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Chapter 1 – Return to Seabrook
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Sophia Bennett pulled her rental car to a stop at the crest of the hill overlooking the entrance to Seabrook, letting the engine idle smoothly as she stared at the horizon. The Atlantic Ocean stretched before her like a vast, slate-gray blanket, its surface blurring into the low-hanging clouds of a late afternoon that threatened rain. The sharp scent of salt and damp earth drifted through the car’s vents, triggering an instant landslide of memories she had spent the last ten years trying to outrun in Manhattan. Returning had never been part of her long-term plan, but the certified letter from the attorney regarding the imminent sale of her family’s old inn had left her with no other choice.

She shifted into drive and crawled down Main Street, noting with a heavy heart how time seemed to have frozen completely in the small coastal community. The weathered wooden storefronts still displayed the same sun-faded paint they had worn a decade ago, and the neon sign for Miller’s Bakery flickered with that identical, exhausted buzz she remembered from her teenage years. There was something deeply comforting, yet utterly suffocating, about the absolute stillness that surrounded her on every side. For Sophia, every single corner of these streets carried the ghost of a decision made in a rush of youth—a necessary flight to protect her own identity.

She parked on the gravel driveway of the Seabrook Inn, the sudden crunch of stones beneath the tires echoing like a warning in the quiet afternoon. The grand three-story structure, which had once served as the vibrant heartbeat of her childhood summers, now stood with a melancholy dignity and visible signs of neglect. The white paint on the wrap-around porches was peeling away in thick flakes, and a few wooden shutters clattered softly against the siding with each passing ocean breeze. This inn had been the very reason she left at twenty-one, refusing to spend the rest of her life cleaning guest rooms and serving breakfast to passing tourists.

Sophia stepped out of the car, pulling her dark wool coat tightly around her frame to shield herself from the biting wind, and walked toward the old wooden pier stretching out behind the property. The sound of the waves crashing rhythmically against the heavy support beams was the only noise breaking the quiet of the off-season bay. She unzipped her leather bag, pulled out the thick folder containing the property's inventory documents, and took a slow, grounding breath to focus on the practical side of this trip. She needed to evaluate the building's structural state, sign the necessary authorizations, and ensure the transaction with the corporate buyers went through as quickly as possible.

Firm, measured footsteps suddenly echoed against the wooden planks of the pier behind her, but Sophia didn't turn around right away, knowing exactly who it was before he even spoke. "The real estate agent mentioned you'd probably be up here around this time," a deep, calm male voice said, its gravelly tone cutting through the rush of the ocean with an unsettling familiarity. Liam Harper approached with easy strides and leaned his frame against one of the mooring posts, his hands buried deep inside the pockets of his dark canvas jacket. "Welcome back, Soph. I have to admit, I wish your return were under different circumstances."

Sophia shifted her gaze away from the paperwork to face the man who had been her first love, her best friend, and the person she had walked away from without looking back. Liam had changed; the lines around his eyes were deeper from years in the sun and sea wind, and his shoulders looked broader, carrying the solid presence of someone who genuinely belonged to this place. There was no immediate resentment in his clear eyes, but there was no warmth either. He observed her with the analytical patience of a man who had long since learned to live with her absence and had rebuilt his life from those very ruins.

"Hi, Liam. I didn't exactly plan for things to happen this way either," Sophia replied, keeping her voice as steady and professional as she could manage against the tight knot forming in her chest. "The attorney explained that maintaining the inn became entirely unsustainable for my uncle, and selling it was the only viable solution left." Liam let out a short breath, turning his eyes away from her to watch the white foam the tide left behind on the sand. "The inn is a piece of this town's history, Soph. It's a shame that the solution for people who live away is always to sign a piece of paper and erase the past."

Those words carried the exact weight of the core conflict that had driven them apart a decade ago, and Sophia felt the old urge to defend herself rising rapidly in her throat. "I am not trying to erase anything, I am simply being realistic about the present and the future of everyone involved," she argued, taking a firm step toward the inn's side entrance as she tucked the papers away. "Staying here and pretending everything is exactly the same as it was twenty years ago won't save this building from structural ruin." Liam merely nodded, a faint half-smile appearing on his face that showed weariness rather than any actual agreement.

"I understand your logic, you were always very good at finding reasons to move on," Liam commented directly, his tone entirely devoid of anger but carrying a blunt honesty that instantly disarmed her defenses. "I'll open the main door so you can start your walkthrough, since your uncle asked me to keep the keys while the place was locked up." He walked ahead of her toward the porch, his steady steps proving he knew every square inch of the property far better than anyone else in town.

Sophia followed him in silence, studying the broad shoulders of the man who had chosen the opposite path, finding his identity in the very soil she had needed to escape. The sound of the heavy brass key turning in the ancient lock felt like the closing of an old chapter and the inevitable beginning of a confrontation with what they had left unfinished. As the heavy wooden door swung inward with a familiar groan, the trapped air of the interior rushed out, carrying the scent of beeswax and old memories. The first day of her return had officially begun, and both of them knew none of the pages ahead would be simple to resolve.
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Chapter 2 – The Inn and the Harbor
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The following morning arrived beneath a blanket of gray clouds drifting lazily over the harbor. Sophia woke earlier than she intended, unable to ignore the unfamiliar silence surrounding the inn. In Manhattan, mornings began with traffic, sirens, and the constant movement of thousands of people chasing the next obligation. In Seabrook, the only sounds came from distant gulls and the rhythmic crash of waves against the shoreline. After a quick breakfast, she carried her laptop and a stack of documents into the main parlor. Dust motes floated through the pale morning light filtering across the room, illuminating furniture hidden beneath white sheets and years of neglect. The inn felt frozen in time, as though it had been patiently waiting for someone to decide its fate. Every room seemed to carry traces of the people who had once passed through it; the faded guest registry still sat behind the reception desk, and framed photographs lined the hallway walls. Even after years of neglect, the inn stubbornly refused to feel like a business asset.

Yet, business was exactly why Sophia was here. She opened her digital inventory report and began documenting the property's condition. The numbers painted a bleak picture: water damage affected several guest rooms, electrical upgrades were overdue, and portions of the roof would need replacement within a few years. Every page seemed to confirm the same reality: the building needed far more money than her uncle could provide. She hated admitting it, but the conclusion felt unavoidable.
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