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Prologue

The First Death
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WHITMORE ESTATE, 1796

––––––––
[image: ]


THE SKY ABOVE THE HILLS was ablaze with the final hues of dusk. Shadows stretched long across the earth, like ghosts chasing the sun.

The woman ran.

Her feet bled into the wet grass, her breath ragged with fear. The fine silk of her nightgown clung to her body, torn and stained by brambles and desperation. Behind her, heavy boots pounded the earth closer, always closer.

She cried into the cold wind, tears streaking down her face. 

“This isn’t you!”

The man who had once pressed soft kisses into her palm, who had whispered dreams into her ear as she lay in the rose garden — he was gone. In his place was a shadow twisted by love turned to poison, by rage, by unbearable loss.

She reached the edge of the hill and fell. Her ankle gave way beneath her. Pain exploded in her leg. She gasped, turning over to see him approaching.

The man stood above her now, silhouetted against the fire-lit horizon. His chest heaved, a gun in his shaking hand. The same hand that once held hers in trembling devotion.

She raised one hand toward him, her fingers trembling.
The man’s eyes glistened. He was shaking, teeth clenched, jaw tight with agony.
Then his voice, cold as death:

“If I can’t have you... no one will.”

A thunderous crack shattered the stillness.

She gasped once.

And then there was only silence, except for the breeze through the trees and the lonely call of a nightbird.

The man dropped to his knees beside her body, rain beginning to fall. He touched her cheek with bloodied fingers, whispering her name.

“Eleanor...”

The wind carried it away, scattering it into the dark.
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CHAPTER 1

Lavender Skies
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ELEANOR WOKE WITH A cry.

Her body jolted upright in bed, breath coming fast, her heart hammering against her ribs. The room was still dark, and soft light pressed against the curtains. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was.

Then the scent hit her.

Lavender.

Thick, heady, impossible.
It filled her lungs, though there were no flowers anywhere near her London flat.
She pressed a trembling hand to her chest and tried to slow her breathing.
Her dream was already fading, but the feeling remained: terror, heartbreak, and something else. Recognition.
She had never met the man in her dream.
And yet she could still hear his voice — low, desperate, broken:
“If I can’t have you...”

Eleanor swallowed, shaking her head as if to dislodge the echo. 

“It was just a dream,” she whispered. “Just a dream.”

But even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true.

The air felt charged, like static before lightning.
And outside, through the thin curtains, the dawn sky bled lavender and gold.
She reached for the diary on her nightstand, the one she rarely showed anyone, and opened it to a blank page.

Her handwriting trembled slightly as she wrote:

The man from my dream had eyes like storm light and sorrow. He   said he loved me, but it felt as desperate as dying.
Why do I feel as if I’ve known him before?
When she set the pen down, she realized she was crying.

That morning, she dressed slowly, her reflection pale and restless in the mirror. She had planned to stop by the market before opening her bookstore, but the dream clung to her like damp air — heavy, unshakable.

She told herself a walk would help.
Fresh air. Coffee. Normalcy.
But somewhere deep inside, beyond reason or logic, she knew something had already shifted.

Because the scent of lavender followed her all the way down the street.
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CHAPTER 2

Quiet Pages and Restless Dreams
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ELEANOR HARTLEY LIVED a quiet life.

From the outside, it was almost too perfect. 

Eleanor had a charming flat in Bath’s historic quarter, above the bookshop where she worked, tucked away on a cobbled street in a quieter corner of the city. From the outside, it looked unassuming – ivy climbing the brick walls, a small wrought-iron balcony overlooking the street below. But on the inside, it was unmistakably hers.

The living room had a warm, soft light that filtered through the lace curtains, giving everything a golden, slightly nostalgic glow. The furniture was mismatched but comfortable, a faded velvet armchair next to a sagging sofa covered in woven blankets. Stacks of books climbed the walls like towers, spilling across coffee tables and even the floor. Candles were everywhere, mostly half-burned, filling the room with the delicate scents of vanilla, lavender, and patchouli. Framed prints of Pre-Raphaelite paintings hung on the walls tragic women with wild hair and longing eyes, to which Eleanor felt a quiet attraction. The kitchen was small, narrow, and always slightly cluttered. The counters were scattered with tea tins, glass jars of herbs, and her chipped porcelain mugs. By the window stood a small wooden table, on which there was always a vase of fresh or dried flowers, she had a weakness for bringing home odd blooms from the market, even ones past their prime.

Bedroom, her sanctuary. A wrought-iron bed dressed in soft linens pale cream with embroidered edges and far too many pillows. More books were here, of course, stacked on the bedside table and the floor, mostly romance, Gothic tales, and philosophy. A jewelry box sat on the dresser, filled with trinkets passed down from her mother and grandmother. There was also a standing mirror, slightly cracked at the corner, where Eleanor sometimes lingered, brushing her hair and daydreaming. Fairy lights were strung above the headboard, glowing softly at night.

The apartment always smelled faintly of books and roses, a fragrance born from the stacks of old volumes and the vases of wilting blooms she refused to throw away. When she returned home in the evenings, she would pause by the door just to breathe it in as though the place itself were welcoming her back.

Soft music often drifted through the rooms, notes of piano or violin that seemed to hover in the air like ghosts. Eleanor liked melodies without words, so her imagination could supply its own stories. Sometimes they were tender, sometimes tragic, but always hers.

The space was cozy, undeniably, with the warm light, the mismatched cushions, and the layers of blankets that made her sofa feel like a nest. Yet beneath it all ran an undercurrent of loneliness, quiet but undeniable. It was the kind of home carefully tended by someone who longed for beauty, who knew how to create comfort, but hadn’t yet found anyone to share it with.

At night, when she curled up with a book in the hush of her bedroom, the silence seemed to press a little closer. She would imagine what it might feel like if someone sat beside her, if another heartbeat filled the room. And though she never admitted it aloud, she dreamed of passion, something wild and consuming to shatter the stillness she had built around herself.

She ran a secondhand bookstore tucked between a bakery and a flower shop, its windows fogged with the scent of yeast and roses. Every morning, she walked to work with a warm coffee in one hand and a novel tucked under her arm, nodding to the neighbors who knew her as “the quiet book lady.” From the outside, it seemed idyllic, even enviable a life of comfort, rhythm, and charm. But inside, Eleanor felt as though her world was a snow globe: pretty, still, and utterly sealed. The same days turned over and over, glitter falling in the same patterns, beauty without surprise. What she longed for, though she would hardly dare name it, was the crack of glass, something wild enough to shake her carefully contained world apart.

She was thirty. Single. Quietly adored by a handful of locals for her taste in rare books and her uncanny ability to remember exactly what someone liked to read. 

Her hair was the color of old gold, often tied in a loose bun with strands escaping to soften her pale, thoughtful face.

She had once been in love.
A long time ago.
It was the kind of love that had left a scar instead of a memory something she rarely spoke about, even to herself. Since then, Eleanor had folded her heart away like a fragile letter, tucked behind the safer routines of her days. She told herself she was content with the stillness: the shop bell chiming, the smell of paper and ink, the evenings spent reading by lamplight.

And yet, every so often, a restless ache stirred beneath her ribs, the sense that something was waiting for her, just beyond the edges of her quiet life,  something vast, dangerous, and impossible to ignore.

The bookstore was her safe place: Wild Chapter of Her Life — an old Georgian space with creaking wooden floors and velvet armchairs near a faux fireplace that burned orange year-round. The walls were lined from floor to ceiling with shelves that sagged under the weight of secondhand novels, their spines worn, their pages carrying the faint perfume of dust and memory. A brass bell jingled whenever the door opened, and Eleanor always looked up, half-expecting some fateful stranger to walk in, though it was usually the same handful of locals.

Children sprawled on the rug near the fireplace after school, their laughter echoing beneath the beams. Older patrons wandered the aisles, trailing their fingers along the spines as if searching for lost parts of themselves. Eleanor knew them all by name, their favorite genres, their habits. It gave her a quiet satisfaction to place the right book in the right hands, to feel, for a moment, as if she were helping people find pieces of themselves.

And yet, when the shop emptied and silence pressed in, she sometimes sat in one of the velvet chairs with her knees tucked beneath her and wondered if the Wild Chapter she had named the store for would ever arrive in her own life.

Eleanor paused, her hand still resting on the stack of novels. The titles stared back at her — hearts bound in chains, lovers silhouetted against blood-red skies. She gave a half-laugh, half-sigh.

“Of course I wonder,” she admitted softly. 

“But if I did meet him, I must’ve scared him off.”

Rachel snorted and perched on the edge of the counter, swinging her legs.   

“Or maybe he’s still out there. Maybe he’s brooding and   misunderstood, buying flowers for some poor girl who doesn’t   even notice him.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes, but Rachel’s words struck too close. She did imagine it sometimes, not in detail, but in feeling. A pull. Recognition. A love so consuming it would make all her careful days unravel.

She shook it off, straightening the stack of books until their spines aligned perfectly.

“I think I’m better off with my poets.”

Rachel raised her latte in a mock toast. 

“Until real life comes knocking, El. And when it does, 

I hope it’s as dramatic as those novels you sell.”

Eleanor smiled, but her chest felt strangely tight.

That night, as she locked the bookstore and the bell gave its familiar chime, she caught herself looking over her shoulder, as though fate might be waiting just outside the door.
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CHAPTER 3

The Family



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


ANNE, ELEANOR’S MOTHER, was in her early sixties, retired with Eleanor’s father in Dorset.

A practical, warm-hearted woman, but one shaped by convention. She gardened, baked, and filled her home with family photographs in neat frames. She loved Eleanor dearly, but worried especially about her single-hood. To Anne, love was supposed to be safe, steady, and sensible.

Conversations between them often fell into the same rhythm.

“Darling, don’t you want children? A family of your own?”
Eleanor sighed,
“Mum, I have a family. You. Dad.”
Anne said gently but insistently: “It’s not the same. You need someone solid. Someone who looks after you.”
Anne meant well, but she couldn’t comprehend Eleanor’s yearning for passion and mystery. Her idea of love was comfort. Eleanor’s idea of love was fire.

The phone buzzed on the counter just as Eleanor was locking the bookstore for the night. She smiled when she saw the name flash across the screen.

“Hi, Mum.”
“Darling, I was just thinking of you. How is my favorite bookworm?”
Eleanor tucked the phone between her ear and shoulder, fumbling with her keys.   

“Still surrounded by books. Still single. Still disappointing you, I   suppose.”

“You could never disappoint me. But, Eleanor... don’t you ever feel lonely? You’re thirty now. I was already chasing after you by that   age.”

Eleanor let out a laugh, half amused, half defensive. 

“Yes, but you and dad, were high school sweethearts. You've lived   your story. Mine is just... different.

“Different is fine. But sometimes I worry you’re waiting for   someone who doesn’t exist. Love isn’t always fire and poetry,   darling. Sometimes it’s just... someone sensible. Someone who’ll   hold your hand when you’re old and grumpy.”

The words hit like a stone dropped in still water. Eleanor pictured the snow globe of her life, neat, still, sealed. And in her chest, that restless ache stirred again.

Eleanor said softly

“Maybe, or maybe I’m waiting for the kind of love that shakes the   snow globe apart.”

There was silence on the line. Then Anne sighed, a sound full of affection and worry.

“You’ve always been a dreamer. Just promise me you won’t let your   dreams blind you.”

“I promise,” Eleanor said. But as she hung up, she knew it was a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep.

Her father, Henry, used to read bedtime stories to her every night as a child fairy tales, mostly, but not the glittering happily-ever-afters her classmates adored. He chose the bittersweet ones, the old versions where the forest was dark, the endings uncertain, and the princess had to make her own way rather than wait for a prince.

Eleanor would lie in bed, eyes wide, listening to his voice rumble like distant thunder as he turned the pages. He always paused at the parts where the heroine had to choose between safety and freedom, danger and desire, and he’d say, 

“Pay attention, El. These are the parts that matter. The choices.”

Henry had never been a man of many words, but in those moments, she felt he was teaching her something deeper than stories— that life’s magic was never without risk, that love was often bound with loss, and that the strongest people weren’t the ones rescued, but the ones who dared to step into the wild unknown.

Even now, decades later, Eleanor carried that lesson in her bones. Maybe it was why she found herself longing not for the safe love her mother wished for her, but for something dangerous, soul-stirring a love that could change everything, even if it broke her in the end.

On a quiet evening, the memory came to her, as she shelved books in the shop. The scent of dust and ink must have stirred something because suddenly she was six years old again, tucked beneath a quilt with the sound of rain against the window.

Her father’s voice filled the room, steady and deep, as he sat on the edge of her bed with a heavy leather-bound book open in his lap. The fire crackled softly.

“And though the princess knew the knight could protect her. She longed for the stranger in the woods, the one who made her heart race though he carried shadows at his side.”

Eleanor clutched her blanket tighter, eyes wide. 

“Daddy... why would she choose the stranger 

if he is dangerous?”

Henry looked up from the page, his eyes crinkling in thought. Then he closed the book halfway and leaned closer, his voice gentler now.

“Because sometimes, El, the heart wants what makes it feel alive.   Even if it’s not safe. Even if it comes at a cost.”

Eleanor frowned, trying to understand. “But... what happens to her?”

Henry hesitated, then smiled, brushing a strand of golden hair from her forehead.

“That’s the thing about these stories. Sometimes the princess gets   her happy ending. Sometimes she doesn’t. 

But what matters is... she chooses her own path.”

He kissed her temple, then reopened the book and continued, the words lulling her to sleep. But that lesson whispered in the flicker of firelight had never left her.

Michael, her brother was three years younger than Eleanor but had always acted as if he were the older sibling. Pragmatic to his core, he had a quick wit, a protective streak, and the kind of grounding energy that Eleanor often lacked.

Where Eleanor drifted into bookstores and storms, Michael built things that lasted, like bridges, roads, structures people relied on every day. He liked facts, numbers, equations that balanced. To him, the world was a series of problems that could be solved if you worked hard enough and kept your emotions steady.

But beneath the rational exterior, Michael had a tenderness only Eleanor really saw. He’d always looked out for her, from holding her hand when she was nervous on the first day of school, to fixing the leaky sink in her apartment without asking for thanks.

Still, he worried about her. He’d seen her fall too deeply into her dreams, too easily swayed by the idea of love as destiny.

“You’re too trusting, El. Too romantic. World isn’t built for people like you, it eats them alive.”

She’d rolled her eyes then, but she knew he meant well.

Despite their differences, they were close. He often called her on Sunday mornings just to check in, his voice steady and reliable a tether she didn’t always want but often needed.

And though he teased her endlessly about her “bookstore fantasy life,” Michael loved her fiercely. She was his sister, and he’d fight anyone who tried to hurt her.

He had said just last Christmas, over mugs of mulled wine at their parents’ cottage in Dorset.

“Love is not magic, El. It’s math. It either adds up, or it doesn’t.”

He’d smiled wryly as he tapped his glass against hers, practical to the bone.A thorough civil engineer, he considered bridges to be stable, drawings to be precise, and life to be planned in logical steps.

But Eleanor had only shaken her head, her golden hair slipping loose from its bun.

“Then I’ll take magic over math. At least magic surprises you.”

Her brother had laughed, but there was worry behind it. He’d always been protective of her, wary of her tendency to drift toward the poetic, the fragile, the dangerous.

And yet, what could she do? She loved storms and the way they cracked open the sky, loved poetry that bruised her heart, loved wandering through abandoned gardens and peeling houses, imagining the ghosts of lives once lived.

Later that night, back in her apartment, she’d opened her diary, the one with pressed wildflowers between its pages and scrawled in her looping hand:

“I feel like I'm waiting for someone I've already loved but have never met.”

She stared at the words for a long time before closing the book. A confession only the paper knew.

She dreamed of someone who would see her deeply. Not just her smile, not just her body, but the secret places of her soul aching, hungry, curious. Someone who could touch her the way music touched her, or storms, or poetry written in the margins of old books.

At night, the longing sometimes turned into visions. Flickers of another life, brief and disjointed: stone walls lit by candlelight, the smell of wet earth in a garden, the echo of footsteps on marble floors. Faces blurred like smudged paintings, but emotions sharp enough to wound.

Once, she’d woken with the taste of iron on her tongue and the name “Reagan” spilling from her lips. She sat upright in the dark, clutching the sheets to her chest, her heart pounding as if she had called to someone who might answer back.

The name meant nothing to her and yet, it felt carved into her bones. 

Familiar. Dangerous.

She told herself it was just her imagination, stirred by all the Gothic novels she surrounded herself with in the bookstore. 

And yet... the dreams returned, sometimes softer, sometimes violent. Always circling something she couldn’t quite reach.
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CHAPTER 4

The Man Among the Flowers
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IT WAS LATE MORNING when Eleanor strolled through the Bath Saturday market, her woven basket resting lightly on her arm, the sleeves of her soft blue coat brushing the tops of fresh lavender and wild strawberries. The sun slipped through the clouds in golden fragments, catching the honey tones in her long blonde braid.

She had always loved the market. The scents, the colors, the chatter of neighbors bargaining over bread and cheese all of it comforted her. The rhythm of ordinary life, steady and grounding, even when her own felt suspended in a dream.

She paused at a stall of secondhand trinkets, running her fingers over tarnished lockets and chipped porcelain cups, when the air shifted. 

A scent — earthy, sharp with roses and damp moss  tugged at her. 

She turned.

Across the crowded market lane, a man was arranging small bundles of flowers on the wooden counter roses, marigolds, and lavender tied with twine. His hands were large, roughened by soil, but his movements were precise, almost reverent, as though the flowers trusted him.

The light hit him just so, and for a moment, the world seemed to tilt.

He looked up.

Their eyes met.

Eleanor froze. Her heart jolted violently in her chest.

The world didn’t stop, but it felt as if the sound of the market the calls of merchants, the laughter of children, the clatter of carts dropped into a hush.

His gaze was dark, steady, and startlingly familiar. She felt it in her chest first, then her stomach, as if some hidden thread inside her had just been pulled taut.

He wasn’t dressed like the other vendors. A deep green linen shirt clung to his shoulders, sleeves rolled to reveal forearms etched with strength, with dirt still clinging beneath his nails. His black trousers were worn at the knees, and his jaw shadowed with stubble. Yet none of that was what froze Eleanor in place.

It was his presence.

Eleanor’s breath caught. Her hand tightened around the handle of her basket, though she didn’t know why. She had never seen him before. And yet.

She stepped closer, drawn like a moth.

It didn't make sense, because she had never met this man before. It was a literal recognition. Something deep inside her remembered him, knew him.

Her skin prickled; the air between them seemed to hum.

He smiled faintly, though his eyes didn’t soften.

“Good morning,” he said. Voice low, smooth — the kind of voice that carried more gravity than a simple greeting should.

She found herself returning the smile before she realized she was doing it.   

“Morning.”
Her throat felt dry.
He picked up a sprig of lavender, holding it out between them. 

“You like these, don’t you?”

She blinked. 

“How did you ....?”

He shrugged slightly. 

“You just looked like someone who might.”

Eleanor hesitated, then took the lavender from him. The scent was stronger than she expected, almost dizzying.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured. 

“It reminds me of... something.”

“Of someone,” he corrected quietly.

Her pulse jumped. She wanted to step back, to say something sensible, but her body wouldn’t move.

Man set down the lavender bundle, his gaze flicking to her hands. 

“You should keep it,” he said. 

“Flowers don’t lie.”

She tilted her head. 

“What does that mean?”

“It means they bloom only where they’re meant to,” he said. 

“And they fade when they’ve finished their work.”

Eleanor frowned slightly, unsettled by how his words felt both simple and heavy with meaning she couldn’t grasp.

She wanted to turn away, but her body betrayed her, leaning closer, drawn to the heat of him.

When her fingers brushed his, a shock tore through her not the spark of something new, but the echo of something ancient. A longing too old to name.

Eleanor, barely audible: 

“Have we met before?”

A shadow flickered in his eyes, something dangerous and tender at once.

“Not here.”
“But you’ve always been mine.”
Eleanor let the words hang in the air for a moment, 

“you’ve always been mine.” 

and, for all their weight, she couldn’t help the small, foolish smile that tugged at her lips. It was a ridiculous thing to feel complimented by a sentence that should have read like a warning. Still, the thrill that rose through her at the thought of belonging to someone was honest and immediate: warm, bright, like sunlight through a stained-glass window.

But another part of her recoiled. The way the man had said it so sure, so complete, sent a cold ripple through her, too. It was a terrifying sentence when you thought of its implications: possession, certainty, a fate decided for her. That terror sat beside the excitement like two opposing hands on her heart.

“Thank you,” she said at last, voice steadier than she felt. She nodded as if accepting a compliment, not a claim. 

“It’s beautiful.”

Man’s dark eyes watched her for another breath, unreadable. 

“I’ll see you again,” he said.

She started to reply but he was already turning away, walking down the row, the crowd swallowing him in seconds.

Eleanor stood there, the lavender trembling in her fingers, her heart pounding.

People brushed past, the stall keepers called out prices, a child dropped her toy and a woman laughed, ordinary life in motion. She tried to tell herself she wouldn’t think of him again, that it was only one strange, flattering moment.

She headed home, lavender in her arms, and the echo of that sentence refused to leave her:

“ you’ve always been mine.”
It lived in her mouth like a forbidden taste, terrifying, intoxicating, and somewhere under the thrill she felt the small, stubborn stirrings of caution. 
All this frightened her so much and she decided to forget about this meeting with the stranger.

Eleanor told herself it had been nothing more than an odd flirtation a momentary lapse in a morning otherwise filled with the hum of the market. Still, when she walked home through the crooked lanes of Bath, her pulse hadn’t yet settled. The world seemed slightly tilted, unreal, as though she had stepped out of time for a moment and now couldn’t quite slip back in.

When she reached her flat, she dropped the lavender on the kitchen table, meaning to throw it away. But instead she found herself smoothing its petals, breathing in the scent that had clung to her since the stall. The fragrance was too strong, too familiar, as if it had followed her across lifetimes.

She made tea, opened a book, tried to lose herself in the comfort of words but the letters blurred, swimming with the echo of his voice.

“Not here. But you’ve always been mine.”

Her throat tightened. She pressed her palms against her temples.
“No,” she whispered into the quiet. 
“No, I won’t do this again.”

Outside, the rain began so soft and persistent. She watched it bead on the glass, tracing its slow paths down to the sill. Somewhere in the distance, church bells began to toll the hour.

Eleanor leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She pictured him,  the stranger with earth on his hands and shadow in his voice and tried to imagine that his eyes, that impossible look of recognition, meant nothing at all.

But when she finally rose to go to bed, she found herself standing in front of the mirror, the lavender still in her hand.

Its purple flowers had already begun to dry, but their scent lingered thick, cloying, sweet.

And when she blew out her bedside candle, she could have sworn she heard something faint, a whisper that might have been the rain...
or a man’s voice carried across time.


“You can’t forget me, Eleanor.”





Her eyes flew open. The room was empty. Only the lavender remained laid across her pillow like an offering.
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CHAPTER 5

The Bookstore
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MORNING IN THE BOOKSTORE had its own kind of magic. The air was cool and still, yet already fragrant with paper and binding glue, a perfume Eleanor had come to love as deeply as roses in bloom. Sunlight slipped through the tall windows, spilling in golden patches across the creaking wooden floors. Dust motes swirled lazily in the beams, rising and falling like tiny dancers.

The shelves stood like quiet guardians, lined with spines of every color, their titles catching the light in flashes of gold and faded silver. Eleanor had cracked open the windows just enough to let the morning air drift in carrying with it the faint scent of bread from the bakery next door and the sharper sweetness of blossoms from the flower shop.

On the counter, a candle burned low, its wax pooling at the base, adding a soft glow to the already warm light. Beside it, a half-finished cup of coffee sent thin tendrils of steam into the air.

She had turned on a record soft piano, quiet and wordless and the notes floated through the shop like whispers. The armchairs by the faux fireplace looked especially inviting in the light, velvet catching the sun like deep red wine.

Here, in this little sanctuary, the world felt distant. The shop was alive but hushed, like it was waiting. Eleanor often felt the same way safe in the rhythm of books and mornings like this, but suspended too, as if her life was holding its breath.

She brushed her fingers over the worn cover of a dark romance novel on display and smiled faintly.

“Someday, something will break the silence.” she whispered to herself.

Her voice disappeared into the stillness, carried away by the piano music and the light streaming through the windows.

Suddenly, the bell above the door chimed softly, its delicate ring breaking the calm hush that hung like dust in the morning sunbeams pouring through the bookstore’s windows.

Eleanor was at the counter, flipping through a shipment invoice, the scent of new books and aged pages drifting lazily through the air. She barely looked up.

“Good morning,” she called absently, her voice light, drifting into the space like part of the soft piano playing in the background.

Then she heard it.

That voice — low, smooth, and almost too deep for the quiet shop. It slid over her like velvet, dark and unsettlingly familiar, though she was certain she had never heard it before.

“Good morning,” the stranger replied.

The words gave her shivers. Eleanor’s hand stilled on the paper, her pulse quickening in her throat. She lifted her gaze slowly.

A man stood just inside the doorway, framed by the light streaming in from the street. He wasn’t dressed like the usual customers a deep green shirt with sleeves rolled at the forearms, his presence grounded and unpolished, as though he belonged more to the countryside than to the city. His eyes locked onto hers, steady and unreadable, and for a heartbeat she felt as though the entire room had narrowed to just the two of them.

She swallowed, her voice catching as she forced a polite smile.
“Can I... help you find something?”
The man tilted his head, studying her with unnerving focus. Then, after a pause, his lips curved slightly.
“Perhaps. But I’d like to start with your name.”
The question startled her. Customers usually asked about books, not about her.
“Eleanor,” she answered carefully.
He repeated it under his breath, almost tasting the syllables. 

“Eleanor.” His dark eyes flickered with something she couldn’t place. 

“I’m Lucas.”

The name lingered in the air between them, heavy, inevitable like the start of something she wasn’t sure she was ready for.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” he said, stepping forward. His voice filled the quiet shop in a way that felt larger than the room itself. 

“I was in town dropping off a delivery... and I thought of this place.”

She swallowed. Her heart had begun to race, a thrum deep in her chest, like wings trying to escape. Why was she nervous? Why did she feel like she’d been caught in a secret?

“You’re not intruding,” she said, managing a smile that trembled at the corners. 

“It’s just... unexpected.”

Lucas moved further into the store, his hand brushing along the spines of a shelf as though he were greeting each book personally. His touch was slow, deliberate, almost reverent. 

“Unexpected things,” 
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