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CHAPTER 1

A Morning of Unspoken Burdens
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I wake to cold sheets.

My hand moves across the bed before my eyes open, reaching for Lena, and finds only the flat chill of cotton gone room-temperature. The pillow beside mine holds the faint dent of her head but no warmth. I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, letting the quiet settle around me. The house is silent in that particular way it only is when she’s already left.

I sit up and rub my thumb over my knuckles, working the stiffness out of my fingers. The bedroom window shows the thin grey light of early spring, the kind that makes everything look washed clean. Her side of the closet hangs open a few inches. A pair of slippers sits abandoned near the dresser.

Downstairs, the kitchen holds the smell of coffee that’s been sitting too long. The note waits on the counter, anchored under the sugar bowl. Lena’s handwriting is rushed but still precise, the letters slanted forward like she was already halfway out the door.

Marcus –

Opening the shop early for inventory. Didn’t want to wake you. There’s coffee in the pot and eggs in the fridge. I’ll be home by six.

—L

I read it twice, then fold it along its crease and tuck it into my coat pocket. The coffee in the pot is barely warm. I drink it anyway, standing at the counter, watching the kitchen window where the first pale sunlight is starting to push through the trees. I should eat something. I rinse the mug instead and set it in the drying rack.

I have an hour before I’m supposed to meet Julian at Arthur’s house. I spend it tidying the kitchen, wiping down counters that don’t need wiping, straightening the dish towel until it hangs perfectly even on its hook. Small tasks. Things I can finish.

The drive to Arthur’s takes twenty minutes. I keep the radio off and let the sound of the road fill the car. Spring is still holding back, the trees bare, the fields muddy and waiting. I’ve always liked this stretch of road, the way it curves past the old stone wall and then opens up toward the house.

Arthur’s front door is unlocked. I let myself in and follow the hallway toward the study, my footsteps quiet on the old wood floors. The house smells like books and lemon polish and something faintly floral drifting in from the backyard. The rose garden, I realize. Arthur must have been out there already this morning.

Julian stands in the study with his back to the door, facing the fireplace. He’s dressed for the board meeting, dark suit, tie already knotted, shoes polished to a dull gleam. His posture is straight but his hands hang at his sides, not moving. On the mantel, a framed photograph of his father watches the room with the same composed expression Julian wears now.

I knock softly on the doorframe. “I brought coffee.”

He turns, and for a moment his face is unguarded in a way I rarely see. Then the composure slides back into place, and he nods.

“Thank you,” he says.

I hand him the cup and lean against the edge of the desk. The study is exactly as Arthur keeps it, papers stacked in neat piles, a leather chair worn soft at the arms, the heavy curtains drawn back to let in the morning light. It’s a room that expects quiet conversation.

“What do you need?” I ask.

Julian looks down at the coffee, then back at the photograph. “I’m terrified,” he says, and the words come out flat, almost matter-of-fact. “Of failing them. The employees. Everyone who’s been waiting to see what happens next.”

“You won’t fail them.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know what I watched in that courtroom,” I say. “And I know how many people showed up to support your family. They believe in you, Julian. That doesn’t just disappear.”

He’s quiet for a moment. Then he sets the coffee down on the desk and adjusts his tie, even though it’s already perfectly straight. His fingers move with a precision that looks practiced.

“My father built something real,” he says. “I keep thinking about what happens if I’m not the person to carry it forward.”

“You’re already carrying it. You’ve been carrying it since before the ruling.” I pause, watching him. “The court victory wasn’t the end of something. It was the beginning. And you’re not doing it alone.”

Julian meets my eyes, and something in his shoulders shifts, not relaxing, exactly, but settling. The way a weight settles when you finally decide you can bear it.

“Claire said something similar last night,” he says.

“Claire’s smart.”

That earns me the faintest trace of a smile. He picks up his coffee again and takes a long drink, then straightens his cuffs. When he looks at me again, the fear is still there, I can see it in the way he holds himself a beat too still, but so is something else. Resolve, maybe. Or the decision to act like it.

“I should go,” he says. “Traffic.”

I nod. “Call if you need anything.”

He walks past me toward the door, and I watch the line of his back as he goes. His stride is even. His head is up. By the time he reaches the hallway, you’d never know he’d just admitted to being terrified in an empty room.

The front door closes. The house settles back into silence.

I stay where I am, leaning against the desk, letting the quiet of the study wash over me. The photograph on the mantel catches the light. Arthur’s face looks younger in the frame, his smile easier, the kind of smile you have before the world asks too much of you. I wonder if
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