inside the café made him reluctant to leave.

Which felt strange.

He had only been here less than an hour.

Joanna noticed him reaching for his wallet.

“The coffee’s on the house.”

Jason frowned slightly.

“I can pay.”

“I know.”

“Then why—”

“Because you look like someone who needed a warm place today.”

For a second, Jason did not know what to say.

That kindness felt unfamiliar.

Almost dangerous.

Still, he gave a quiet nod.

“Thank you.”

Barens pointed dramatically toward the door.

“Welcome to Larkhaven, Jason Adam. Population: emotionally unstable people near the sea.”

Joanna laughed softly.

Even Jason smiled again before finally stepping back into the rain.

Cold wind touched his face immediately.

But somehow...

it did not feel as heavy anymore.

And above the distant sound of waves crashing against the shore, the small coastal town of Larkhaven quietly welcomed another broken soul into its slow-moving world.

The rain became heavier by the time Jason reached Harbor Street.

Water dripped steadily from the edge of his jacket while the wheels of his suitcase bumped against uneven pavement. Most of the buildings near the harbor looked old, their paint faded by years of sea wind and storms.

But strangely, the town still felt alive.

Warm lights glowed behind windows.

A radio played softly somewhere upstairs.

Someone laughed from inside a seafood restaurant near the docks.

Life here moved quietly, but it moved honestly.

Jason stopped walking for a moment when he finally saw the narrow road leading uphill toward the lighthouse area.

The further he climbed, the fewer people he saw.

The sound of the sea grew louder.

Cold wind swept through the empty street.

At the top of the hill stood several small rental houses facing the coastline. Most looked old but cared for.

Harbor Street 17 stood near the very end.

A modest one-story house with pale wooden walls and a tiny front porch overlooking the sea.

One warm yellow light glowed beside the entrance.

Jason stared at it silently.

This was it.

His new life.

Or whatever this was supposed to become.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small key the landlord had mailed earlier that week.

The door creaked softly when he opened it.

Inside, the house smelled faintly of wood and old books.

Simple furniture.

A small kitchen.

A couch near the window.

Two shelves filled with random novels someone had forgotten to take.

And beyond the glass window—

the ocean.

Jason slowly stepped farther inside.

The sound of waves reached him even from here.

It felt strange.

Back in the city, silence barely existed. There was always traffic, phones ringing, televisions playing through apartment walls, people shouting somewhere outside.

But here...

silence actually had weight.

Jason placed his suitcase beside the couch and sat down heavily.

The exhaustion finally caught him.

He rubbed both hands over his face slowly.

His phone vibrated again.

Three missed calls.

Two messages.

One from his former manager.

Another from his younger sister.

Jason stared at the screen for several long seconds before locking the phone again without replying.

Not tonight.

He could not handle explanations tonight.

A sudden knock echoed from the front door.

Jason frowned.

Who would even know he was here already?

Another knock came.

This one louder.

He stood slowly and opened the door halfway.

A young teenage boy stood outside holding a plastic bag.

Brown hoodie.

Wet hair.

Annoyed expression.

“You’re the new tenant?”

Jason blinked once.

“I guess.”

The boy shoved the bag toward him.

“Mrs. Elen told me to bring dinner because she thinks newcomers here forget how to survive.”

Jason accepted the bag awkwardly.

Inside were bread, soup containers, and bottled water.

“Oh.”

The boy looked unimpressed by his reaction.

“She also said if you die from starvation, it’ll lower property value.”

Jason almost smiled.

“Good to know.”

The boy turned to leave before Jason stopped him.

“Wait.”

The boy glanced back lazily.

“What?”

“What’s your name?”

“Dylan.”

“You live nearby?”

“Unfortunately.”

Jason looked toward the storm outside.

“Thanks for bringing this.”

Dylan shrugged.

“Don’t thank me. I was forced.”

Then he disappeared into the rain without another word.

Jason closed the door slowly.

This town really was strange.

But not unpleasant.

He carried the food to the kitchen counter before opening one of the soup containers. Warm steam rose instantly.

Seafood chowder.

The smell alone made him realize how hungry he actually was.

He ate quietly while sitting near the window facing the ocean.

Outside, the lighthouse beam swept slowly across the dark sea every few seconds.

The rhythm felt calming.

Jason leaned back after finishing half the soup.

For the first time in a very long while, nobody expected anything from him.

No deadlines.

No meetings.

No endless emails.

No pretending to be fine.

Just rain.

Sea wind.

And silence.

His eyes slowly drifted toward the ceiling.

Then—

another knock.

Jason sighed softly.

Apparently silence did not last long in Larkhaven.

He opened the door again.

This time, Barens stood outside completely soaked, holding an umbrella that looked half broken.

“You seriously live all the way up here?” Barens asked dramatically. “My legs are filing complaints already.”

Jason stared blankly.

“How did you even know where I live?”

“Joanna told me.”

“Why?”

Barens pushed past him into the house without permission.

“Because she worried you might be secretly dying alone up here.”

“I arrived two hours ago.”

“Exactly. Critical emotional period.”

Jason closed the door behind him.

“You always invite yourself into strangers’ houses?”

“Yes.”

Barens looked around the living room with interest.

“Not bad. Creepy during storms though.”

“Comforting.”

“That means you definitely have unresolved trauma.”

Jason laughed quietly under his breath.

Barens noticed immediately.

“There it is again. Progress.”

“You’re weird.”

“People keep saying that like it’s bad.”

Barens dropped onto the couch carelessly.

For a moment, neither spoke.

The sound of heavy rain filled the house.

Then Barens glanced toward Jason.

“So why’d you really come here?”

Jason looked back toward the ocean outside the window.

The truth sat heavily somewhere inside his chest.

Burnout.

Loneliness.

The feeling of waking up every morning already exhausted.

The unbearable numbness that had slowly consumed his life in the city.

But explaining all that to someone he barely knew felt impossible.

“I needed a change,” Jason answered quietly.

Barens studied him for a second.

Then surprisingly, he nodded without joking.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Most people here did.”

Jason looked at him.

For the first time since meeting him, Barens seemed genuinely serious.

“My older brother came here years ago,” Barens continued. “Said Larkhaven felt like a place where people could breathe again.”

“What happened to him?”

“He left.”

Jason waited.

Barens smiled faintly.

“But not in a bad way.”

Silence returned between them again.

The lighthouse beam crossed the room briefly through the window.

Then Barens suddenly stood.

“Anyway, Joanna asked me to tell you something.”

Jason raised an eyebrow.

“What?”

“She said don’t walk near the northern cliff road at night during storms.”

Jason blinked.

“That sounds oddly specific.”

“There’s no streetlights up there. Tourists keep falling into panic attacks because the waves sound like ghosts.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Welcome to coastal life.”

Jason shook his head with quiet amusement.

As Barens moved toward the door, he suddenly stopped.

“Oh yeah.”

“What now?”

Barens pointed toward the bookshelf near the wall.

“If you see a weird old camera sitting around here somewhere, don’t touch it.”

Jason frowned slightly.

“...Why?”

“No reason.”

“That definitely sounds like there’s a reason.”

Barens grinned.

“Goodnight, city boy.”

Then he disappeared into the rain before Jason could ask more.

The house became quiet again.

Jason locked the door and walked back toward the bookshelf.

There were dozens of old novels scattered there.

Some dusty.

Some damaged by moisture.

And on the bottom shelf—

an old vintage camera.

Jason stared at it for a moment.

“...Seriously?”

The thing looked ancient.

Black leather straps.

Silver edges worn by time.

Curiosity pulled at him despite himself.

He crouched slightly and picked it up carefully.

The camera felt heavier than expected.

Old.

Cold.

Used many times before.

Jason turned it over in his hands.

Then he noticed something tucked beneath it.

A photograph.

Slightly faded.

A group picture near the harbor from years ago.

Among the smiling people in the photo, Jason immediately recognized a younger version of Barens.

And standing beside him—

Joanna.

Steve.

Several others.

They all looked happy.

But one person near the center had their face scratched out completely.

Jason stared quietly at the damaged photograph.

Something about it felt wrong.

Not dangerous.

Just... sad.

Outside, thunder echoed across the sea again.

The lighthouse beam swept past the window one more time.

And somewhere deep inside the silent coastal town of Larkhaven—

the past was still quietly waiting.

The storm lasted all night.

Rain struck the windows endlessly while cold wind howled around the small house near the lighthouse road. The sound should have been unsettling.

Instead, Jason found himself sitting quietly beside the window long after midnight, listening to the sea in silence.

The old photograph still rested on the table nearby.

He glanced at it again.

Barens looked younger there. Less tired somehow.

Joanna’s smile seemed brighter too.

Even Steve, despite his permanent expression of annoyance, looked oddly relaxed in the picture.

But the scratched-out face near the center continued bothering him.

Who was that person?

And why erase them from the photo entirely?

Jason leaned back against the couch slowly.

Not your business, he told himself.

He had only arrived in town today.

Digging into strangers’ pasts was the last thing he wanted.

Still...

something about the photo carried the feeling of unfinished sadness.

Jason rubbed his eyes tiredly before finally standing.

The house felt colder now.

He walked toward the kitchen to make coffee, but halfway there—

the lights flickered once.

Then twice.

And suddenly everything went dark.

Jason sighed toward the ceiling.

“Of course.”

The storm outside rumbled violently.

He searched through the kitchen drawers until he found a small flashlight left behind by the landlord.

The weak yellow beam lit the room just enough to move around.

The power outage somehow made the house feel even quieter.

Only rain.

Only waves.

Only the distant sound of the lighthouse siren somewhere beyond the cliffs.

Jason poured himself water instead and returned to the couch.

His phone showed almost one in the morning.

No signal.

Perfect.

He rested his head back and closed his eyes for a moment.

Then—

knock knock knock.

Jason’s eyes opened immediately.

He stared toward the front door.

At this hour?

Another knock followed.

Fast.

Impatient.

Jason stood slowly and walked toward the entrance.

The storm outside had become brutal now. Wind shook the porch violently.

He opened the door carefully.

“Finally!”

A young woman stood outside completely drenched beneath a dark raincoat, holding two paper bags against her chest.

She stepped inside immediately before Jason could speak.

“It’s freezing out there—”

She stopped mid-sentence.

Then slowly looked at him.

Jason looked back equally confused.

The woman blinked twice.

“...You’re not
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