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Chapter 1 — The Forgotten Gift
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The little brass bell above the cobbler shop door chimed softly as Marina Hale stepped inside, brushing stray flecks of pollen from her apron. The warm scent of leather and cedar washed over her—comforting, familiar, like slipping into an old memory she never quite wanted to forget.

“Elias?” she called. “Please tell me you’re still open. I’ve had a floral emergency.”

A clatter came from the back, followed by a muttered oath that did not fit the gentle cobbler she’d known since they were ten. Elias Porter appeared a moment later, dark curls mussed, apron dusted with sawdust and specks of polish. He pushed up his glasses, blinking at her like he’d just surfaced from underwater.

“You’re lucky,” he said, voice a little rough. “I was about to close up. What happened?”

Marina lifted her foot, the heel of her sandal dangling sadly. “I was arranging the centerpiece for the Spring Fair preview, and someone”—she pressed a hand to her chest in mock offense—“accidentally stepped on her own shoe.”

Elias bit back a smile. “Someone sounds clumsy.”

“Someone is exhausted,” she corrected, wobbling as she tried to balance. Elias immediately crossed the room, steadying her with one hand on her arm and the other at her waist. The warmth of him seeped through her thin blouse, and a quick flutter ran up her spine. She ignored it as fast as it came.

“Sit,” he said gently. “I’ll fix it.”

She perched on the stool near the counter, watching him move around the workshop with the quiet certainty she’d always admired. Elias had hands made for creating—strong but careful, steady in a way that made every repair feel like an act of devotion. He knelt in front of her, inspecting the broken heel with a thoughtful frown.

“You must’ve twisted this pretty hard,” he murmured. “I’ll reinforce the cap so it doesn’t happen again.”

“See? This is why I come to the best cobbler in Willow Creek.”

“Marina,” he said, glancing up with a faint blush, “I’m the only cobbler in Willow Creek.”

“Technicalities,” she teased.

While he worked, Marina let her gaze wander, as she always did. Elias’s workshop was an organized storm—patterns pinned to the back wall, tools arranged in precise rows, half-finished boots resting near the window like loyal soldiers waiting for orders. Then something on the counter caught her eye.

A box.

Wrapped in brown kraft paper, tied with twine, edges perfectly folded. Not unusual for Elias, who packaged all his custom orders with almost ceremonial care. But this box... this one had a pressed sprig of baby’s breath tucked beneath the knot.

Her favorite flower.

Marina tilted her head. “What’s that?”

Elias froze mid-hammer tap. “What’s what?”

“The present.” She pointed. “Who’s the lucky recipient?”

His reaction was immediate—too immediate. Elias nearly toppled his toolbox as he stood abruptly, stepping between her and the counter like a guardian protecting a treasure.

“It’s... nothing. Just... an order. For a customer.”

She raised a brow. “Since when do cobblers add decorative flowers to shoe repairs?”

He flinched. Not visibly, but she knew him too well; she saw the twitch.

“It’s nothing, Marina,” he repeated, a little softer. “Just leave it.”

A strange little ache pressed against her ribs. Elias wasn’t secretive—he was open in a quiet, steady way, predictable in the best sense. They’d shared childhood summers hunting fireflies, teenage nights gossiping by the creek, and adult mornings exchanging coffee-for-flower-bundles. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d hidden anything from her.

But before she could push further, he cleared his throat and gently slipped her sandal back onto her foot.

“There,” he said. “All fixed.”

She wiggled her toes, impressed. “You’re magic.”

“Just handy.”

“I’m still right about the magic part.”

He helped her stand, hands lingering just a little longer on her waist than usual. Or maybe she imagined it. Marina had been imagining things lately—like the way Elias’s gaze sometimes warmed when he looked at her, or the way her heart sped up when he smiled, or—

Stop it, she told herself firmly. He’s your best friend.

“Do you want me to walk you home?” he asked, wiping his hands on a cloth.

“You don’t have to. It’s barely sunset.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “But I’d like to.”

Her chest softened. She nodded.

As they stepped out into the fading golden light, the bell chimed behind them, sealing the shop for the night.

Marina didn’t see it—the way Elias glanced back at the wrapped box, jaw tightening as if he’d just walked away from something important.

Or something dangerous.

Or something he wasn’t ready to reveal.
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Chapter 2 — A Blooming Tradition
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Sunlight filtered through the glass panes of Petals & Pine, scattering soft glimmers across buckets of daisies, peonies, and fresh-cut greenery. Marina stood in the center of her shop, arms crossed, evaluating the controlled chaos around her.

“Okay,” she said to no one in particular, “today is either going to be a triumph or a spectacular floral disaster.”

“You say that every year.”

She turned to find Elias in the doorway, leaning casually against the frame, sleeves rolled to his elbows, hair still damp from an early-morning shower. He looked relaxed, but the playful tug at the corner of his mouth gave away how much he enjoyed startling her.

“Elias Porter,” she said, hands on her hips, “if you’re here to judge my process—”

“I would never.” He stepped inside, gaze sweeping the shop with fond familiarity. “I’m here to help carry the heavy things. It’s tradition.”

“It is tradition,” Marina admitted, warmth blooming in her chest. Every year since they were kids, he’d helped her haul arrangements and crates of blooms to the Spring Fair. First as a begrudging child bribed with cookies, later as a teenager pretending not to enjoy it, and now as an adult who simply... showed up.

She always counted on him.

“Grab that crate,” Marina said, pointing to a wooden box brimming with hydrangeas. “Careful, it’s delicate.”

“Hydrangeas are your temperament,” he teased. “Pretty, dramatic, and overwatered.”

She gasped. “Take it back.”

“Nope.” Elias lifted the crate with exaggerated ease. “This is my revenge for you calling me a ‘leather-scented hobbit’ last week.”

“That was affectionate,” she protested. “You do smell like leather and old books.”

“And hobbit?”

“Also affectionate.”

They shared a smile, the kind that passed between them effortlessly, naturally—like breathing.



The streets of Willow Creek buzzed with morning preparations. Vendors were setting up booths along the main square, stringing pastel bunting from lamppost to lamppost. The smell of cinnamon pastries drifted from the bakery, mixing with the earthy scent of soil and freshly cut grass.

As Marina and Elias carried her supplies toward her fair booth, people paused to wave or call out greetings.

Mrs. Hawthorne, Willow Creek’s resident gossip and reigning unofficial town greeter, fluttered over like a sequined hummingbird. “Oh! Look at you two,” she cooed, clasping her hands dramatically. “Aren’t you just adorable? Every year, the same routine—Elias carrying your flowers like a dutiful husband.”

Marina nearly choked. “We’re not—he’s not—Mrs. Hawthorne, we’ve been friends forever.”

“Yes, dear,” Mrs. Hawthorne said knowingly, “and some love stories take a little longer to bloom. Don’t worry, I won’t rush you.”

Elias cleared his throat. Hard.

“We’re not—” he began, but she patted his arm.

“No need to explain. I was young once too, you know.” She winked and flitted away toward the pastry stand.

Marina stared after her. “Why does she always say things like that?”

“Because she thrives on chaos,” Elias murmured, adjusting the crate in his arms.

“Do we really give off... husband-ish energy?”

“Apparently.”

Marina felt a flutter low in her stomach that she immediately smothered. “Ridiculous.”

“Completely,” Elias agreed.

But his voice sounded a little too soft. A little too careful.



At Marina’s booth, a cheerful blend of pinewood walls and blooming color, Elias set down the final crate and stepped back to admire her work. “You’re going to win this year,” he said. “Definitely.”

She rolled her eyes. “You say that every year.”

“Because it’s true every year.”

His certainty warmed her more than the sunlight. Marina moved to adjust a vase, pretending her face wasn’t heating. “Well, thank you. Having free labor helps.”

“Hey, I prefer the term ‘traditionally obligated helper.’”

“You’re lucky I don’t pay you in coupons for half-dead daisies.”

“They’d still be worth more than what I get from fixing your shoes.”

She laughed, the sound bright in the morning air.

For a moment, it felt like the fair had paused around them—the bustle fading, the breeze soft against her cheeks, the golden warmth of familiarity wrapping around her like a shawl. Elias was watching her, a soft expression she couldn’t quite name in his eyes.

Her heart stumbled.

She looked away quickly, busying her hands with a ribbon that didn’t need straightening.

Why was she suddenly noticing the way his voice dipped when he talked to her? Or the way he always stood close enough to share warmth but never too close, like he was afraid to cross an invisible line?

Stop it, Marina. You’re just tired. Overworked. That’s all.

But deep down, something whispered that she was lying.

Again.



“You need anything else?” Elias asked after a moment, tone returning to its usual steady timbre.

“No, I think everything’s set.” Marina brushed her hands off on her apron. “Thank you for helping. Tradition lives on.”

“Always,” Elias said. “I’ll be around if you need me.”

He gave her a small nod before walking back toward the cobbler stall he set up each year. Marina watched him go, her heart tugging in strange, new ways.

Maybe Mrs. Hawthorne wasn’t entirely wrong.

Maybe something was blooming—something neither of them had the courage to name yet.
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