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Scene One — The Morning After Held Its Shape
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Morning came anyway.

That offended Elara more than it should have.

Not because she had expected thunder or some great tearing in the sky—she wasn’t foolish enough for that, not even after yesterday. But some part of her, some raw and unspoken place under the quieter layers of thought, had imagined the world might show evidence of what it had allowed. A branch broken. A cup cracked in the night. The orchard shifted by an inch. Something.

Instead, dawn slid over the house with its usual restraint.

The light entered through the curtains in pale seams, touching the room without urgency. The floorboards held the same familiar cold where her bare feet found them. The walls did not breathe. The ceiling did not lean closer. The little dish by the bed still held the two hairpins she had dropped there three nights ago, one crossed over the other like a careless symbol.

Everything remained where it belonged.

Elara sat on the edge of the bed a moment longer than she needed to, hands resting on her thighs, waiting for the strange sensation to pass.

It didn’t.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

It was closer to reluctance.

The kind that comes when a person already knows that if they begin the day, the day will ask something back.

The room held the faint scent of linen and cedar from the old wardrobe. Somewhere beyond the wall, water moved through pipes in a brief shudder, then stopped. Rowan must already be awake. That thought should have comforted her.

It did.

A little.

She stood, drew the sweater over her shoulders, and crossed to the window.

The orchard lay behind the house in long rows washed gray-blue by early light. At this hour it always looked less like a place people used and more like a thought the land was still having. Branches bare in some places, still clinging in others. Shadows low and honest. No movement except one bird crossing from the fence to the easternmost tree.

Nothing wrong.

She rested her fingertips against the cool pane.

Yesterday returned in pieces.

The laugh.

The scarf he did not remember.

The jar no one else could place.

His mouth catching on her name like it had met resistance on the way out.

The line beneath the sentence disappearing while the pressure of it remained.

Her fingers curled.

No.

Not yet.

She turned from the window and looked toward the chair in the corner where she had left her sweater from the day before, folded over the back with unusual care. Beneath it, on the small side table, sat the notebook.

Closed.

Still.

Elara stared at it.

A ridiculous object to be wary of. Plain cover. Worn edges. No mystery in it unless she supplied one. Yet there it sat with all the quiet menace of a thing that had once refused to behave and now pretended innocence.

She crossed the room and picked it up.

The cover felt the same.

The slight softness at the corners. The shallow bend near the spine where her thumb naturally rested. The page edges rougher near the middle from use.

Reliable, she had thought.

She opened it.

Not slowly. Not dramatically.

Simply.

The page found her.

The same one.

The lines still there in her own hand:

Rowan laughed. It sounded different.

He said it didn’t.

Mrs. Vale said nothing happened with the jar.

I remember the jar breaking.

I am writing this now. Midday. Orchard. Everything feels normal.

I checked again. The words are the same.

Her eyes dropped to the last line.

No underline.

No return of it in the night.

Just the sentence.

And beneath it—nothing.

Elara let out a slow breath through her nose.

Fine.

That was fine.

She had known what she would find. Hoping otherwise would have been theater, and she had no taste for theater before tea.

Still, her thumb moved to the paper and pressed where the underline’s groove should have been.

There.

Faint, but present.

She closed the notebook at once.

The motion was sharper than she intended.

The sound—paper against paper, cover against text block—cut the room cleanly in two.

Enough.

She set it down.

Turned away.

Reached for the brush on the dresser and drew it once through her hair, then again, attending to the simple pull of bristles through tangles, to the little static kiss near the ends, to the familiar rhythm of doing something that had a clear before and after.

This is hair.

This is a brush.

This is morning.

The childishness of the thought embarrassed her. The fact that it helped embarrassed her more.

A soft knock sounded against the half-open door.

“Elara?”

Rowan.

The brush stopped in her hand.

“Yes?”

The door opened another few inches, enough for him to lean against the frame. He was dressed already, sleeves pushed up, hair still slightly damp at the temples as if he had washed his face too quickly and not noticed the water left behind.

“You’re up,” he said.

It was a foolish sentence. Of course she was up. He could see that she was up. But the way he said it made it sound less like observation and more like relief.

“I am.”

“You slept?”

“Some.”

He nodded, and in that small pause she watched him with a care she hoped did not show.

No visible hesitation.

No searching.

Just Rowan.

A person might have stopped there. A wiser person, perhaps. Accepted the offering and let it count.

But Elara had never been wise in the soft, self-protective way people praised when they meant obedient.

“What time did you wake up?” she asked.

One brow lifted slightly. “A while ago.”

“That’s not a time.”

He smiled faintly. “No, it’s not.”

There. The smile came on time. Cleanly. The right shape. The right warmth.

Still—

she felt herself measuring it.

Too closely.

He noticed something in her face then, because the smile eased into concern. “Tea’s on,” he said. “If you want it.”

“I do.”

He stayed where he was for one heartbeat longer.

Then: “You’re alright?”

Such a small question. Such a broad one.

Elara set the brush down. “Yes.”

The answer came too quickly.

Rowan did not call her on it. That was one of the mercies of him. Or one of the dangers. With Rowan, kindness and danger had begun to wear too similar a coat.

“Alright,” he said.

He stepped back from the door.

“Elara?”

She looked at him.

For one cruel second she was ready—ready for the pause, the catch, the searching. Ready to watch his face as though it were a page from which one word might vanish if she blinked.

But none of it came.

He only said, “I made the tea stronger today.”

And left.

She stood alone in the room listening to his steps recede down the hall.

No fracture.

No slip.

No proof.

Just a man telling her the tea was stronger.

Elara laughed once under her breath, and the sound came out thin enough to shame her.

This was how it happened, she thought.

Not through dramatic ruin.

Through repetition.

Through normalcy daring you to accuse it of anything at all.

She picked up the notebook again almost spitefully, tucked it under her arm, and went downstairs.

The house held the morning in layers.

Warmth near the stove.

Coolness still lingering by the front room windows.

The smell
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