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For the ones who stayed

For the ones who chose love when it was easier to walk away

And for every heart that found its way home
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Tem couples. Tem clues. One truth that was never meant to stay hidden.
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Chapter 1 — The Return to Cedar
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The gate stood open.

Ivy slowed without meaning to. Gravel crunched under her tires, too loud for a place that used to hum with voices.

Fifteen years, and Cedar Camp still knew how to hold its breath.

She stopped just inside the entrance. The wooden sign leaned the same way it always had. Cedar Camp. The paint was faded. The letters remained.

Like nothing had changed.

That was the lie.

She cut the engine. Silence settled in, dense and familiar. Pine and lake water slipped through the open window. Clean. Sharp. It hit her chest before her lungs.

She stayed there a moment longer than she should have.

The dock stretched out in the distance, pale against dark water. Cabins lined the edge of the trees, quiet and waiting. The old lantern near the main path still hung slightly crooked.

A memory pressed in.

Bare feet on warm wood. Sunlight in her eyes. Laughter that carried across the lake.

His voice.

Ivy closed her eyes.

“Not now,” she murmured.

It didn’t listen.

She stepped out of the car.

The air shifted.

Subtle. A change in direction. A brush along her ankle. Light. Almost imagined.

She looked down.

A single white petal rested against the gravel.

Her brow furrowed.

There were no willow trees near the entrance.

The petal lifted before she could touch it. A soft current caught it, guiding it toward the path as if it knew the way.

Ivy straightened.

“Right,” she said quietly.

She grabbed her bag and shut the car door. The sound echoed farther than it should have.

Then she started walking.

Each step felt wrong. Not unfamiliar. Worse than that. Known in a way that no longer fit.

The path curved toward the main lodge. The wood siding had been repaired in places. New boards cut through old ones like clean lines over a worn map. Someone had kept it standing.

Of course they had.

Reid.

The name landed hard in her chest.

She tightened her grip on the strap of her bag.

This was work. Assessment. Structural evaluation. Report. Recommendation.

Possible sale.

Possible demolition.

The words were clear in her mind.

They didn’t belong here.

She reached the steps and paused. Her hand hovered over the railing. The wood was smoother than she remembered. Sanded. Maintained.

Cared for.

Of course it was.

She let her hand drop.

The door opened before she knocked.

Reid stood there.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Time did not slow. It snapped into focus.

He looked older. So did she. But the difference ran deeper. Something in him had settled into place. Sharper. More controlled.

His hair was shorter. His shoulders broader, filling the doorway with quiet certainty.

But his eyes.

Those hadn’t changed.

Still steady. Still impossible to ignore.

“Ivy.”

Her name came out even. Controlled. Like he had practiced it.

She nodded once. “Reid.”

Silence stretched between them.

Up close, she noticed the details. A faint line near his brow. Tension held carefully in his jaw.

He did not smile.

“You’re late,” he said.

Of course.

Ivy lifted one shoulder. “Traffic.”

A small lie. It still felt heavier than it should.

His gaze flicked to the car, then back to her. Assessing. Measuring.

“Road hasn’t changed,” he said.

No accusation. No warmth.

Just fact.

“Some things don’t,” she replied.

His jaw tightened.

There it was. A flicker. Gone quickly.

“Come in,” he said, stepping aside.

She hesitated.

Just a second.

Then she crossed the threshold.

The lodge smelled like cedar and lake air, with a faint trace of metal, like old tools stored too close to water. The floor creaked under her weight.

Nothing here had forgotten her.

That was the problem.

The door closed behind her. The click echoed through the room.

Reid stayed where he was.

He did not need to move closer. The space between them was already too tight.

“I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow,” he said.

“I moved the inspection up,” Ivy replied, setting her bag on the long table. “Tighter schedule.”

Another half-truth.

His eyes followed the movement of her hands. The way she placed the bag. The way she stood.

Cataloging.

“You always did like control,” he said.

Not quite a jab.

Not neutral either.

“It’s my job,” she answered.

“Right.”

The word lingered.

She turned to face him fully. “That’s why I’m here, Reid.”

Something shifted in the way she said his name.

He noticed.

Of course he did.

“That why you left, too?” he asked.

There it was.

Quiet. Direct.

Worse than anger.

Fifteen years compressed into a single question.

Ivy felt it land.

She held her ground.

“We’re not doing that,” she said.

His expression stayed controlled.

But something behind it moved.

“No,” he said after a moment. “We’re not.”

Silence again.

Heavier this time.

Outside, the wind picked up. It brushed along the walls, low and steady. A faint whisper.

Ivy glanced toward the window.

For a second, something white drifted past the glass.

Too quick to be certain.

She looked back at him.

“So,” she said, pulling herself forward. “You’re running the place now.”

He nodded. “Have been.”

“Keeping it going.”

“Trying.”

Understatement.

She could see the effort everywhere. Repairs. Care. Persistence.

“You did a good job,” she said.

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

His gaze sharpened.

“Did I?”

Not asking.

Testing.

“Yes,” she said.

A beat passed.

Something quiet shifted.

Reid looked away first.

“Cabins are this way,” he said, turning. “You’ll want to check the foundations.”

Back to business.

Safe.

Ivy followed.

The hallway narrowed. The light dimmed toward the back. Her shoulder brushed the wall. The texture of the wood caught her skin.

Memory again.

She ignored it.

Reid pushed open the back door.

The lake stretched out ahead, gray-blue under a sky that could not decide its mood. The dock cut across the water, steady and unchanged.

For a moment
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