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	To Mum and Dad.
Every story has an origin.
Mine began with you.
Even though you're no longer here to see how it’s unfolding.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: Nathan Longton
 

	Nathan stood at the entrance of his café, looking out across the rain-soaked Flag Market in Preston towards the museum. He was taking in the crisp October morning air, a moment of peace before the early morning rush. The scent of damp flagstones mingled with the rich aroma of freshly ground coffee beans drifting from behind him, a combination he associated with the start of a good day.

	He watched as a young couple walked past, arguing, the girl clearly upset. Her voice carried on the morning breeze, fragments of hurt and accusation. He felt an urge to invite them inside, make them a free coffee, and help mediate as they talked it out, but of course, he didn’t. He enjoyed taking an interest in people, getting to know them, and having a friendly and open nature, which helped in his line of work. But despite his outwardly friendly appearance, inside, he was a thinker, or, to be more precise, an overthinker.

	He overthought everything, conversations, decisions, even fleeting moments like watching these two strangers argue. Replaying events, he questioned every detail, wondering if he could have done anything differently. He would spend many nights replaying his decisions and conversations of the day. I wonder if I upset that customer. Should I have charged him for that extra shot of caramel?

	This constant stream of thoughts running through his head often made him unsure of himself, unsure of everyone around him. Still, he attempted to see the best in others, despite the doubts in his mind. He wasn’t cynical about other people, just cautious and very protective of the ones he held closest.

	The weight of the silver necklace pressed against his skin beneath his shirt, a constant, reassuring presence he’d worn for as long as he could remember. His fingers absently found the pendant through the fabric, tracing its unusual contours as he watched the morning unfold.

	Nathan made his way to the counter, passing under sleek industrial lights, weaving between the tables and stools. The cafe wasn’t huge but big enough, with an eclectic range of tables, stools, and comfy chairs, as well as a couple of sofas. White walls showcased mocha brown woodwork and a collection of coffee-themed pictures. The rich scent of coffee filled the air, its warmth making even the dreariest days feel inviting.

	The door opened with a familiar jingle. Jim, the first regular of the day, stomped his feet on the mat, shaking raindrops from his coat.

	‘Morning, Nathan. Miserable out there, isn’t it?’

	Nathan grabbed Jim’s thermal cup. ‘Morning, Jim. Americano with two sugars coming up.’

	‘You’re a lifesaver.’ Jim settled onto his regular stool at the counter. ‘I rely on this place to begin my day.’

	Nathan smiled as he worked the espresso machine. These small moments of connection, of knowing how someone took their coffee without asking, made the café feel more than just a business. It felt like home.

	He had worked there since leaving school. He was now twenty-five and had been running it himself for the past three years, since his father had retired. His father had owned the café for, well, as long as he could remember. Both his parents ran it until Nathan left school, and then his mum took a step back when Nathan started. On Nathan’s twenty-second birthday, they signed the café over to him, a proud moment he would forever be grateful for.

	Nathan slid the steaming cup across the counter. ‘I’ll never forget the day they handed me the keys. Dad kept pretending he’d lost them, had me searching the whole place while Mum tried not to laugh. When I finally found them, they’d tied them with a ribbon to this.’ He held up a chrome jug used for steaming milk.

	Jim chuckled, taking a careful sip. ‘Your folks are good people. Few would trust a twenty-two-year-old with a business.’

	‘They had no choice. Dad said his knees couldn’t handle another day on these tiles.’

	His parents were in their seventies now; they had adopted him, unable to have biological children of their own. They only ever showed Nathan love and support. His mum might not have given birth to him, but they were both very much the best parents he could have hoped for.

	Still, one question always lingered in Nathan’s mind. What were my birth parents like? Why did they let me go? It was a question he had asked his parents, but it was a subject they never felt comfortable with. They either didn’t know, as they would say, or they didn’t want him to know.

	As he stood at the counter, he held the silver necklace, a strange-looking chain with a pendant he always wore. His biological parents left it to him; at least, that’s what he was told. His parents had encouraged him to wear it from a young age, and he almost never took it off. The pendant itself was unusual, not quite a locket, not quite a charm, with intricate grooves that sometimes caught the light in ways that made them seem to shift and change.

	Nathan wiped down the counter; his six-foot frame clad in a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, black trousers, and a brown bib apron embroidered with the café’s logo: a coffee mug with steam curling above the words Café Longton. His work clothes weren’t dissimilar to his general style, smart casual, with a professional feel, without overdoing it. Blending in was second nature for him: polite smiles, small talk, nothing that lingered too long. But inside, his mind rarely stopped racing.

	Jim dropped his usual tip into the jar before heading out into the rain. ‘See you tomorrow, Nathan.’

	The café fell quiet again, just the soft hiss of the espresso machine and the patter of rain against the windows.

	The sound of the bell over the door shook Nathan out of his daydream. He looked over, expecting a regular who almost always came in for a coffee on their way to work. But it wasn’t.

	It was a woman, dark hair, and unmistakably Southeast Asia features. She paused just for a second, her eyes scanning the room. Her dark brown eyes met Nathan’s for a fleeting moment, her lips curving into a polite smile. Without a word, she walked toward the counter, the soft click of her shoes the only sound in the quiet café.

	She was of medium height, her slim build complemented by smooth, tan skin and almond-shaped eyes that seemed to take in everything. Her full lips curved as she moved with quiet grace, her black hair slightly wet, glistening from the rain outside. She dressed in a soft grey blouse and high-waisted black trousers, professional, not flashy or suggestive, as if she did not need to draw attention beyond her natural allure. Her clothes were simple but refined.

	The woman walking in disrupted Nathan’s normal routine. She was calm and deliberate, her dark brown eyes scanning the room like she was cataloguing it. Her polite smile seemed restrained, like it was a mask she wore. Nathan couldn’t help but wonder if she was hiding something.

	The lights seemed to flicker slightly as she moved through the café, though perhaps it was just a trick of the morning light through the rain-streaked windows. The air felt different somehow, charged, as if a storm was brewing despite the gentle rain outside.

	Nathan froze, his attention captured by the woman’s quiet yet commanding presence. Something about the calm, deliberate way she moved set her apart. Her skin seemed to glow in the soft light of the café; her features were delicate yet striking. There was something about her, poised, restrained. Watching, but never quite letting herself be watched.

	It wasn’t often that Nathan found himself so interested in someone at first glance. He had served countless customers in this very café, but none as striking as her.

	She paused at the counter, her fingers resting lightly on the edge. When Nathan spoke, she glanced up, her lips forming a polite smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

	‘Hi, what can I get you?’ Nathan’s voice remained calm despite the nervous flutter in his chest.

	‘Flat white, please,’ she said, her voice carrying a gentle accent.

	‘Yes, flat white. Okay,’ Nathan stammered, fumbling with the till. ‘Sorry, I mean, coming right up.’ He forced a smile. ‘Uh, anything else? Maybe some cake?’ His voice came out too eagerly. Get a grip, Nathan...

	The woman smiled. ‘No, thank you, just the flat white.’

	She paid by card and smiled at Nathan as she turned and made her way to the table next to the window, taking out her laptop.

	Nathan moved over to the coffee machine; his hands felt awkward and clumsy as he fumbled with it. He had made thousands of cups of coffee before, but right now, he felt like his hands were not his own. His attention kept drifting; no matter how much he tried to focus on the espresso machine, his eyes kept pulling back towards her.

	The cup rattled in his hand as he poured the milk. Why am I so nervous? He thought. She’s just another customer. But something about her made his skin prickle with an inexplicable awareness, as if he had been waiting for her without knowing it.

	He walked over to her table with the coffee and placed it down. ‘There you go; I hope you enjoy,’ he said with a smile, his tone hopeful. To his disappointment, she didn’t look up, just nodded and smiled while keeping her eyes on her laptop screen.

	‘If you need anything else, please just let me know.’ His voice faltered as he hoped she might look up and meet his eye.

	‘Thank you,’ she responded, her voice steady and polite, but her eyes remained on the screen.

	Nathan nodded and made his way back over to the counter. He looked back at her, feeling a little disappointed, but put it to the back of his mind as another customer walked in, ready to order their regular.

	Throughout the morning, he found his gaze drifting back to her. She worked steadily while sipping her coffee; her face illuminated by the blue light of her screen. A familiarity lingered, though he knew they were strangers.

	As the woman stood to leave, her fingers brushed the pendant of a silver necklace. Nathan’s breath caught. It was a mirror image of his own.

	His stomach tightened. That couldn’t be a coincidence... could it?

	He tried to shake the thought away. When he looked up, she was watching him, a hint of amusement in her eyes. Her smile widened, and she laughed softly before saying goodbye and heading out the door.

	His heart sank. Well, if she didn’t think I was weird before, she will now.

	But as the door closed behind her, the weight of his necklace felt heavier against his skin, as if it was responding to her departure. And somehow, Nathan knew she would be back.



	
Chapter 2: Lan Nguyen

	 

	There was a faint glow from the streetlight cascading a long shadow along the wall of Lan’s room at her shared flat. It highlighted the soft crease in her pink bedsheets and the gentle steam rising from her cup. She was sitting by the window on her small brown sofa, her hands wrapped around a warm cup of coffee, looking out on the rain-soaked streets of Preston. When the weather was like this, it reminded her of her home in Hanoi. Tropical storms would sweep in through the city, turning the streets into rivers. However, the rain here was different; it was cold and methodical. Here, the rain didn’t flood the streets; it clung to them in a cold, unrelenting drizzle that seem to creep into your bones.

	The dampness seeped through her layers despite the heating, sending a shiver down her spine. Nothing like the warm, humid wetness of Vietnam. She missed the chaos and warmth of home, the vibrancy of life on Hanoi’s streets. Here, everything seemed quiet, dark, and damp. The scent of wet concrete outside lacked the earthy richness of rain on Hanoi’s soil, the mingling aromas of street food carried away by monsoon winds.

	Her room was cosy, with a double bed to one side and the sofa she was sitting on located underneath the window. Her clothes from home crammed her white cupboard next to the bed. She disliked the cream walls, but the lilac wood trim was even worse. Most evenings, she would sit at the small, faux-oak desk next to the sofa studying. She was studying for a master’s in computer science at the Northwest Institute of Technology in Preston. It was always her auntie’s and uncle’s dream for her to study abroad, less so for herself, but there was always something inside her telling her to go... the voice.

	The voice was the one that had whispered to her in the back of her mind for as long as she could remember. It started as a faint murmur, offering gentle nudges of guidance. ‘Lan, study hard.’ ‘Lan, help your auntie.’ They were never heavy-handed, just gentle reminders. As she got older, the voice would become stronger and more noticeable, giving her what felt like instructions on what she needed to do and how she should live her life. She had grown used to it; it had always been there and was a normal part of her life.

	Sometimes, the voice brought a tingling sensation down her spine when it spoke, as if her body recognised its authority before her mind did. When it was pleased, warmth spread through her chest. When displeased, a coldness would settle behind her eyes.

	‘Lan, move to England.’

	‘Lan, study at the Northwest Institute of Technology.’

	Its guidance had brought her to where she was today, along with her auntie’s and uncle’s enthusiasm for her to study in England. But now, the voice’s instructions had grown more unsettling.

	‘Lan, visit Café Longton.’

	She had to find the place on Google as she had never heard of it, and after finding it early one morning, it had now become her daily routine, the voice’s daily request.

	‘Lan, Nathan Longton is key. Get close to him. You’re almost there.’

	Her stomach twisted at the thought. Why him? Why now? She had always trusted the voice, but this... this was different. Lan’s fingers tightened around her cup as she fought the urge to obey. What should she do: be friends with him, just stand next to him, or something else... something more intimate? Her hands trembled, the cup nearly slipping from her grasp. She momentarily set it down on the windowsill, taking a deep breath to steady herself.

	Once, when she was thirteen, she had ignored the voice’s command to avoid a particular street on her way home from school. Halfway down that street, a motorbike had lost control, swerving onto the pavement where she’d been walking. She’d escaped with just a scrape, but the memory of that close call, and the voice’s stony silence afterward, had lingered for weeks. The voice hadn’t spoken to her for days after, leaving an emptiness that frightened her more than any reprimand.

	This command wasn’t like the others; it felt invasive, unsettling. What did the voice mean by getting close to him? Be friends? More? The very thought sent a chill through her, the kind she couldn’t shake.

	‘Hey Lan, are you okay?’ shouted Leanne, her voice echoing from the kitchen. ‘Fancy a coffee?’

	Lan declined politely, barely having touched her own.

	Leanne was Lan’s flatmate; it was a two-bedroom flat, and she had the other room. She was also studying for her master’s, but her subject was computing and artificial intelligence, also at the Northwest Institute of Technology. Leanne, however, differed from Lan. Leanne was tall, blonde, and brimming with confidence. Her boundless energy was infectious, and she had a knack for drawing people in with her effortless charm, a stark contrast to Lan’s quiet, reserved nature.

	The boys at university often chased her, but Leanne was upfront about liking both men and women, something Lan struggled to understand. She differed from Lan’s reserved, private character. Lan had never had a boyfriend, never even held hands with a boy. Attraction made sense to her in theory, but it was never something she had felt for anyone. It’s not that she didn’t like boys; she understood what attraction was; it’s just not something she had felt or thought about outside of celebrity crushes. Leanne and Lan were very different people, but they had become friends. Leanne would often laugh at Lan’s naive, reserved nature, but Lan liked the contrast of having someone outgoing and confident around her.

	Lan had nearly told Leanne about the voice before. Once, she’d even opened her mouth to start, the confession poised on her tongue as they shared takeaway noodles late one night. But then the voice had whispered a warning, bringing an instant migraine that made her vision blur. She’d passed it off as a reaction to the food, while Leanne watched her with concern that bordered on suspicion.

	Lan set her cup down on her bedside table and climbed onto her bed. Lying down, her gaze drifted up to the ceiling. After a moment, she turned her head towards the window, glimpsing the night sky through the rain. Despite the rain, the moon was still visible. Looking at it now reminded her of her uncle and Vietnam.

	Before she left for England, her uncle had taken her outside so they could look up at the moon together. He told her that whenever she missed home, she should look at the moon and remember this moment. The moon they saw that night was the same moon she would see in England. All she needs to do is look up at the moon and remember seeing the same moon in Vietnam; it’s the one constant that won’t change.

	Looking at it now reminded her of home, of her life in Vietnam and the family she missed so much.

	She had never told her auntie and uncle about the voice, or at least, she didn’t remember ever mentioning it. The voice told her she must keep it to herself.

	‘Don’t tell anyone about me, Lan.’

	The voice always cautioned her against it, particularly when she felt the urge to share. It was almost like it could read her mind.

	Lying in bed, she turned the voice’s command over in her mind. Why Nathan? What did ‘getting close’ even mean? It had never told her to befriend anyone before. In fact, it had always pushed her away from people. What was it about Nathan that was so important? He seemed a fairly ordinary person. He was friendly enough, made excellent coffee, but apart from that, she just couldn’t figure it out.

	As she lay there, her mind going over everything, the voice echoed in her mind, soft yet unrelenting.

	‘You’re close now, Lan.’

	When it spoke, the air in the room seemed to thicken, making her skin prickle with awareness.

	The voice’s words lingered, coiling around her thoughts like a whisper she couldn’t shake, long after the silence had settled.

	‘Close to what?’ she whispered.

	The voice didn’t answer; it never did. It left her feeling alone with just questions and an uneasy feeling in her chest.

	Nathan Longton.

	Why him?

	And why did the thought of getting close to him make her stomach twist?

	Outside, the rain fell in a steady rhythm, a cold reminder that she was far from home, and edging closer to something she wasn’t sure she wanted to find.



	
Chapter 3: Threads of Intrigue

	 

	Night crept in, swallowing Preston in stillness. The shimmer of streetlights against the wet streets reminded Nathan of the rain that had fallen most of the day. He wiped down the counters, the espresso machines now silent, their warmth gradually fading into the evening chill.

	The rich scent of coffee clung to the air, a comforting presence against the growing darkness outside. Nathan breathed it in, finding momentary peace in its familiar embrace before his thoughts circled back to her.

	For Nathan, it had been a routine day on the surface, customers coming and going, orders taken, coffee made, yet beneath it all churned a current of unease. His mind kept returning to one person: Lan. She had been coming in daily for a week now, always sitting by the window with her laptop. Their interactions were brief yet loaded with an undercurrent he couldn’t quite name.

	She always ordered a flat white, never anything else. She would sit typing away on her keyboard, staring at her screen... but now and then, Nathan would look over and catch her watching him. Something in her gaze unsettled him. It wasn’t longing or hatred, more like quiet analysis, as if she were trying to piece him together like a puzzle she couldn’t quite solve.

	Who was she? Why did she keep looking at him like that? And why did he feel drawn to her despite the strangeness of it all?

	The sharp crash of a breaking cup jolted Nathan from his thoughts. He had wiped it off the counter by accident, too lost in thoughts of Lan. Muttering under his breath, he picked up the broken fragments and placed them in the bin, giving the floor a quick wipe over before deciding he should go home.

	He walked over to the door, turned off the lights, and locked up. The air outside hit him with its chilly dampness; the rain from earlier had stopped, but moisture hung heavy in the atmosphere, making it feel like it was still raining. Nathan hated weather like this. Who didn’t? he thought to himself. It would soon be Halloween, not that it interested him; he was more looking forward to Christmas.

	As he set off on foot towards home, coat zipped up to the top, bobble hat and scarf tightly in place, his thoughts returned to Lan. He couldn’t shake the question of why she’d appeared out of nowhere, now a daily presence in his café. It wasn’t just her beauty that captivated him, though he couldn’t deny she was striking. It was the way she moved, calm and deliberate, as if she knew exactly what she was doing, as if she knew him. But she didn’t. Did she?

	Part of him wished her glances were something more straightforward, a sly smile, an invitation to sit beside her. But they never were. She always had that same polite but questioning look, followed by the pretence of never having looked at all. Against his better judgment, he was becoming infatuated with her, not just because of her immense beauty, but because of the way her gaze seemed to reach beyond the surface, as though she saw something in him he didn’t yet understand about himself.

	Nathan soon arrived at his flat and walked up to his black door. His phone chimed in his pocket. He stood there for a moment, struggling to lift his tightly zipped coat and retrieve his phone from his right trouser pocket. The rain had started again, and he had to wipe water from his screen as he fumbled to unlock it.

	It was from his closest friend, Ollie.
 

	Hey man, up for some PlayStation later?
 

	Nathan chuckled as he typed back.
 

	You’re gonna need more practice if you want to beat me, mate, but yeah, why not?
 

	Ollie was Nathan’s closest friend. They had first met in infant school and continued right through to high school together. Ollie lived in his own little world, obsessed with computers. He now worked part time in Nathan’s café but mainly as a freelance coder, which he did most days at a table in the café. Well, that’s what he told Nathan he was doing.

	He lived with his mum on the outskirts of town, and she didn’t really like having visitors. She was a nice person, always had a smile on her face, but had an aversion to people coming into her house, apart from Ollie, whom she treated like he was still twelve. Because of this, and the fact Nathan was his only real friend, Ollie spent most of his time at the café. Nathan didn’t mind; Ollie’s easy going nature balanced Nathan’s more serious side, and they could always bounce jokes off each other. He was also someone Nathan could trust, something he felt was rare.

	From Ollie’s point of view, he often looked up to Nathan, sometimes with slightly jealous eyes. Nathan always seemed confident and self-assured, knew how to talk to people, and had a few girlfriends. Ollie lacked that confidence. His way of chatting to people was often making light of situations or cracking jokes, which didn’t always go down well. He had never had a girlfriend, and it was one of the few things that made him jealous of Nathan. Despite this, he was his best mate, his only real friend.

	Nathan opened the door to his flat and made his way up the stairs. It had two bedrooms, a kitchen, a lounge, a small hall, and a bathroom. White paint covered most of the flat, which was furnished with modern Scandinavian-style ‘build-it-yourself’ furniture. A standard mid-grey carpet adorned much of the floors, except for the kitchen and bathroom, which were both tiled. It wasn’t showy but suited Nathan’s down-to-earth, smart style.

	He placed his coat, hat, and scarf on the black wooden coat stand in the hallway and made his way to the lounge. Sitting on his couch, PlayStation controller in hand and headset on, he waited for Ollie to come online. As he waited, he toyed with the silver necklace around his neck. The cold weight of it felt comforting, even though he had no memory of his parents, who had left it for him. But it was the only connection he had to them, and he couldn’t help but wonder exactly where he came from.

	At that moment, Ollie’s voice came through his headset. ‘Are you ready to lose, Longton?’ Laughter in his voice.

	‘Yeah, yeah, I wish you luck with that, Ollie,’ Nathan snorted, and they started what would be the whole evening playing online.
 

	******************************************

	 

	The next morning, Nathan arrived early to open his café. The air carried a crisp morning chill, ice on the pavement almost causing him to fall as he walked to work. He opened up and turned on his machines. The morning hum as they warmed up a reassuring sound. He always made himself the first coffee of the day; the aroma of freshly brewing coffee brought a smile to his face, making him feel ready for the day ahead.

	By mid-morning, the café was buzzing with the usual crowd. Lan was sitting in her normal spot, sipping slowly at her flat white while occasionally glancing up at Nathan. Nathan discreetly kept looking over, his mind whirling as he tried to figure her out.

	At that moment, Ollie strolled into the café, hands stuffed into his hoodie pockets, a big grin on his face as he headed towards Nathan.

	‘Hey, Nathan,’ Ollie called out, bouncing in with his characteristic energy. He looked every bit the stereotypical geek, with a graphic hoodie featuring an obscure sci-fi reference, an unzipped bomber jacket, and jeans that had seen better days. At five foot ten and a little on the heavier side, his scruffy brown hair always seemed one brush away from being tamed. His metal-framed oversized glasses only added to the look that screamed ‘geek’ before he even opened his mouth.

	‘You got over me beating you last night?’ Ollie asked, his grin growing wider.

	‘Ha, ha,’ Nathan rolled his eyes, the corner of his mouth twitching upward despite himself. ‘I’ll get you next time, don’t you worry. You just got lucky.’

	Ollie followed Nathan’s gaze. ‘Ah, your mystery girl’s back. You asked her out yet?’ he teased, eyebrows waggling suggestively.

	Nathan raised an eyebrow, fighting the warmth that threatened to creep up his neck. ‘She’s here because she likes the coffee. I don’t make a habit of asking my customers on dates.’

	Ollie smirked, leaning against the counter. ‘Right. But you can’t tell me you’re not curious about her; it’s obvious you are.’

	Nathan calmly said, ‘People can overrate curiosity. If you learn too much, you stop enjoying life.’

	Ollie’s smirk grew more pronounced. ‘Seriously, you don’t plan to ask her out. Just going to keep serving flat whites?’

	Nathan responded dryly, ‘Serving flat whites has always been less complicated for me. Less chance of being disappointed.’

	Ollie shook his head. ‘You’re just avoiding it.’

	Nathan shrugged. ‘Nah, it’s called managing expectations. Keeps my life simpler that way.’

	Ollie leaned against the counter, glancing at Lan again. ‘I know. But hey, she is hot, right? I can tell you now, I was dreaming about her last night...’

	Nathan groaned. ‘Nope. Not hearing this.’

	Ollie smirked. ‘What? I meant she was in my dream. You’re the one making it dirty.’

	Nathan prepared a fresh pot of coffee, the familiar routine grounding him as his thoughts threatened to drift back to Lan again. The rich, earthy scent of the fresh grounds mingled with the sweet smell of the cakes in the display case, creating the comforting atmosphere that had become his sanctuary.

	‘You ever spoken to her outside of here?’ Ollie questioned, pulling Nathan back to the conversation.

	‘No, only in here,’ Nathan replied, his mind replaying their brief interactions. ‘She seems to keep to herself.’

	Ollie raised an eyebrow, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. ‘Do you not get the feeling she’s watching you, like... waiting for you to do something? Or maybe you just wish,’ he added with a smirk, winking.

	Nathan hesitated, his gaze shifting involuntarily to Lan as she sipped her coffee. Her dark eyes flicked up briefly, meeting his for a fraction of a second before returning to her laptop. A small shiver ran up his spine. Ollie’s words stuck in his head.

	‘I’m not sure,’ Nathan said slowly, uncertain how much to reveal. ‘Maybe. There’s more to her than meets the eye. I have noticed her looking over at me.’

	‘You mean she definitely meets the needs of your eyes,’ Ollie said, a little too loudly, his mischievous smile widening. ‘Seriously, mate, you should just ask her out... you never know.’

	The sound of her gentle typing paused momentarily. Had she heard?

	Nathan shot him a sarcastic smile, silently willing him to lower his voice. ‘No, mate, it will not happen. I will not humiliate myself. Plus, she’s a regular customer now; I don’t want to lose the trade.’

	Ollie laughed. ‘Those are just excuses, mate. But seriously, you’re only going to find out about her if you talk to her.’

	Nathan looked at Ollie, his smile softer, more thoughtful. ‘I’m not sure. I just have a feeling we’ll learn something more soon. Time will tell, mate. Time will tell.’

	Ollie sighed, shaking his head. ‘You’re too careful, mate. She comes in every day and keeps looking at you. What are you waiting for?’

	Nathan frowned, a hint of frustration edging into his voice. ‘Yeah, but it’s how she looks at me. Like she’s just staring at the weird guy making her coffee. Maybe she just likes my flat whites; ever think of that?’ he said, wiping the counter with more force than necessary.

	Ollie shook his head, smirking. ‘Nah, I don’t think so. It’s like you’re both the main characters in a rom-com. You just don’t know it yet.’

	At that moment, Lan finished her coffee. Nathan approached her table to collect the cup. Lan’s eyes met his, steady, deliberate. Her lips parted, as if she were about to say something, but she stopped herself, hesitating.

	For a split second, Nathan felt the weight of unspoken words hanging in the air between them, heavy and significant. Then, without a word, she looked away, packed up her laptop, and left.

	As she reached the door, she glanced back; her smile was soft but unreadable.

	Nathan stood frozen, questions multiplying in his mind. What was it about her? What did she want to say?

	Then he thought back to the necklace around her neck on her first visit. He remembered it, silver, intricate, almost identical to his own. His fingers brushed the cool metal of his pendant, resting against his chest. His heart skipped a beat at the realisation.

	Could it be a coincidence? Or was it something more?

	Before he could process the thought, the bell above the door jingled. Another customer stepping in from the cold.



	
Chapter 4: Unspoken Ties
 

	‘Buzz, buzz, buzz.’ Lan’s alarm jolted her awake. She had another sleepless night wondering about Nathan and the voice’s plans. The alarm’s blare yanked her from a brief hour of sleep, bringing her back to reality.

	She opened her eyes and stared out the window; it was still dark, and she could see the glint of ice reflecting in the streetlights, another wintry day. She shivered as she stepped out of bed, hurrying to grab her dressing gown for warmth. As she stood looking in her cupboard for warm clothes to wear, the voice spoke to her:

	‘It’s time, Lan; you must get closer to Nathan. You are not safe.’

	The voice cut through her mind, cold and commanding.

	Lan froze at the wardrobe, her breath catching, a tightness pressing against her ribs as the words echoed in her mind. Not safe. The voice’s warning echoed like an alarm she couldn’t shut off. But what kind of danger did she face? How would Nathan help?

	She hurriedly pulled on clothes, the words still looping in her mind. She had to talk to Nathan. How, she didn’t know. But she had no choice. The voice had made that clear. She was in danger.

	‘Morning, Lan. You okay?’ said Leanne, her voice tinged with concern as she watched Lan rush down the hallway to the door.

	‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ Lan said, forcing a steady tone as she avoided Leanne’s gaze. ‘Just want to make an early start.’

	Leanne gave a light smirk. ‘You know your jumper is on inside out, right? You trying to start a new fashion trend?’

	Lan stopped at the door and looked down at her jumper... Her cheeks turned red. ‘Ah... okay... Thanks, Leanne. I don’t know where I’m at today.’

	Lan headed back to her room and closed the door. She sat on the bed, taking deep breaths. She needed to calm down, make a plan. Step one being to fix her jumper.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	At Café Longton, Nathan was opening up and preparing the café for the day ahead. His head was still buzzing with thoughts of Lan as he made himself the first coffee of the day. Her presence, the way she had looked at him the last time they met, as though she was on the verge of saying something important but held back at the last moment.

	‘Ouch!’ he shouted, jerking his hand away from the steam wand. The sudden pain snapped him out of his thoughts. He rushed to the sink, shoving his hand under the cold water.

	At that moment, the doorbell rang as a customer walked in. Nathan looked up, half wondering if it would be Lan, but it was James Newton, one of his morning regulars.

	‘Morning, Nathan,’ James said as he walked over to the counter. ‘It’s another cold one today.’

	‘Yes, you’re right,’ Nathan said, drying his hands as he walked back to the till. ‘What can I get for you?’

	‘My usual cappuccino. Thanks, Nathan.’ James handed Nathan his thermal cup. ‘How are you today?’

	Nathan smiled. ‘I am okay, thanks, James.’ He stepped towards the espresso machine and started making the coffee. ‘I’m sick of this cold, though. Hope it warms up soon. But of course, then it will probably just rain. How about you?’

	James chuckled. ‘Yes, you are right. A crisp cold is better than icy rain. I’m good, thanks, Nathan.’

	They both smiled at each other, and Nathan finished making the cappuccino. He handed James his thermal cup full of fresh coffee, and James placed his card on the machine to make payment.

	‘Thanks, see you tomorrow.’ James smiled as he turned to head towards the door.

	‘I look forward to it,’ Nathan responded with a smile.

	Just as James went out the door, Ollie walked in, as casual as ever. He had his usual grin plastered on his face as he shouted morning to Nathan.

	Nathan gave Ollie a confused look. ‘Why are you in so early? Not like you to get out of bed before ten.’

	Ollie chuckled, rubbing his hands together for warmth. ‘Yeah, I know, but I am behind on my work, so I need to make an early start. And you know how I love using your Wi-Fi.’

	Nathan smirked, already reaching for a mug. ‘Yeah, yeah. You want your usual?’

	‘Yes, please,’ Ollie responded as he sat at his regular table in the corner and set up his laptop. ‘She’s not in yet, then?’

	Nathan rolled his eyes. ‘No idea who you mean.’

	Ollie grinned, his voice teasing. ‘Yes, you do, mate, the mysterious Lan. I was hoping I might see her.’

	Nathan glared at Ollie sarcastically. ‘She’s not usually in this early... not that I’d notice.’

	Ollie started laughing. ‘Yeah, mate, of course not. I bet you know exactly when she gets in.’

	At that moment, the door chimed as it opened, causing Nathan’s heart to skip a beat... It was Lan.

	Lan stepped into the café, her dark hair falling loosely over her shoulders. Her expression seemed more nervous than usual. Instead of heading to her normal table by the window to wait and be served, she headed straight to the counter. Her usual graceful calm seemed replaced by a more subtle tension.

	Nathan hesitated for a moment, surprised by her manner. She approached the counter, tapping her fingers lightly against the wood.

	‘Flat white, please,’ she said, her voice steady but carrying a strange weight.

	‘Yes, of course.’ Nathan nodded, preparing the drink. ‘Lan, right?’

	Lan looked back at Nathan, slightly shocked. ‘How do you know my name?’

	‘Your laptop has a name sticker,’ Nathan said with a small smile. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you; sometimes I am too observant for my own good.’

	Lan took a deep breath and smiled. ‘No, it’s okay. Yes, you are right, it’s Lan. You are Nathan, correct?’

	‘Yes, that’s me,’ Nathan responded with a grin. ‘You are in early today.’

	Nathan’s hand trembled as he steamed the milk. She had never spoken this much before. He noticed the accent in her soft voice, and he liked it.

	‘Yes, I have to start uni early today,’ she said, her gaze dropping to the counter as she shifted awkwardly on her feet.

	Nathan placed the flat white down on the counter, and Lan paid. They both smiled at each other, a clear awkwardness between them.

	‘Well, I hope you have a great day at uni,’ Nathan said with a smile. Inside, he felt butterflies, wanting to say something more but not knowing what to say.

	‘Thanks,’ she murmured, but she didn’t make any move to sit down. Instead, she lingered for a moment, holding the cup in her hands but not drinking, just staring at the rising steam. Nathan could feel the tension between them, like she was holding something back, like she had something to say but couldn’t find the words.

	Nathan leaned forward as he watched her fingers tighten around the cup. She looked like she had more she wanted to say, like her words were trapped and she couldn’t get them out. Why wouldn’t she just say it?

	‘Are you okay?’ Nathan asked, his voice quieter than usual.

	Lan didn’t look up. ‘Do you ever feel like... something is controlling your life?’ she asked, her voice quiet.

	Nathan blinked, surprised by the question. ‘Controlling your life?’ He repeated, frowning. ‘I don’t think so... Why? Do you?’

	For a moment, she stared at the rising steam from her cup, her fingers trembling slightly. Her lips parted as if to speak, but no words came. She looked trapped, caught between wanting to share something and not knowing how.

	‘Never mind,’ she said, her voice now sharp.

	She set the flat white down on the counter, untouched, and Nathan felt a pang of confusion. Lan then turned and headed towards the door.

	‘Hey, are you okay? Do you want to talk about it?’ Nathan called after her.

	‘No, I’m fine. See you tomorrow.’ She said as she walked out without looking back.

	Nathan stood there, staring at the untouched cup. ‘What the hell was that all about?’ Her words echoed in his mind, stirring an unease inside him.

	‘Do you ever feel like something is controlling your life?’ Nathan asked, glancing over at Ollie as the words repeated in his head.

	Ollie’s face was one of puzzlement. ‘I do not know, mate. That was weird. What was up with her?’

	‘I don’t know,’ Nathan muttered, still staring at the door. ‘But something’s definitely going on.’

	Ollie raised an eyebrow, glancing at the untouched drink. ‘She didn’t even take a sip?’

	‘No,’ Nathan whispered. ‘She didn’t.’

	Ollie looked on, concerned now. ‘I hope she’s okay, mate. Maybe she wants to talk to you but is just shy.’

	Nathan didn’t respond, his gaze drifting towards the door. Inside, he was willing her to return. His hand held onto the cool silver necklace, a habit he had since childhood whenever he felt stressed or concerned.

	He remembered the silver necklace she wore that first day. It had caught the light as she adjusted it, and he could swear it looked almost identical to his own. The thought sent a shiver down his spine. Could it be a coincidence? Or was there something deeper connecting them?

	He shook his head, clearing the thought before it could form.

	‘Yeah,’ he murmured. ‘Maybe.’ 

	


Chapter 5: Cracks in the Calm
 

	Lan ran back to her flat. The words she should’ve said to Nathan tangled in her mind, useless now. She paused at her door, listening. No sound from inside. Thank god Leanne wouldn’t be questioning why she had returned so soon.

	She slipped in, heading straight to her room with careful steps. Quietly shutting the door behind her.

	‘Oh, yes... oh yes!’

	Leanne’s voice sliced through the wall. The rhythmic thudding against it told Lan everything she didn’t want to know.

	Leanne had company. She had brought somebody back.

	Lan pulled a pillow over her head, barely muffling the sounds. Well, at least Leanne’s distraction meant no awkward questions about my sudden return from uni. Small mercies, she thought.

	Her stomach knotted, thinking of what the voice expected from her relationship with Nathan. He seemed decent, but attraction? She felt none, not towards him, not towards anyone. Physical intimacy remained a mystery she had no interest in solving.

	‘They’re coming for your necklace, Lan. Protect it.’

	The voice broke through her thoughts. Cold and urgent.

	She froze, her heart racing. The voice felt stronger today, filling her mind like frost creeping across a glass window.

	‘You must protect the necklace, Lan; it is a key to important information.’

	‘What information?’ she whispered. But no answer came.

	‘Nathan also holds a key. That’s why you need him. Together, you unlock the data.’

	Her fingers dug into the bedsheets. ‘Nathan has one like mine. They’re keys?’

	‘Why do we have these keys? What connects us?’ she pressed.

	Silence stretched between her questions, but no answers.

	‘You must get close to Nathan; he is the key to everything.’

	‘How? What do I do?’ Her knuckles whitened.

	The voice withdrew, leaving her with multiplying questions. Next door, Leanne’s noises had faded to giggles. At least I won’t have to do that with Nathan, Lan thought, the knot in her stomach easing slightly.

	What are these keys? Why do we have them?

	The need for answers filled her with dread.

	 

	******************************************

	 

	At Café Longton, Nathan couldn’t escape Lan’s words.

	Do you ever feel like something is controlling your life?

	The question had burrowed deep inside his mind. He moved through motions that should have been comforting, measuring the coffee, heating milk, with mechanical detachment. The shop’s rich aroma now highlighted how badly his world had tilted.

	The bell jangled. Nathan looked up, heart jumping before recognising Jim, his creased forehead and precise manner. Nathan prepared the Americano with two sugars.

	‘Perfect as always,’ Jim said, leaving exact change.

	Nathan nodded, his empty smile never reaching his eyes. The splinter-like question remained: Do you ever feel like something is controlling your life?

	By afternoon, customers filled the shop. Ollie had taken over the counter, noticing Nathan’s distraction. Nathan kept watching the door.

	‘She’s not coming back today,’ Ollie said, while measuring beans.

	‘Just watching the shop,’ Nathan muttered.

	‘Right,’ Ollie laughed.

	The bell rang again.

	Two men entered wearing dark suits. Their eyes swept the café with cold purpose. Conversations faltered as customers registered the newcomers.

	Nathan felt it immediately. Something was wrong, deeply wrong.

	The men scanned the room before claiming the window table, Lan’s normal spot.

	‘What’s with the thugs?’ Ollie whispered. ‘You think they’re looking for someone?’

	‘Don’t know,’ Nathan replied. ‘But I don’t like the look of them.’

	Nathan approached their table. ‘What can I get you both?’

	The taller man glanced at his companion. ‘Waiting for someone.’

	‘Would you like something while you wait?’

	The shorter man leaned forward. ‘We’re not here for the coffee.’

	Every instinct told Nathan to ask them to leave, but the ice in their eyes made him reconsider.

	‘I’ll check back when your friend arrives.’

	As he turned, the bell rang. Lan stood in the doorway.

	‘I need to talk to you,’ she said.

	The taller man immediately blocked the exit. His partner moved toward Lan.

	‘You’re coming with me,’ he threatened.

	Nathan stepped between them without thinking. ‘She’s not’ Nathan swallowed. His throat felt dry. ‘She’s not going with you. No way.’ His voice was steady, but his stomach twisted.

	The man’s eyes narrowed. ‘This is none of your business. Walk away.’

	‘It is now,’ Nathan countered. ‘This is my café. She is my customer. So, leave.’

	His legs nearly betrayed him. Don’t show fear. He shifted his weight to hide the trembling.

	The café fell silent. Behind Nathan, Lan clutched his arm, nails breaking his skin.

	The shorter man raised his fist. Lan pulled harder. ‘Don’t,’ she whispered.

	Nathan didn’t move. Every instinct screamed to run, but he wouldn’t. I’m not letting them take her.

	The man drew back.

	‘Do it, and I’ll stick this knife in your back.’

	Ollie stood behind the man, pressing one of the café’s knives against him.

	The man turned, smiling dangerously. ‘Playing the hero, are you, boy?’

	He nodded to his partner.

	The taller man then lunged for Lan. Her scream tore through the café.

	Then, suddenly, the door burst open.

	Two officers rushed in. One grabbed the taller man, handcuffing him before he could react. The second moved between Ollie and the shorter man, motioning for the knife to be put down. Ollie placed it on the counter. The officer then cuffed the second man.

	‘Someone called about the disturbance,’ one explained. ‘We’ll need statements later.’

	The shorter man locked eyes with Nathan as they were being escorted out. ‘This isn’t over.’

	Nathan exhaled, the tension draining from him as a silence hung over the café. Customers exchanged nervous glances.

	Lan hadn’t moved. Her grip remained painfully tight on Nathan’s arm, tears streaming down her face.

	‘Are you okay?’ Nathan asked softly.

	She nodded mechanically; her eyes focused somewhere far beyond the café walls.

	Nathan reached out, offering comfort. The scent of her hair, something floral, seemed reassuring amid the tension.

	When his arms encircled her, Lan stiffened. She pulled away quickly.

	Nathan frowned as she turned toward the door. ‘Wait,’ he called. ‘The police need statements.’

	She didn’t stop. Before he could say more, she headed out of the door.

	Nathan watched her go. His chest felt tight. What just happened? The streetlight flickered as her silhouette disappeared; she had gone.

	Ollie approached Nathan. ‘You alright mate?’

	‘Thanks to you,’ Nathan said, as he put his arm around his friend. ‘But Lan...’

	They stood speechless as conversation gradually returned, customers processing what they’d just witnessed.

	The café lights illuminating the empty chair where Lan would normally sit, as if nothing had changed.

	But Nathan worried everything had.



	
Chapter 6: Questions Without Answers
 

	The café buzzed with noise, customers gossiping about the confrontation they’d witnessed. As some rose to leave, two police officers entered, one male, one female. The male officer raised his hand, silencing the chatter.

	‘Could everyone please remain seated?’ His voice cut through the din. ‘I know this was shocking, and we appreciate your patience. We need statements from everyone before they leave to ensure we deal with these men properly.’

	Nathan and Ollie stood near the door, the adrenaline that had carried them through the confrontation now fading, leaving behind a cold clarity. The female officer approached Nathan, her expression professional yet sympathetic.

	‘Hello, sir,’ she greeted. ‘I believe you’re Nathan Longton, the café owner?’

	Nathan nodded, trying to hide his trembling hands. ‘Yes, that’s correct.’

	‘I imagine that was quite the ordeal. How are you feeling?’

	He swallowed, the taste of fear still metallic in his mouth. ‘I’m okay. It was... intense.’

	‘Would you be willing to go over what happened? Your statement will help us put all the pieces together.’

	Nathan glanced toward the door, his mind not on the police, but on Lan. Where had she gone? Was she safe? The weight of responsibility pressed against his chest, making it hard to breathe. He needed to find her, to make sure she was okay, but the officer stood before him, expectant.

	‘Yeah, of course,’ he replied, forcing steadiness into his voice. ‘But could you give me a few minutes to settle? Maybe speak to some customers first?’

	The officer studied him, her eyes noting the slight tremor in his hands, the tension in his jaw. After a moment, she nodded. ‘Take your time. I’ll be around.’

	She moved to a nearby table where three customers had already launched into an animated discussion about the incident.

	Nathan took a deep breath, his mind racing through possibilities. He glanced at Ollie, who was answering questions from the male officer, then back at the door. If he wanted to find Lan, this was his chance.

	Guilt flickered through him. He should stay, should give his statement, but the need to find her burned stronger than any sense of civic duty. The two men had targeted her specifically. What if others were waiting outside?

	He moved behind the counter, pretending to shiver as he grabbed his coat. The weight of it felt reassuring as he slipped it on, hoping the motion looked natural. Head down, expression thoughtful, he walked toward the door. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out the surrounding voices.

	Without looking back, he carefully opened the door, holding the bell so it wouldn’t betray him. The cold air hit his face like a slap as he slipped outside, pulling the door shut behind him. He darted toward a nearby alley, his breath clouding in front of him.

	He glanced back. No movement. No pursuit.

	Relief flooded through him as he exhaled, the vapor curling into the night air like a ghostly spirit. First step accomplished. Now to find Lan.

	The cold bit through his jacket as he searched the streets, his breath marking his path in puffs of white. The university seemed the logical direction. If she lived nearby, she might have headed home.

	He moved briskly, his focus entirely on finding her. The ice beneath his feet remained invisible until his foot slid out from under him, sending him crashing down.

	‘Brilliant plan, Nathan,’ he muttered, wincing as pain shot through his hip. Perhaps running in these conditions wasn’t his brightest idea.

	As he continued along Corporation Street, scanning faces and silhouettes, he spotted a woman with dark hair in the distance. His heart leapt. Could it be her?

	He slowed, ducking into a shadowed alley, so he could get close enough to confirm without her seeing. It was Lan, standing outside a block of flats, her shoulders trembling, tears streaming down her face.

	The sight of her so vulnerable twisted something inside him. She looked lost against the harsh backdrop of concrete and streetlights, isolated in her fear. Words failed him as he watched, unsure how to approach without frightening her further.

	His phone shattered the moment as it suddenly rang. The sound startled him backward, straight into a pile of bin bags.

	‘Fucking hell,’ he hissed as he crashed onto his back, the contents of the bags giving way beneath him.

	Still tangled in the rubbish, he wrestled his phone from his pocket, silencing it with a quick press. Ollie’s name flashed up on the screen.

	They’d noticed his absence sooner than he had hoped.

	Nathan lay there a moment, staring at the glowing screen, weighing his options. With a sigh, he answered.

	‘Hi, Ollie. Are you okay?’ His voice sounded unnaturally calm despite the pressure crushing his chest.

	‘Where the fuck are you?’ Ollie’s voice crackled through the speaker. ‘The police need your statement. Please tell me you’re not chasing after her.’

	‘You know me too well,’ Nathan admitted. ‘At this very second, I’m lying on bags of rubbish. Just give me a moment to get up.’

	He pushed himself off the bags, immediately feeling something wet soaking through his trousers. Reaching back, his fingers touched something sticky and thick.

	‘For fuck’s sake,’ he whispered.

	Too dark to identify, but the substance now coated his hand. With no better option, he wiped it down the front of his trousers before bringing the phone back to his ear.

	‘I’m sorry,’ he continued, urgency threading through his words. ‘I have to make sure she’s okay. And I found her. She’s just around the corner.’

	Ollie’s voice rose on the other end, but Nathan wasn’t listening. He peered around the corner again.

	The space where Lan had stood was empty. His stomach dropped.

	‘She’s gone. I need to find her,’ he said, panic flaring.

	Ollie’s tone shifted, concern replacing irritation. ‘You’re out of your mind! You’ve no clue what trouble you’re walking into. What if these guys come after you, too? Just give me her full name, and I’ll try to find something before you do something stupid.’

	Nathan moved toward the flats, desperation driving him forward. ‘Lan... Nguyen, I think? Something like that.’

	‘Where’s she from?’

	‘I don’t know. China? Southeast Asia? That region.’

	Ollie sighed heavily. ‘So, just a casual two billion people to narrow down. Leave it with me, but please, don’t do anything stupid.’

	‘Okay,’ Nathan mumbled before hanging up, already focused on the building before him.

	He approached the intercom panel. Six options. His mind raced through possibilities. He could press each one, ask if anyone knew her.

	Then he glanced down.

	The streetlight revealed a large brown streak running down his leg, smeared near his crotch where he’d wiped his hand. Horror twisted through him. It looked exactly like he’d shit himself.

	Tentatively, he touched the wet patch and brought his finger to his nose.

	Gravy.

	‘At least it’s not shit,’ he muttered without comfort. The stain looked damning regardless of its true nature.

	Frustration bubbled up inside him as he stood before the intercom. This wasn’t how he’d imagined the night’s rescue going. If he rang the bells and someone came down to find him like this, standing with a massive stain across his trousers... The humiliation would be complete.

	With a defeated sigh, he turned away. He needed to return to his flat, clean up, then try again. There was no way he could continue the search looking like he’d had an accident.

	The walk back became an exercise in humility. Despite his attempts to avoid notice, passersby stared, some pointed, others laughed. The heroic rescuer reduced to a figure of ridicule.

	By the time he reached his flat, shame had curdled into bitter frustration. He headed straight for the shower, desperate to wash away the evidence of his failed attempt.

	As steam filled the bathroom, he texted Ollie, 

	At my flat. Will be back soon.

	He stripped off the soiled clothing, the stench of cold gravy turning his stomach. After shoving everything into the washing machine, he stepped into the shower’s embrace, letting the water silence away the night’s failures.

	For the first time since the men had entered his café, Nathan allowed himself to relax. The water pounded against his skin, washing away tension, if not his worries. His thoughts drifted to Lan. There was something about her that pulled at him, something beyond her beauty or the mystery of her arrival in his life. A connection he couldn’t explain but felt in his bones.

	Just as he stepped out, wrapping a towel around his waist, the doorbell rang.

	Nathan froze, water dripping onto the tiles. Who would come at this hour?

	His first thought was Ollie responding to his text. But a darker possibility followed. What if the men from the café had tracked him down?

	Moving cautiously to the door, he hesitated before peering through the peephole.

	His breath caught in his throat. Standing outside, dark eyes wide with uncertainty, was Lan.
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