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And to every soul who whispered a prayer over these pages, Your kindness is stitched between every word.
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Prologue
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She sought silence in a lighthouse, but the past knew her name.
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Chapter 1
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[image: ]man fled the wreckage of his name,

A woman tended what could not be seen. One glance lit a wick beneath the fog,


And the wind carried what neither would speak.

The fog came first, thick as grief, folding itself around the road as if trying to erase it. It wasn’t the romantic kind of mist that softened the world into something poetic. This fog swallowed things. Swallowed signs. Swallowed sound. Swallowed light. It curled against the windshield of Nate Sinclair’s car in long, deliberate strokes, like it knew he didn’t want to be seen.

The tires crunched slowly over gravel, the engine little more than a tired hum. Beyond the glass, Marrow Bay appeared in pieces—half a sign here, the ghost of a fence there. A town that looked more forgotten than lived in.

Nate didn’t care. The fog outside was the exact shape of the fog inside him.

His hands clenched the steering wheel, knuckles pale. His breath
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came shallow, not from fear but from the weight of things unspoken. Guilt. Shame. Loss. The words still echoed in him: “It’s best we separate, Nathan.” Not a conversation. Not a tear. Just a decision dropped like a contract termination. That was Shyla’s way—neat, efficient, devastating.

He had been a man of ambition once. Rooms had lit up when he entered. People had believed in him. Now? His name was a cautionary tale. A stain on search results. The golden boy with rust at the core.

And it hadn’t been strangers who destroyed him. It had been Shyla—the woman he loved. And Richard Alcott, her father, his mentor, his partner. The man who taught him how to build a future, and then stole it from underneath him.

Nate hadn’t fought the fall. He let it happen. Let his name burn. Let the business rot. The headlines had done the rest.

So why come here?

Because there was nowhere else.


He pulled the car off the side of the road, just near the old welcome sign that now sagged like it had given up, too. He rolled down the window.


Sea air spilled in, raw and sharp. It stung his eyes and coated his tongue with salt and something older—something wild. Somewhere out in the fog, waves were crashing against rocks. The sound came and went like breathing.

He whispered, to no one in particular: “Let’s see what’s left.” But even that whisper felt uncertain.

He was tired. Tired in the way that made his bones feel hollow. In the way that made hope feel dishonest.

“Is this what growing up means?” he wondered. “That joy shrinks as your age climbs? That the higher you fly, the harder you’re meant to break?” He had thought success would taste like champagne. But
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it tasted like ash. It always had—he just hadn’t noticed.

The road curled like ribbon toward the cliffs. As he crept forward, the lighthouse emerged. Not suddenly—but like a memory returning. Whitewashed walls stained with time. Moss climbing up the base. Windows blank and grey. It didn’t shine. It didn’t welcome.

But it stood.

He parked at the gate and stepped out. Gravel crunched under shoes too polished for this terrain. He looked up at the structure, the fog making it seem taller than it was. Stronger.

The scent of rosemary caught him. A bush near the steps, still blooming in defiance of salt and cold. He bent slightly and rubbed a sprig between his fingers. Sharp. Earthy. Familiar.

His grandfather had planted that bush.

A memory came uninvited. A younger Nate—barefoot, wind in his hair, hands sticky from pears fresh off the tree. His grandfather laughing beside him. That laugh had carried across the cliffs like music.

Another flash: fishing at the rocky shore, water lapping at their boots. He had caught sardines with his bare hands once—scooped them up as they shimmered close to the rocks. His grandfather had hollered like it was treasure.

“Blood is thicker than water,” the old man always said, gripping Nate’s shoulder with those calloused, sea-salt hands.

That phrase had meant something in this place. It meant family. Not borrowed closeness, not partnerships signed over wine. It meant blood. It meant roots.

His grandparents were gone now—his grandmother many years ago, and his grandfather more recently—but their presence hadn’t left. Not really. It clung to the rosemary bush, to the salt-worn gate, to the rhythm of the waves.

Even now, he could feel it. That quiet belonging. That bone-deep
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sense that no matter how far he had fallen, this land still remembered who he used to be.


He’d spent almost his entire childhood here. After long days, his grandmother would call them in with a smile and an apron full of flour. Evenings were for stories and storm lanterns, for card games and roasted chestnuts. Back then, he believed love was something you could always come home to.

And his grandfather’s voice, deep and steady: “If life ever breaks you, Nate, come here. This place is yours.”

He had meant it. Not with paperwork. But with presence. With touch. With legacy.

“You always said I’d come back,” Nate murmured. “I just didn’t know it’d be like this.”

He didn’t come to heal. He came to stop breaking.

Inside, everything ached. The betrayal. The public fall. The loss of control. But more than that—the loss of trust. Not just in others. In himself. In his own judgment. His own hope.

He didn’t want redemption. He didn’t even want answers. He just wanted rest.

No more headlines. No more clawing his way into rooms full of people who wore masks. No more eyes that sparkled when he fell. No more women with silk voices and knives hidden in their sleeves.

His heart was closed. Locked. Thousands of locks. Women had lifted him. But they had also shattered him.


“No more,” he said aloud, voice barely audible over the sea wind. “No more women. Full stop.”


The fog didn’t answer.


But somewhere ahead, beyond the grey, the shape of the lighthouse waited—still, silent, and unchanged.


And for now, that was enough.
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The fog began to lift slightly.

And through it, the garden came into view.

A curve of herbs—rosemary, mint, lemon balm—edged a path that meandered like a memory toward the lighthouse. The scent drifted into the morning air, warm and green, like someone whispering the first line of a story. Wind combed gently through the leaves, and somewhere beyond, the sea murmured in its sleep.

There—bathed in pearl-grey light—stood a woman. Nate froze.

She moved through the garden like it was hers by birthright. Her linen apron caught on her knees as she knelt, brushing past chamomile stems with a grace that didn’t ask for permission. Her long brown hair swayed loose in the breeze, half-tamed, half-wild. Her fingers worked through the herbs with reverent familiarity—touching each leaf like it held a name.

He told himself to leave. Turn back. Disappear into the fog. But his body betrayed him. His heart leaned forward, curious. Then she turned.

Their eyes met.

And the world paused. Not out of drama—out of recognition. Out of something older than speech.

Eliana caught sight of the man standing at the edge of her garden, framed by fog like a figure from a myth. He was tall, with wind-ruffled hair and a jaw carved in quiet defiance. His beard shimmered faintly in the pale morning, dusted with salt and silence. He looked like someone who had carried too much for too long, and still hadn’t put it down.

But it was his eyes that held her. Not their colour, but their ache. As if they had looked too far into something and come back changed.

Her chest tightened, and she became aware of everything—her undone braid, the dirt on her palms, the quiet pulse in her neck.
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She didn’t move. She simply watched.

Something in her stirred—not a desire, but a soft gasp of being reminded: you are still here. You still feel.


She smiled, the corners of her mouth lifting not with charm but with calm.


“Are you here about the plumbing?” she asked, her voice gently amused.

Nate blinked, his thoughts catching like stones in a river. He hadn’t expected her voice—smooth, low, the kind of sound that settled instead of echoed.

“Uh... sort of,” he said.

Not quite a lie. Not quite the truth.

She pointed to the edge of the path. “Watch the lemon balm. It bites back.”


He glanced down and stepped carefully, as if her words carried weight beyond the plants.


And just like that, something loosened in his chest.




The smallest twitch of his lips betrayed him. A flicker of something he hadn’t let rise in months.


He hadn’t smiled in so long, he almost didn’t recognise the feeling.


Minutes earlier, he hadn’t been looking for anyone. Especially not a woman who moved like silence wasn’t empty but full of meaning. She had emerged through the thinning fog like a figure memory had been waiting to paint. He saw her before he realised he was staring—not because she was beautiful in a glossy, rehearsed way, but because she moved as if she belonged to the land. Like the garden

had grown around her, not the other way around.

Her hands brushed rosemary with care. The scent curled into his lungs, stirred something that had been sleeping.

And Nate hated how much it woke in him.
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Not lust. Something worse. Hope.

The ache in his chest stirred. Nothing cracked, but something shifted. A room he had locked long ago groaned against the latch.

She didn’t look up to see him first. She worked calmly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. No drama. No demand. Just presence.

And when she did finally meet his eyes, it was like someone opening a window in a room gone stale.

His thoughts whispered: don’t go there. Don’t feel anything. But his breath had already hitched.

She wasn’t Shyla.

Shyla had always performed—every movement part of a polished script.

“It’s best we separate, Nathan,” she had said with cold precision.

And with those words, she’d walked out of his life, leaving him with silence that wasn’t peaceful, but punishing.

But this woman—

She was smudged glasses. Earth-stained apron. Bare-faced truth. And it unmoored him.

“If you can stop the kitchen tap from hissing like an angry possum,” she said, crouching beside the wall, “I’ll owe you a coffee. A bad one. But still.”

That drew something from him—not laughter, but the idea of it. Like an ember catching dry wood.

He knelt beside her, fingers grazing the rusted pipe. The metal was cool, damp from salt air. Familiar. His grandfather’s voice echoed in memory:

You don’t fix it by staring. Put your hands on it. Feel where it gives. For a second, he was ten years old again. Passing tools. Learning
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quiet strength.

“Not much of a talker, huh?” she asked softly. “Not today,” he said.

She didn’t press. That kindness—the kind that let silence be what it needed to be—was rarer than most people knew.

“Then I’ll talk enough for both of us,” she said, voice light, but not flippant.

There was a small peace in that. A shared space. Not too close. Not too far.

He left without saying much else. Just a nod. A half-worded promise to return.

And Eliana stood there, one sprig of rosemary between her fingers, its scent still clinging to her skin.

She had watched him go with a strange tightness in her chest.

He was good-looking, yes. Broad-shouldered. That sort of handsomeness you didn’t comment on out loud, because it felt like admiring the sea: obvious, and somehow sacred.

But it wasn’t his jawline or his eyes that moved her.

It was the way he carried something heavy without asking the world to notice.

That kind of silence... she recognised it.

And for the first time in a long while, a quiet curiosity bloomed inside her.

Not love. Not even interest. Just this:

You are not the only one healing.

And sometimes, that was enough to begin again. He hadn’t gone far.

Nate crouched beside the downpipe at the side of the house, sleeves rolled up, hands steady on rusted metal. The hiss of the kitchen tap echoed faintly through the wall, a rhythmic, pulsing reminder that
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even broken things still made noise. He wasn’t listening for voices, but the sound drifted through the mist anyway—soft laughter, a sharp gasp, then a name he didn’t recognise.

“Sister,” Eliana said.

He turned his head just enough to glimpse them through the fog: the outline of two women near the herb bed, framed by the soft lift of steam rising from damp earth. He didn’t intend to eavesdrop. He just... stayed still. Just a moment longer.

“My, my,” came the other voice—playful, warm, and edged with knowing.

Sister Agnes.

She appeared at the gate, her veil damp from the morning, the curve of her shoulder hunched slightly from the weight of her basket. A strand of grey hair had slipped loose, curling beneath the edge of her veil like ivy determined to live. The scent of thyme followed her, mingling with rosemary and wet stone. She didn’t just carry herbs. She carried presence.

“I was just checking on my lemon balm,” she said, eyes glinting. “But maybe someone else needed a little... stirring.”

Eliana jumped. Then blushed.

Nate, hidden from full view, lowered his gaze to the pipe again, but his fingers paused.

“He was just lost, Sister. That’s all.”

“Mmm.” The nun’s voice was like tea poured into a quiet morning. “Lost men don’t usually stare like that.”

Eliana bent quickly to adjust her basket. “You’re imagining things.” Sister Agnes leaned in, close enough for a whisper, though her words danced in the air with certainty. “Child, I may be old, but I know what I saw. That lighthouse isn’t the only thing calling people

to this place.”

Eliana didn’t respond right away. Her fingers brushed a sprig of
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mint, but she wasn’t tending to it. She was remembering his eyes.

And somewhere behind the side wall, Nate’s hand stilled on the pipe. He didn’t understand why her voice had lodged itself so firmly in his chest. Why hearing her name spoken aloud made something in him anchor deeper.


He stood slowly, wiping his hands on the side of his jeans. The fog was thinning, but still clung to the hollows like a veil reluctant to lift. “I should head off,” he said quietly, more to himself than anyone


else.

He glanced once toward the path, not expecting to be seen. But Eliana was looking.

Not waving. Not speaking. Just... watching.

Sister Agnes followed her gaze, a knowing hum tucked behind her smile.

As Nate walked away, his silhouette slipped back into the grey. Eliana stood motionless.

Her hands no longer worked the soil. Her basket hung loose on one arm.

“He’s leaving,” she said softly.

“Of course he is. That’s what people do when they’re only half-arrived,” Sister Agnes replied. “But sometimes they come back when the other half catches up.”

Eliana let out a breath. “You sound like one of your parables.” “Better than sounding like bad weather.”

That made Eliana laugh.

Sister Agnes turned to go, her habit brushing against the rosemary bush as she passed. The mist swirled around her steps like it knew her rhythm. She had the gait of someone who’d walked between silence and prayer long enough to recognize a beginning when she saw it.
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At the gate, she paused.

“Don’t pretend you didn’t feel it,” she said. Eliana didn’t reply.

She only looked out again—toward where Nate had disappeared. Toward the place in the fog where presence had just been. And where something unnamed now remained.

And the wind whispered softly around her, as if it agreed.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


[image: ]




[image: ]he poured the tea, but it tasted like memory, A knock at the door, soft as a sigh.

Some stories wait beneath the hush, Where hearts once guarded now ask why.




The cliffs were quieter that morning, as if the wind had tired itself out during the night. The sea below murmured in its own time, brushing rhythmically against the rocks. Nate walked the familiar curve of the trail at a pace that wasn’t hurried, but neither was it aimless. He told himself it was curiosity again. Just another look at the lighthouse. The structure held steady in the distance, part memory, part monument. But beneath that thin excuse, something else pulled at him. Something quieter, deeper—an ache for something unbroken.

He didn’t expect to see her again.

But there she was—Eliana—bent near the railing with gloved hands, checking the bolts like they were bones that could be mended. He stopped walking. Not out of fear, but recognition. Like catching sight of something you didn’t know you’d missed until it appeared.
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For a moment, he watched.

She was close to the edge. Too close.

“You shouldn’t be that near,” he said, tone low but firm.

Eliana didn’t jump. She just turned, registering him with eyes that didn’t flinch. “It’s always just me out here,” she replied.

Not sharp. Not apologetic. Just true.

He stepped closer, eyes flicking to the crooked rail. “That’s not safe.”

“I know. It needs fixing.”

There was no edge in her voice—only fatigue. The kind that comes from having too much to do and no one to help you do it. Nate paused. Then, softly:

“I can help.”

Eliana didn’t answer right away. She didn’t move either. But something in her shoulders shifted—just slightly—as if some part of her wanted to believe him.

Finally, she nodded toward the shed. “Tools are in there.” And that’s how it began.

Not with fireworks. But with a bolt and a quiet agreement.

They worked in silence at first. Eliana gave short, direct instruc-tions. Nate followed them without question. She held the brackets steady while he fastened bolts into the softened wood. The only sounds were the scrape of metal, the soft hiss of the wind, and the occasional clink of tools trading hands.

Their hands brushed once. Neither said anything.

He noticed the way she worked—focused, efficient, careful. She saw his precision—how he didn’t fumble, didn’t overreach, didn’t make noise just to fill the space.

At one point, she said, “You’ve done this before.”

Nate nodded, not looking up. “My grandfather was a contractor. Taught me early—repair what you can. Don’t replace if you don’t
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need to.”

He tightened the next bolt. “Most things just need patience and care.”

The words landed heavier than he meant.

Eliana looked at him, and something passed between them—something wordless but full.

When they finished, Eliana leaned lightly against the repaired railing. It held.

She tilted her head, just slightly. “You’ve been here before.”

Nate nodded. “My grandparents lived just over the rise. Summers here were barefoot and wild.” He glanced at the lighthouse. “My grandfather owned it.”

The words hung there.

Eliana stilled. “You’re not... planning to take it back?”

He blinked, surprised. “No. I’m staying nearby. That place was always his, not mine.”

She studied him for a beat longer. Then something in her stance softened.

“I just wanted quiet,” he added. “Somewhere, the world doesn’t follow you.”

She nodded. “The lighthouse remembers things. Even when we try to forget.”

He smiled, faintly. “That’s what he used to say. That the light wasn’t just for ships. It was for anyone trying to find their way back.”

And maybe he didn’t mean to look at her like that—but he did. Something unspoken flickered and settled.

She stepped back from the railing, gloves in one hand. “You helped me yesterday. And again just now,” she said.

Then added, with a quiet smile, “That earns you a terrible cup of coffee.”

It was a test. Half invitation. Half challenge.
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He didn’t flinch.

“I’ve survived worse.”

Their steps aligned—not perfectly, but closely enough—as they walked toward the cottage. Gravel crunched underfoot. The wind carried the scent of rosemary and something soft and salty. Neither spoke, but the silence felt companionable now, like a jacket you could share.

Inside, the scent of dried herbs greeted them. The kettle hissed. Eliana moved with quiet purpose, her back to him, hands steady. Nate stood just inside the door, not touching anything, taking in the space shaped by her rhythm.

She gestured toward the back. “Would you like to see the garden?” He didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

They stepped into the afternoon, coffee warm in hand. And for the first time, Nate didn’t feel like a visitor.

He felt invited.

And Eliana—she didn’t brace herself. She let him walk beside her.

* * *
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And the path between them began to grow roots. But even roots can tremble when reaching into the unknown. They stepped toward the garden, unaware that silence can carry its own questions—and answers that take their time.

The garden gate groaned softly as Eliana pushed it open, the hinges stiff with salt and age. Nate followed her through without a word, his steps careful on the gravel. He didn’t know what he expected—maybe
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rows of leafy plants, a few pots scattered near the fence—but this? This was something else.


The air shifted the moment they stepped inside.


It smelled of lemon balm and rosemary, sun-warmed soil and something sweeter underneath—like crushed petals and memory. The space wasn’t ample, but it unfolded with a sense of quiet order. Beds of herbs lined either side of a winding path. Yarrow leaned into feverfew. Chamomile sat like a prayer near the bench. Daisies had claimed a corner, uninvited but unchallenged.


Eliana moved ahead, her fingers trailing along a low fence of woven twigs. “This is where I spend most of my time,” she said. “And where most of the village comes when they need something.”

Nate nodded, eyes scanning the signs: Yarrow – for wounds and bleeding. Borage – courage and the heart. Burnweed – cools and soothes.

“You grow all of this yourself?” “I do.”


She knelt by pale yellow flowers and brushed their petals with a touch so gentle it made Nate feel loud just for breathing. “This eases fevers,” she murmured. “If you harvest too much, the plant weakens. Too little, and people suffer.”


She looked up at him. “Everything needs balance, Nate. Even healing. Too much, too fast—it can still harm.”

Her words settled deeper than he expected, not just about plants but... something else. Something personal. Something unspoken.


He crouched beside her. Watched her pick three leaves. Only three. Always enough left behind.


“My grandmother used to say the earth is generous,” she added, standing. “But only if you respect her limits.”

Nate let his fingers hover above a sprig of mint. The leaves trembled in the breeze. “She sounds like someone I would’ve liked.”
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“She’d have liked you. Especially your silence.” He smiled softly. “That’s a first.”

They moved deeper into the garden, and Eliana pointed out another plant. Soft silver leaves. “This one soothes burns. The children call it the ‘cool leaf.’ I make creams for the fishermen.”

Nate watched her move from plant to plant, never in a rush, always with purpose. There was no performance in it. Just... rhythm. She didn’t dominate the space. She listened to it. Responded. Tended, not tamed.

At one point, she crouched near small white blossoms. “Chamomile,” she said. “It helps with sleep. Some wounds don’t

live in the body—they live in the mind.”

She glanced at him then. Something behind her eyes waited—like a door slightly open.

“There was a woman in the village, Marta. Her husband lost his job. She couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t eat. I gave her tea and oils. Nothing helped—until he found work again. When the weight lifted, so did her illness. Healing the heart matters too.”

Nate was silent, but it wasn’t emptiness. He crouched beside a rosemary bush and plucked a single stem, rolling it between his fingers.

“My grandfather used to say, ‘If you can fix small things, you’ll never feel helpless.’”

Eliana nodded. “He sounds wise.” “He was.”

There was more he could say—but didn’t. Not yet. Instead, he followed her back toward the path, baskets slowly filling with bundles of sage, mint, and thyme. The silence between them no longer felt fragile. It felt chosen.

“You’re not afraid to be out here alone?” she asked, tying one last bundle with twine.

[image: ]




“No,” he said. “But maybe I was tired of being alone in other places.”

Eliana didn’t reply. She didn’t need to. Her gaze softened, then dropped to the herbs in her hands.

They walked toward the split in the path. At the bend, Nate paused. “I’ll head back now.”

Eliana nodded. “Thank you for helping.” “Thank you for letting me.”

He glanced back once before disappearing down the hill. The lighthouse stood behind her like a quiet guardian.

Eliana stayed in place for a moment longer.

The wind tugged at the rosemary. The daisies swayed, unbothered. She wasn’t used to company like that—quiet company. Kind. It stirred something soft inside her, something that curled rather than

bloomed. No name for it. Just a feeling. A root, maybe. Starting. She stepped into the cottage. Lavender and mint followed her in. She made tea.

Sat by the window.

And for the first time in months, she didn’t mind the silence one bit.



* * *
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The hours after Nate left unfolded in quiet stretches. Eliana moved through the rest of the day with practised hands—filling jars, tidying workspaces—but her mind kept pausing where it shouldn’t. On silence. On rosemary. On the warmth of being seen without having to speak. By late afternoon, the air had cooled, and she had just settled with tea by the window when familiar footsteps stirred the stone path. Then came the soft shuffle of sandals on stone, like the garden itself exhaled. A gentle knock followed—barely more than a tap, but warm


enough to stir the air.
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“Eliana?” called a bright voice. “Are you hiding from the world again?”

Sister Agnes stepped in with the breeze, her presence like the sun slipping through a crack in the clouds. She wore her usual wide grin and carried a basket of scones that were still warm from the oven.

“Are those lemon and sage?” Eliana asked, already rising, with the kettle in hand.

“They are,” Sister Agnes declared, shrugging off her shawl. “Because your rosemary is getting cocky and needs a humbling.”

Eliana chuckled, motioning toward the bench near the window. “Sit. You’ve brought warmth into the room before the tea had a chance.”

They settled in with mugs of steaming comfort and the scent of baked zest curling around them. Outside, the wind pressed gently against the glass like a curious cat, and the garden whispered beneath the breath of the coming rain.

After the usual playful jabs, Sister Agnes leaned forward, elbows on her knees, eyes soft but glinting with something more profound. “This reminds me of the snail and the robin,” she said, voice lowering

into story tone.

Eliana tilted her head. “Another story with a hidden meaning?” Sister Agnes gave a slow, theatrical wink. “Always.”

She folded her hands as if preparing to open a small, fragile box. “The snail lived tucked inside his shell. ‘It’s safe here,’ he said. ‘Quiet.

Predictable. No sudden gusts or prickly questions.’

The robin, all feathers and firelight, perched nearby. ‘But you miss the sun!’ she chirped. ‘You miss the berries! You miss the sky rolling out like a song!’

‘I have my moss,’ the snail insisted, pulling tighter. ‘I have what I need.’

Then one day, a different kind of rain came—not sharp or urgent, but soft, like music played far away.
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The snail peeked out.

The robin hopped closer. ‘Just for a moment,’ she said. And the snail slid forward.

The rain kissed his shell like a blessing. The wind danced around his feelers with no rush, no force. For the first time, he tasted the berries that had ripened without him, and the sun brushed his face like it had always waited.

He didn’t abandon his shell. He simply stretched beyond it.” Sister Agnes’s voice softened to a hush. “He still carried his shell.

We all do. But he learned that you can be careful—and still choose joy.”

Silence fell over the room, but it wasn’t empty. It felt like breath held between heartbeats.

Eliana didn’t speak. Her hands wrapped around the teacup like it might carry more than warmth.

Sister Agnes studied her a moment longer, then rose, smoothing crumbs from her skirt like brushing off the unnecessary.

“Be careful, child—but not so careful you forget how to be brave.”

She stepped toward the door, then turned, her smile blooming with mischief.


“And if that robin just so happens to wear boots and fix railings, well... maybe don’t wait too long to offer him tea. Or a scone. Or a key to the garden.”


Eliana’s laugh came out soft and startled, like something opening from within.


The door clicked shut behind Sister Agnes, and the cottage exhaled. The silence that followed wasn’t lonely. It was... ripening.


Eliana stayed at the window bench. Outside, the wind stroked the trees. The branches bent but did not break. She watched the rosemary sway—still smug, still undefeated.

Her thoughts, however, had changed direction.
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They weren’t in the story. Not entirely.

They circled instead around a man with hands that fixed things gently. Around the way he looked at her—not with hunger or pity, but with a stillness that waited. With the kind of quiet that made space rather than taking it.

Nate.

He hadn’t asked to be remembered. But he kept showing up in her mind anyway, like the memory of warmth after a prolonged rain.

She reached for her notebook but didn’t open it. Her fingers lingered on the cover, as if waiting for the correct page to begin itself.

Down the winding path, Nate sat outside the guesthouse, elbows resting on his knees, the sky deepening like ink poured slowly into water. The sea moved with a rhythm older than speech. The lighthouse beam swept over the rocks, unhurried, unfailing.

He pulled a notebook from his jacket. Opened it. Stared.

At first, the pen didn’t move. Then, like something reluctant breaking free, the words began to flow.

Not about longing. Not yet.

He wrote about her hands. Her careful way with the mint. The way she spoke was like the garden—with patience, precision, and purpose.

He wrote:

She’s like the rosemary—strong, scented, grounded. Not soft like clouds, but smooth like earth.

She doesn’t soothe with sweetness. She heals by simply being.

He wrote her name. Once. Then again. Three times. Quietly, like a spell he wasn’t sure he had the right to cast.
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The ink smudged under his thumb.

Above him, the stars appeared like old promises.

And though neither of them could name what was forming, they felt it, each in their own quiet corners of the evening.

Something was growing—tender, unseen, and real. Not a confession.

Not yet.

But perhaps the beginning of something brave.
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Chapter 3
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[image: ]he stood where wind and water meet, Where fear and hope both find their feet. In every hush, a storm may hide—


In every gaze, the past might slide.

Eliana barely slept that night.

The sea outside was quiet, but Eliana’s thoughts were a tempest, refusing to settle. They came in loops and waves—soft at first, then sharper, curling back to the same point again and again. Her body lay still, but her mind paced like a lantern flickering in the wind.

The conversation from the cliffs wouldn’t leave her alone.

They had been walking near the edge of the headland, just after dinner; the light stretched long across the grass, as if reluctant to let go of the day. She had been talking—half to herself, half to him—about her plan to survey the native plants that bloomed just after sunrise. This conversation would linger in her mind long after the night had passed.
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“You’re heading out before sunrise?” Nate had asked, squinting toward the sea, his voice easy and warm. He was the kind of person who could make a simple question sound like an invitation. His eyes, the colour of the sea on a stormy day, held a spark of curiosity that was hard to resist. “Mind if I tag along?”


Eliana had blinked, caught somewhere between surprise and a tug of something she didn’t have a name for. She almost said no—out of instinct, not intention. Solitude had become a familiar rhythm, like an old melody she didn’t question. But something in the way Nate looked at her made her pause. He wasn’t intruding. He was offering company without expectation.




“It might be nice,” she said slowly, “to have someone to talk to for a change.”

His mouth curved, not into a full grin, but just enough to shift something inside her.

“Then it’s settled,” he said. “You bring the plants. I’ll bring... enthusiasm.”

She laughed. “I can’t bring the plants. We’re going to observe them, not collect them.”


“Fine, then you bring your plant wisdom. I’ll bring sturdy shoes and good intentions, “Nate had said, a mischievous glint in his eyes. His ‘good intentions’ were more than just a joke. They were a promise of support, of being there for her, even in the early hours of the morning.”


“No need for anything fancy,” she replied, her voice softer now. “Just bring yourself.”

He hadn’t argued. Just nodded, quietly, like he’d tucked her words somewhere safe.
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Now, hours later, that moment played again behind her closed eyes. Again and again, like a song whose chorus stirred something she didn’t know she was missing.

After dinner, she had stood in front of her small mirror, trying on clothes she didn’t usually overthink. Practical hiking clothes? Too careless. A fitted jacket? Too stiff. A soft long-sleeve top with her usual jeans? Maybe—if the wind didn’t pick up.

She turned sideways. Frowned. Changed again.

At one point, she attempted to pull her hair back. Then letting it fall loose. Then a braid. Then nothing.

Finally, she stepped back, hands on her hips, and stared at her reflection like it was someone else entirely.

“Calm down, Liana,” she muttered, using the name her mother had always called her when brushing her hair or calling her in from the garden. Liana—like the vine. A name that always sounded like it belonged to someone who reached for the light without apology.

“It’s just fieldwork.”

But it wasn’t just anything. It was the fieldwork, the anticipation of which was now palpable in the air.

By four in the morning, she gave up on pretending sleep was still an option. The stars outside were beginning to fade, and the air had that early hush, like the world was still listening to itself.

She lit the small lamp on her table, fingers brushing the old rosary her mother had given her. The beads were cool and smooth, familiar in her hands. She whispered a quiet prayer—not for answers, just for steadiness.

Then she sat for a while, staring out the window, where the first hints of grey began to stretch along the horizon. Her journal lay open, but her pen stayed still.

Her thoughts drifted back to Nate. Would he remember?
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Would he come?

Would he show up with those “good intentions,” or had he forgotten the whole thing?

A smile flickered on her lips before she could stop it.

And deep in her chest, her heart—stubborn and soft—beat a little faster, as if it already knew the light was coming.

A quiet fear surfaced.

What if she trusted too quickly again? What if this ended like before?

She shook the thought away. “That part of my life is over,” she said softly. “This is different. He’s different.”


The waves crashed gently in the distance, steady like a quiet song. This was why she had come here—to heal, to breathe, to find peace. She moved to the kitchen and brewed a cup of coffee. The rich scent filled the room, warm and grounding, bringing a sense of calm


to her restless mind.

“Mmm... delicious,” she whispered.

Then, with a quiet laugh, a silly thought crept in:

I wonder if Nate will be as delicious as this coffee... She shook her head, amused. “Stop it, Liana.”

The first golden light of morning stretched across the cliffs. She stood still, just breathing it in. Sometimes, she felt small—but maybe being small meant there was still room to grow.

Smiling, she sipped the last of her coffee, packed her bag, and hummed softly as she got ready. Her heart beat with quiet excitement, like a child heading out on an adventure.

She glanced once more at her reflection and whispered, “Alright, Liana. Let’s go.”

As she laced her boots and swung her backpack over one shoulder, there was a soft knock at the door.

Her heart skipped.
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She opened it to find Nate, packed over his shoulder, dressed in hiking clothes. The morning sun caught his face, softening every line. His smile warmed the air between them.

“Good morning, Eliana,” he said gently.

“Good morning.” Her smile came quickly—maybe a little too quickly.

For a moment, she noticed things she hadn’t before—how easy he looked standing there, how relaxed he seemed, how kind his eyes were.

Stop staring, Liana.

Nate looked her over with a quiet smile. “You look ready for adventure.”

“Do I?” she laughed, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You do. And for the record—hiking suits you.”

She chuckled, grateful for his warmth. “Well, I do try.” “Shall we?” he asked, motioning to the path.

She nodded, stepped outside, and locked the door. The sea breeze kissed her cheeks. It was going to be a beautiful morning.

They walked side by side toward the cliffs. Their steps slowly found a rhythm.

Mist clung to the rocks as they climbed. The cool air carried the scent of sea and stone. Below them, the waves crashed against the cliffs like a steady drumbeat.

Tiny droplets settled on her hair. The ground shifted under her boots, but Nate moved ahead with ease. She watched him—confident, steady.

They walked mostly in silence, but it didn’t feel awkward. The air felt peaceful.

Finally, Nate asked, “When did you fall in love with plants?”

Eliana smiled. “I was just a kid. Barely tall enough to hold a watering can. My mother let me help her water herbs—basil, mint, lemongrass.
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I loved the smell most of all.”


She paused, the memory warming her voice. “After we watered, we’d sit on the porch and make fresh salads from the garden.”


Her eyes lit up. “My favourite was her tropical salad—mangoes, passionfruit, cucumber, tomato, avocado, even lemongrass and a bit of chilli. It tasted like sunshine.”

Nate smiled as she continued.

“The first time I tried it, I forgot how strong chilli could be. My eyes watered like crazy. I ran to the kitchen for water. But I still came back for more.”

He laughed. “Couldn’t resist.”

“Not at all. I begged her to help me plant more herbs just for that salad.”

She grinned. “Eventually, we made a ‘special salad corner’ in the glasshouse. We made the tropical salad every year on my birthday.”

She paused, then added, “We always made a mild one for my father—he couldn’t handle the heat.”

Her voice softened. “Those were such happy times. I wish I could step back into them sometimes.”

Nate said nothing. But his quiet smile showed he understood.


Later, as they reached a narrow bend in the path, a strong gust of wind hit her side. She stumbled.


Nate reached out, steady and sure, and caught her arm. “I’ve got you,” he said softly.


Her breath caught. His hand stayed a moment longer than needed—warm, solid—before letting go.


“Thanks,” she said quietly.

They continued walking. The mist began to clear.

At last, they reached a wide clearing on the cliffs. Orchids, pale pink and soft, clung to the rocks. Their petals shimmered in the morning sun like silk lanterns.
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“There they are,” Eliana whispered. She dropped to her knees, awestruck.

“These are Lembata Cliff Orchids. They’re not supposed to grow here.”

Nate crouched beside her. “How do they survive?”

“Their roots slip into tiny cracks in the rock,” she explained. “The fog gives them water. Their leaves hold it in. Their petals bend in the wind—but they don’t break.”

Nate watched her. “They’re survivors.”

Eliana’s fingers touched one gently. The petals swayed in the breeze, delicate but strong.

She thought of everything she had survived—the betrayal, the heartbreak. Somehow, she was still here, just like the orchids.

Maybe she was learning what they already knew.

She looked up. “I didn’t always believe they were real.” Nate raised an eyebrow. “You’d heard of them?”

“In family stories,” she nodded. “My grandmother used them to make a special skin paste. The Radiance Paste, she called it. Before parties, the women would wear it overnight. In the morning, their skin would glow.”

He smiled. “Island beauty secrets?”

She laughed. “I thought it was just a story. But one morning, I was walking these cliffs, and there they were—hiding in a crevice, waiting.”

She brushed a leaf gently. “When I tested the petals, I found compounds that truly help the skin. My grandmother knew more than we realized.”

“You’re continuing her work,” he said softly.

She nodded. “In a way. My mother said I had my grandmother’s hands—always touching leaves, always listening.”

Then, quieter: “Unlike the job I lost before... this is mine. No one

[image: ]




can take it from me.”

Nate held her gaze. “And no one will.” His words sank into her like sunlight.

On the way down, the village came into view. Colourful market stalls lined the street. The smell of grilled fish and warm bread filled the air.

Children ran barefoot. A few villagers waved.

“Well now, Nate,” an older woman called. “Bringing home a pretty one today?”

Laughter followed.

“You all love your gossip,” Nate grinned. “We just have sharp eyes!” someone replied.

A bold little boy ran up. “Is she your girlfriend, Mr. Nate?” Nate laughed. “That’s a big question, Tomas.”

He leaned toward Eliana. “They’ve waited years for something to talk about.”

Her face flushed, but she couldn’t stop smiling.

That afternoon, after Nate left, Eliana was unpacking when some-one knocked on the door.

Sister Agnes stood at the door with a warm basket of bread.

“I thought you might want something after a long day,” she said, smiling.

“You didn’t have to,” Eliana said, “but I’m glad you did.” Sister Agnes glanced at Eliana’s journal. “A good day?” Eliana smiled. “The cliffs were full of surprises.”

“Not just orchids, I think,” Agnes teased. They sat with tea. Agnes’ voice grew soft.

“Your mother used to bring you to the convent,” she said. “You barely reached the rosemary, but you had to touch every leaf.”

“She said I had curious fingers,” Eliana smiled.

“And curious eyes. You always wanted to know how things grew.”



[image: ]

Eliana’s voice dropped. “She believed I’d do something meaningful.” “You are,” Sister Agnes said, taking her hand. “You always have.”

That night, Eliana sat at her desk, the lighthouse beam sweeping the dark outside.

She opened her journal. Date: April 13

Field Notes: Lembata Cliff Orchids thriving. Delicate. Strong. Quiet survivors.

She paused, then added softly:

Kind. Steady. Gentle. Easy to talk to. She tapped the pen.

This wasn’t part of the plan.

But as she looked out at the sea, she whispered, “We’ll see.”

The waves sang below the cliffs, steady and sure, as she finally let herself rest.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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[image: ]he light swept wide across the sea, But missed the ache inside of me. A smile was worn, a storm concealed,

In quiet hearts, the truth is revealed.



The morning sun glinted off the gentle waves as Eliana stepped out of her cottage, embracing the familiar tranquillity of her island life. She anticipated another peaceful day of research and solitude. The air was filled with the fresh, sweet scent of salt and blooming frangipani, and the lighthouse beam faded into the light of a new day, promising serenity.


It should have been a morning like any other—quiet, calm, pre-dictable.

But something was wrong.

Down near the dock, someone stood where no one should have been at this hour. A tall, confident figure. Familiar.

For a moment, Eliana’s mind refused to believe it. Then her heart dropped.
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Liam.

Even the name hit like a stone thrown into still water—fast, heavy, sudden.

Her breath caught. Her fingers curled into fists. Her heart pounded hard, thumping so loud it echoed inside her.

No. Not here. Not now.

She was frozen in place, her feet refusing to move, her thoughts spinning in a whirlwind of confusion. The walls she had painstakingly built inside her began to tremble, threatening to collapse.

The safety she had carved on this island cracked instantly. Memories hit like lightning behind her eyes—

The first time she met Liam at university. His charm. The way he said her name like it mattered. Long nights in the lab, when he’d sit close and listen as she shared her theories, pretending to be in awe.

Then came the betrayal.

The patent papers were in his name only. The news headlines.

His cold goodbye when he chose fame, fortune, and someone else. The pain she thought she had buried came rushing back.

She sucked in a breath. The ocean still roared behind her, but it sounded distant as if it were happening in another world. Even the birds seemed wrong now—too loud, too sharp.

He hadn’t changed.

Sharp suit. Expensive sunglasses. Polished shoes that didn’t belong on a worn island dock. Hair styled to perfection.

And that smirk—still the same. Smooth. Confident. Cold. He doesn’t belong here.

But he was.

Stay calm, Liana, she told herself. You’re not the broken girl anymore. You’re stronger now.

Her stomach still twisted.
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As if sensing her gaze, Liam turned and smiled. That familiar smile, which used to weaken her resolve, now made her chest feel cold.


“Eliana,” he called, his voice too smooth. “I was hoping I’d find you here.”

That voice. Still soft like honey. Still dangerous.

Her throat tightened. She forced herself to breathe. She wanted to run—but she wouldn’t give him the power.

You will not break me again.

She stood taller, lifting her chin, even as her pulse beat like a drum. Her voice stayed steady—barely.

“Liam,” she said flatly. “What are you doing here?” Even saying his name made her skin crawl.

The space between them was filled with wind, waves, and bird calls. But inside, a storm raged.

Liam walked closer, that same easy confidence in his steps. He removed his sunglasses and tucked them into his pocket, revealing those sharp blue eyes she used to think were kind.

“I didn’t mean to surprise you,” he said smoothly. “You look... well. Better than I expected.”

Eliana gave a tight smile. “I wasn’t expecting you.”


“I happened to be in the region on business,” he said with a shrug. “When I heard you were here, I thought I’d stop by. It’s been a long time.”


Business. The word alone made her stomach turn. She could already hear the real reason in his voice.

“You came all this way just to check on me?”

“Of course. Ultimately, I still care about your well-being. We shared... a lot.”

Her pulse jumped. She folded her arms. “You mean after you stole my research? After you filed the patent under your name and sold it off?”
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His smile barely faded. “Still holding onto that, I see. Eliana, we were both young. Ambitious. Things got complicated.”

Her stomach twisted at the way he brushed it off.

She opened her mouth to respond—but the movement caught her eye.

Nate.

He approached them with a calm and steady gait, his face unread-able. Still, his eyes focused, radiating a sense of protective strength.

As he reached them, something in the air changed. Eliana felt herself breathe again.

“Everything okay?” Nate asked gently.

“Yes,” Eliana said, keeping her voice even. “Nate, this is Liam. An old acquaintance.”

Nate nodded and held out a hand. “Nice to meet you.” Liam shook it with a firm grip. “Likewise. And you are?” “Just a friend,” Nate replied, tone calm but clear.

The two men exchanged a quiet look.

Liam turned back to Eliana. “You seem to be settling in. Quite a change from your old life.”

“That was the point.”

“You’ve always dreamed big,” he said. “You’re meant for more than island plants.”

“This island gave me peace. And purpose. And work I believe in.” “Of course.” He lowered his voice like he was confiding something.

“Still... I heard you’re working on something valuable.” Her heart jumped. “How would you know that?”

Liam gave a half-smile. “Small world. People talk. I listen.” Nate’s jaw tensed.

“If you’re here for business,” Eliana said sharply, “you’re wasting your time.”

“I just came to see you,” he said, smiling. “That’s all.”
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But they both knew it wasn’t true.

Liam’s smile lingered a second longer. Then he stepped back. “Well, I’ll let you get back to your day,” he said. “But don’t be a

stranger.”

He turned and walked away, disappearing behind the trees.

Eliana finally let out a breath. Her shoulders dropped. She hadn’t realized how tense she was.

Nate stood beside her, watching. “Are you okay?” “I’m fine,” she said, voice low.

He didn’t push. He simply said, “You don’t have to be.” Eliana looked at him. “I just... wasn’t ready to see him.” “Do you want to talk about it?”

She hesitated. Then nodded.

“We were partners. In work. And in other ways.” Nate said nothing, listening.

“We built something together. I trusted him. But when it mattered—he erased me. Took the credit. Took the deal. And left.”

Nate’s voice was calm. “He had no right.”

That hit harder than comfort. He wasn’t pitying her. He believed her.

“You’re not alone this time,” he said softly. “Not anymore.”

She looked at him—really looked—and whispered, “Thank you.”

And for the first time in a long time, something inside her felt lighter.



Late afternoon, the sun dipped low, casting soft gold over the island. The lighthouse beam swept across the sea—steady as always.


But inside Eliana, everything felt unsteady.


Even after Nate’s quiet comfort, the ache in her chest remained. It was a feeling she hadn’t faced in a long time.


As twilight deepened, she walked toward the convent. The path
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was quiet—lined with swaying palms and the soft sound of crickets.

She passed the chapel and reached Sister Agnes’s cottage, a cozy stone house lit by warm oil lamps.

She paused at the garden gate.

The door creaked open before she could knock.

“I saw you walking up,” Sister Agnes said gently. “Come in, child.”

Eliana stepped inside, grateful for the comfort of the space—the smell of herbs, the warmth, the quiet.

Sister Agnes poured two cups of tea and set them on the table. “You’re troubled,” she said softly, sitting across from her.

“You always know,” Eliana replied, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “That’s what old nuns are for,” Agnes said with a small laugh.

“Now... what’s on your heart?”

Eliana looked into her tea, her voice barely above a whisper. “Liam’s here.”

Agnes’ expression softened. “The man from your past.” Eliana nodded slowly. “I thought I was done with him.” “And now?”

Eliana tried to explain, but the words were tangled.

“Seeing him... it brought everything back. The pain. The shame. The loss. I’ve built so much since then, but just one look at him, and it felt like I was back at the beginning.”

Tears touched her eyes, but she blinked them away.

Sister Agnes reached across the table and held her hand. “Old wounds ache when we least expect it.”

“I thought I’d moved on. But today... it still hurt.”

“There’s no shame in that,” Sister Agnes said gently. “Forgiveness doesn’t erase the scar.”

Eliana’s shoulders trembled. “I hate that he still has that power over me.”

“That’s not weakness. That’s being human,” Sister Agnes said. “But
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don’t confuse feeling hurt with being broken. You’re not the same woman he left behind.”


“You always say the right thing.”

“That’s because I’ve needed those same words too.” Eliana breathed deeper.

“I don’t want him near my life. Or my work.”

“Then don’t let him,” Sister Agnes said. “You have more power than you know. And this time, you’re not alone.”

Eliana thought of Nate—his steady voice, his quiet strength. Sister Agnes followed her gaze and smiled. “You’re seen now, Eliana.

Really seen.”

For the first time that night, Eliana smiled back. “Thank you.”

“Now, drink your tea,” Sister Agnes said kindly. “Tomorrow will come. And you’ll be ready.”

Outside, the lighthouse beam swept again—quiet, steady, sure.

Later, back in her cottage, Eliana closed the door behind her. The scent of lavender lingered, but it couldn’t calm her tonight.

She leaned against the door, body trembling.


The memory of Liam’s voice haunted her. His words, his tone, the way he acted like nothing had happened.


She dropped her basket on the table and sat down slowly. Her arms felt heavy.

She tried to keep moving—but the ache inside her kept growing.

She pressed her hand to her stomach. Her vision blurred. And then—

The tears came. Hot, bitter, sudden.

She covered her face with her hands as her sobs filled the silence. Why does he still get to do this to me?

She had held it together all day. But now, in the privacy of her
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home, she
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