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    To the ones who rewrite their stories,
You took the broken lines, the half-erased verses, the chapters torn and scattered, and stitched them into something whole.
This is for the ink-stained hands, the hearts that dared to try again, and the love that refused to stay between the lines.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Every love story is a draft— some are abandoned, some are burned, but the brave ones? The brave ones revise."
— Seraphina Cole, Shattered Stars
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Chapter 1: The Ultimatum
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The first scream of the day was not hers. It was the kettle, a sharp, whistling shriek that sliced through the pre-dawn silence of the cottage. Seraphina Cole flinched, her pen skidding across the margin of her manuscript, leaving a scar of blue ink on the paper. She hadn’t been sleeping. She’d been chasing a line of dialogue for her heroine, a woman standing on a cliff edge, both literal and metaphorical, and the perfect words were as elusive as the dawn light currently hiding behind a wall of bruised-looking clouds.

With a sigh that fogged in the chilled air of her study, she pushed back from the worn oak desk, its surface a topography of creative chaos: stacked manuscripts, empty chamomile tea mugs, a fossil she’d found on the beach last winter, smooth and heavy as a forgotten regret. The cottage, her sanctuary for the past five years, creaked and settled around her, a familiar symphony of old timber and Pacific Northwest weather. It was perched on a spit of land near Cannon Beach, Oregon, where the air always tasted of salt and secrets, and the roar of the surf was a constant, breathing companion.

Padding into the small kitchen, she silenced the kettle, the steam warming her face. Through the window over the sink, she watched the storm approach. It wasn’t here yet, but it was coming. The sea was the color of tarnished silver, heaving with a restless energy. The wind had begun its warning song, a low moan in the eaves of the cottage, teasing the wind chimes on the porch into a frantic, discordant jangle. Seraphina wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the heat seep into her bones. She was thirty-four, and some mornings, like this one, she felt every one of those years nestled in the quiet ache of her joints, the faint lines at the corners of her eyes that spoke of too many nights squinting at screens or staring into the middle distance, thinking of him.

Don’t.

She disciplined the thought with the practiced ease of a decade. Liam Vance lived in a locked room in her mind, and she threw away the key every single morning. Most days, it worked.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, a lazy, insistent drone. Marla. Her agent, and her oldest friend. The call went to voicemail. Sera wasn’t ready for Marla’s New York energy, all sharp edges and caffeine, not at 6:05 a.m. on a storm-threatened Oregon coast. She’d call back after the sun was properly up, or at least after the coffee was properly in.

She carried her tea back to her study, her sanctuary. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined one wall, packed with her beloved novels, research tomes on everything from celestial navigation to the history of grief, and rows of her own published works. Seven novels. Each one a battle. Each one a victory that, in the quiet aftermath, had felt increasingly hollow. The critics were kind enough, her readers loyal, but the industry whispers had started to crystallize into a label: Seraphina Cole writes beautiful tragedies. It was meant as praise, she knew, but it had begun to feel like a cage. She was the author you read when you wanted your heart elegantly broken. What no one seemed to wonder was if she was tired of breaking her own.

She settled back into her chair, the leather cool through her thin sleep shirt. The manuscript page glared back at her, the ruined margin taunting her. The heroine on the cliff needed to say something definitive, something that would define the entire third act. Sera stared out the window, watching the first fat, heavy raindrops begin to hit the glass, each one exploding into a tiny, running star.

Tick.

Her laptop, sleeping on the corner of the desk, lit up with a soft, blue glow. An email notification. At 6:12 a.m. She frowned. Spam usually had the decency to wait until business hours.

Her eyes flicked to the sender. Atlas Pictures. The name was a monolith in the film industry. Her heart gave a single, hard thump against her ribs, a dull, surprised sound. She’d had option offers before. Small, independent companies that wanted to turn A Symphony of Shadows into a moody, low-budget limited series. They’d all fizzled in development, leaving nothing but a faint smell of disappointment and a few pointless paycheck stubs. Atlas was different. Atlas made the kind of cinematic, sweeping epics that won awards and defined careers.

The rain began in earnest now, sheeting down the windows, blurring the world into a watercolor of grey and green. The wind howled, a proper banshee wail, rattling the old windowpanes in their frames. The storm had arrived, and with it, this email. The coincidence felt portentous, a cliché she would have cut from her own writing.

Her finger hovered over the trackpad. A part of her, the part that had built this cottage and this quiet life brick by brick, wanted to close the laptop, to make more tea, to go back to her cliff-bound heroine whose problems she could control. This email, whatever it was, felt like an opening door, and a draft from the past was already chilling the room.

She clicked.

The subject line was simple, brutal in its promise: Shattered Stars Film Deal - Offer & Collaboration.

Shattered Stars. Her third novel. The one that had exploded. The one that had poured out of her in a fever dream of grief and rage in the year after Liam left. It was a space opera, a grand, romantic tragedy about a star pilot, Elara, and her navigator, Kael, who betray each other for what they believe is the greater good, only to spend a lifetime—and several wormholes—trying to find their way back. Readers called it "devastatingly beautiful." Critics called it "a masterpiece of emotional science fiction." It was the book that had made her career. And it was the book that was most intimately, painfully, his.

Her eyes scanned the email, faster and faster, the words blurring then snapping into terrifying focus.

Dear Ms. Cole,
It is with immense admiration that we at Atlas Pictures extend this offer for the exclusive worldwide film rights to your seminal work, Shattered Stars...
There were numbers. Seven figures. A number so vast it seemed abstract, like discussing the distance between galaxies. It was more money than she’d ever seen, would ever need. It was freedom. It was security. It was a validation so loud it would drown out every "too emotional," every "too raw," every "nice but not quite for our list" she’d collected like scars over ten years of struggle.

...creative control, encompassing script approval, casting consultation, and a meaningful producing credit...

Her breath hitched. Creative control. The holy grail. They were offering her the keys to the kingdom, not just handing her book over to be dismantled by strangers. This wasn't just a sale; it was a partnership. A dream she had long since buried as a childish fantasy.

Then she saw it.

The paragraph started benignly. Our vision is to honor the profound emotional core of your novel, a quality we believe requires a screenwriter of exceptional sensitivity and a preternatural understanding of the material...

And there it was. The sentence. The one name.

...and we are thrilled to confirm that Academy Award-nominated screenwriter Liam Vance has agreed to come aboard as co-writer. His attachment, we believe, is non-negotiable for the project’s authenticity and success.

The room didn’t tilt so much as it dissolved.

The mug slipped from her hands. It was empty, but it hit the hardwood floor with a shocking, ceramic crack, shattering into a dozen jagged pieces. She didn’t move. She couldn’t. The sound was swallowed by the roar of the storm and the roaring in her ears.

Liam Vance.

The name was a spell, an incantation that shattered the locked room in her mind. Memories, vivid and Technicolor, didn’t flood—they assaulted.

Liam, at twenty-two, his hair too long, his glasses smudged, arguing passionately about Joseph Campbell’s monomyth in a stuffy college seminar, his hands carving shapes in the air. Her, watching him, fascinated by the fervent light in his hazel eyes.

Liam, in the musty-smelling stacks of the university library, pulling her behind a row of forgotten Victorian poetry, his mouth finding hers in the dusty silence, a kiss that tasted of mint tea and reckless possibility.

Liam, lying on the roof of his beat-up Honda Civic in a Texas field, pointing out constellations he’d named himself—That one’s the Scribble, see? And that stubborn cluster is the Unfinished Sonnet—his hand warm around hers, their future feeling as infinite as the sky above them.

Liam, the night before graduation. The tension between them had been a live wire for weeks. He’d been offered a last-minute, prestigious internship with a legendary director in Prague. A six-month opportunity. A lifetime of distance. They’d fought in his cramped dorm room, the air thick with the smell of rain and desperation.

“Come with me, Sera. Just defer. We’ll go together.”

“My fellowship is here. My life is here. This is my chance too!”

“Then I’ll stay. I won’t go.”

“Don’t you dare make me the reason you give this up. Don’t you dare.”

The last memory was clearest, and it played behind her eyes now in perfect, painful high definition. His face, pale and strained under the fluorescent hall light of her apartment building. He’d come to say... something. His eyes were red-rimmed, his jaw clenched. He’d opened his mouth, closed it. He’d looked at her, a look so full of tangled love and desperate fear it had stolen the air from her lungs. He had cupped her face, his thumb brushing her cheekbone, a touch so final it felt like a goodbye.

He hadn’t said a word.

He had turned, and walked down the dim hallway. She’d stood frozen, waiting for him to turn back, to say the words, to fight. He’d pushed through the exit door, and it had swung shut with a soft, definitive click.

That was it. No phone call. No letter. No email. Just a silence so profound, so absolute, it had become a character in her life. In the months that followed, she’d heard through the brittle grapevine of mutual friends that he’d gone to Prague. That he’d stayed. That he was writing. The silence solidified, hardened into a story she told herself: he chose his dream over her. He chose the escape. He was a coward. It was a clean, brutal story. It fueled the white-hot fire of Shattered Stars. Every anguished line Kael spoke, every betrayal Elara felt, was that silence, transmuted into art.

And now he was back. Not in her life, but in her career. In the thing she had built from the ashes he’d left. Academy Award-nominated screenwriter Liam Vance. The boy she’d loved was now a man with a reputation for brilliant, emotionally surgical adaptations. He was the "non-negotiable" key to her dream.

The hypocrisy was a poison. He got to be the guardian of the story’s "authenticity"? He, who had run from the real-life version of it?

A raw, soundless laugh escaped her. It hurt her throat.

Her phone buzzed again, skittering across the desk next to the broken mug. MARLA. The real world, intruding.

This time, Seraphina picked up. Her voice, when she managed to speak, was a stranger’s. Flat. Scraped hollow. “You knew.”

Marla’s sigh was a burst of static down the line. “I got the call an hour ago from Atlas’s head of development. They’d already closed the deal with him. His agent reached out to them, Sera. He brought them the book. He pitched it. He made this happen.”

The revelation was another body blow. He had done this. He had sought out her book, her pain, and packaged it as a project. For what? Atonement? Exploitation? A second chance at a payday he’d walked away from?

“The offer is insane,” Marla continued, her voice cautiously upbeat, the voice of an agent who had just seen a client win the lottery. “The creative terms are unheard of for a first-time adaptation. It’s a partnership, Sera. A real one. This is it. This is the thing.”

“It has a price,” Sera whispered, staring at the rain-blurred window, seeing not the storm but the past.

“Everything has a price,” Marla said, softer now. “But honey, look at the number. Look at the control. This sets you up for life. It changes everything.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Silence stretched between them, filled with the thousand things they couldn’t say over the phone. Marla had been there. She’d held Sera’s hair back while she cried herself sick. She’d fielded the panicked calls in the dead of night. She’d celebrated the book’s success with a fierce, protective joy, knowing exactly what fuel had fired its creation.

“What are you going to do?” Marla finally asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You have seventy-two hours to sign the term sheet.”

Seventy-two hours to decide if she could step back into the gravitational pull of Liam Vance. To decide if her dream was worth the nightmare of his proximity.

She ended the call and stood on trembling legs. The broken china crunched under her bare feet. She ignored it, walking to the window, pressing her forehead against the cold glass. The storm was in full, furious command now. The wind whipped the sea into a frenzy, the waves crashing against the rocks below her cliff with a sound like crumbling buildings.

She could say no.

The thought was a clean, sharp blade. She could write back a polite, professional refusal. Thank you for the generous offer, but I cannot collaborate under these terms. She could stay here, in her cottage, with her cliffs and her quiet and her controlled, beautiful tragedies. She could finish the manuscript on her desk, another story of longing and loss, safe in her lane. The money didn’t matter. The fame didn’t matter. She had built a good life. A peaceful life.

She turned and looked at her study. At the books on her shelf. Her eyes traced the spines: Whisper of Tides, A Symphony of Shadows, Shattered Stars, The Weight of Moonlight... Each one was a battle fought, a territory of her soul mapped and conquered. They were testaments to survival, yes. But were they also testaments to hiding? To building ever-higher walls around that locked room?

Shattered Stars was different. It had claws. It had howled its way out of her. And now it was howling back, offering her the world, with Liam’s face on it.

If she said yes, everything would change. The carefully constructed peace of the last decade would be obliterated. She would have to face him. Not as a memory, not as a ghost in her prose, but as a man. A man who had become successful, who had likely changed, who was, according to a binding legal document, “non-negotiable.”

She would have to sit across from him. She would have to hear his voice. She would have to work with him, day after day, to dissect the very story he had inspired. It would be an emotional autopsy, and he would be holding the scalpel alongside her.

It was a form of madness.

But so was walking away from this.

Her gaze fell on the shattered mug on the floor. She had bought it at a little pottery stall with Liam, on a weekend trip to a coastal town much like this one. It was the last physical remnant of him she’d kept, a stupid, sentimental secret even from herself. And now it was in pieces.

A sign, perhaps. A clean break.

Or a warning.

Seraphina Cole wrapped her arms around herself, shivering in the storm-chilled room. The rain hammered its insistent question against the glass. The wind screamed its warning, or maybe its challenge.

For the first time in ten years, she unlocked the door in her mind. She let the memory of Liam Vance—not the ghost, not the villain, but the boy with the stars in his eyes and the future in his hands—fill the room. The love, sharp and sweet. The betrayal, deep and corrosive. The silence, endless.

Then she walked back to her desk. The cursor blinked beside the reply line in the Atlas Pictures email.

Her fingers, cold and stiff, settled on the keys. She didn’t pray. She didn’t think. She just let the word form, the word that would irrevocably alter the course of her quiet, guarded life.

She typed one word.

Yes.

She hit ‘send’ before she could think, before she could breathe, before she could take it back.

The whoosh of the sent mail was swallowed by the storm.

It was done.

Outside, a fork of lightning split the sky, illuminating the wild sea and her pale, determined reflection in the window for one blinding second. It was a flashbulb moment. The first look of the new, terrifying chapter.

Seraphina didn’t move. She stood in the aftermath of her decision, the chaos of the storm her only companion, waiting for the thunder.
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Chapter 2: The First Look
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The rain followed her to Portland.

It was a softer, more insistent rain than the coastal fury she’d left behind, a steady gray curtain that turned the city into a smudged charcoal drawing. Seraphina’s Uber slid through the slick streets, the rhythmic swish-thump of the wipers a metronome counting down to the moment she’d been dreading for eleven days.

Eleven days since the email. Eleven days of negotiated silence, of lawyers parsing language, of Marla acting as a buoyant, anxious buffer. Eleven days of sleepless nights where Seraphina’s mind became a torture chamber of conflicting impulses. One moment, she was the triumphant author, claiming her due. The next, she was the heartbroken twenty-four-year-old, frozen in a hallway, watching him walk away.

The meeting place was his suggestion, relayed through the labyrinth of agents and assistants: a café in the Pearl District called The Gilded Page. It was the kind of place that took its literary theme seriously—walls lined with faux-antique books, quotations from Poe and Woolf stenciled on the beams, the menu items named after famous novels. It was achingly hip and, Seraphina thought as she paid the driver and stepped onto the wet sidewalk, the kind of place Liam would have once mocked mercilessly. “Overpriced coffee and performative intellectualism, Sera. Give me a diner with bad vinyl booths any day.” Had he changed that much?

She was twenty minutes early. A tactical decision. Control, however illusory, mattered. She needed to claim territory, to watch him enter, to have those few seconds to fortify her defenses before he shattered them. The bell above the door gave a soft, melodious chime as she entered, and the warm, dense air smelled of burnt espresso grounds, steamed milk, and the faint, sweet decay of old paper. It smelled, overwhelmingly, of old regrets.

She chose a corner booth at the back, partially shielded by a large, potted fiddle-leaf fig. It gave her a clear sightline to the door. She shrugged off her damp wool coat, the scent of wet sheep filling the small space, and ordered a black coffee from a server with a symmetric silver piercing in her eyebrow. When the mug arrived—plain white porcelain, no literary puns—Seraphina wrapped her hands around it, seeking an anchor.

She had rehearsed this. In the mirror of her cottage bathroom, in the quiet of her drive, she had practiced her neutral face. The face of a professional, a collaborator, a woman so thoroughly over the past that it was nothing more than a footnote in her biography. Calm. Detached. A little bored, even. She pulled out her phone now, not to check it, but to use the darkened screen as a mirror. The face that looked back was pale, her hazel eyes too wide, the subtle peach-toned lipstick she’d applied for armor looking stark against her skin. She looked like a woman about to face a firing squad, not a business partner.

Breathe. He’s just a writer. You’re just a writer. This is a project.

The mantra felt hollow. He wasn’t just anything. He was the blueprint for every romantic hero and villain she’d ever written. He was the silence against which all her words had been shouted.

To distract herself, she observed the café’s other inhabitants. A couple on a first date, their conversation stilted, their laughter too loud. A student surrounded by textbooks, highlighters strewn like casualties. An older man reading a physical newspaper, the rustle of the pages a soothing, anachronistic sound. Normal people, having normal days. She envied them with a ferocity that shocked her.

Her phone vibrated on the table. MARLA. She sent it to voicemail. A text buzzed through immediately: You there? You okay? Remember, you hold the copyright. You are the queen. He is the hired help.

A ghost of a smile touched her lips. Marla was trying to arm her. It was sweet. It was useless.

She was about to text back when the bell chimed again.

Her head snapped up.

And there he was.

The air left her lungs in a quiet, soundless rush, as if she’d been punched just below the ribs.

Ten years.

A decade was a long time in theory. In practice, seeing Liam Vance step through that café door was like watching a ghost solidify, every memory she’d curated—the boyish grin, the tousled hair, the slight, lean frame—being overwritten in real time by the man.

The years hadn’t softened him; they had honed him. He’d filled out, the lanky frame now solid, his shoulders broad beneath a charcoal-gray sweater that looked savagely expensive. His face had lost the last traces of roundness, his jawline sharp enough to cast a shadow, a faint stubble dusting it that was more deliberate than careless. His hair, still thick and a shade of dark brown that was almost black, was cut shorter, styled with a casual precision that spoke of someone who’d learned to move in rooms where appearances were currency. He carried a worn leather satchel over one shoulder, and as he shrugged off a long, dark coat speckled with rain, he scanned the room.

His eyes—those devastating, changeable hazel eyes that could shift from green to gold to gray depending on the light—found hers instantly. It wasn’t a search. It was a homing. As if a part of him had always known exactly where she would be.

A jolt, pure and electric, passed through her. It wasn’t joy. It wasn’t anger. It was recognition, so profound it was terrifying.

For a fraction of a second, his own mask slipped. She saw the shock, the sheer, unguarded impact of seeing her. His lips parted slightly, his brows drew together. It was a look of such complex, immediate pain and wonder that it threatened to unravel every one of her carefully constructed defenses.

Then it was gone. Smoothed over into a cautious, polite neutrality. He gave a small, tentative nod in her direction.

Seraphina forced herself to breathe, to pick up her coffee cup. The porcelain was almost too hot, a sharp, grounding pain against her fingertips. She took a sip, the bitter liquid scalding her tongue, giving her something real to focus on.

He crossed the room. He moved differently. The old Liam had possessed a restless, kinetic energy, all loose limbs and impulsive gestures. This man moved with a contained confidence, a deliberate grace that spoke of control. He belonged in his skin in a way the boy she’d known hadn’t yet learned. He slid into the booth across from her, the old wood creaking softly under his weight. His presence didn’t just fill the space; it altered the atmosphere, pulling all the oxygen towards him.

Close up, she could see the finer details of time’s work. Fine lines at the corners of his eyes, not from laughter, but from squinting at screens, perhaps, or from concentration. A faint, vertical scar through his left eyebrow she didn’t remember. His hands, as he placed them on the table, were familiar—long fingers, writer’s callus on the middle finger—but stronger-looking, more defined.

“Sera,” he said.

His voice. God, his voice. It was lower, richer, weathered by time and experience. But the timbre was the same. It vibrated in the space between them, a frequency tuned to her very bones. It was rough around the edges, husky, as if he hadn’t spoken all morning, or as if he were choked with something he refused to name.

She met his gaze, determined not to be the first to look away. “Liam.”

A silence stretched, thick and palpable. The café sounds—the hiss of the espresso machine, the clatter of cups, the low murmur of conversation—receded into a distant hum.

“You look...” he began, then stopped. He seemed to weigh the word, discard it, search for another. “...happy.”

She didn’t miss the hesitation, the slight catch in his throat. He said it not as an observation, but as a question. As a hope. As if her happiness was a gift he had no right to wish for, but desperately did.

It ignited a spark of defiance in her chest. You don’t get to comment on my state of being. You forfeited that right.

“I look like a woman who’s considering walking out of this meeting,” she replied, her voice cooler than she’d intended. She set her cup down with deliberate care, the click against the saucer sounding like a period at the end of a sentence. “Don’t presume to know how I feel.”

A flicker—fast, but she caught it—of pain crossed his face. It was in the slight tightening of his jaw, the almost imperceptible darkening of his eyes. He absorbed the blow without flinching, nodded slowly. “Fair enough.”

The server appeared, a welcome interruption. Liam ordered a black coffee, no room. “Just like old times,” he said, attempting a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Nothing is like old times,” Seraphina said, the words out before she could stop them.

His smile faded. “No,” he agreed quietly. “It’s not.”

Their drinks arrived. Another buffer of steam and movement. When they were alone again, the small talk began. It was stiff, achingly formal, a minefield they navigated with the exaggerated care of diplomats from warring nations.

“How was the drive up?” he asked.
“Wet. The storm’s moving inland.”
“I heard you live on the coast now. Cannon Beach?”
“Yes.”
“It suits you. The drama. The solitude.”
“It’s quiet.”
“You always did like quiet places to think.”
She let that hang, unwilling to acknowledge the intimacy of the memory—of her dragging him to abandoned parks and silent corners of libraries because she couldn’t write with chaos around her.

“And you?” she asked, because reciprocity was demanded by this awful, polite script. “You’re based in L.A.?”

“Mostly. I keep a place there for... convenience. I’ve been traveling a lot. Prague, London, Tokyo. Projects.”

“It sounds...” She almost said glamorous, but it felt too loaded. “...demanding.”

“It is. Rewarding, but... transient.” He took a sip of his coffee, his eyes on hers over the rim of the cup. “This project feels different.”

“Because it’s mine?” The question was sharper than she meant it to be.

“Because it matters,” he said simply, holding her gaze. “The story. It always mattered.”

The past hummed between them, a live wire. Every innocuous word felt layered with subtext. Talking about the weather felt like discussing the climate of their shared history. Mentioning a book was a potential landmine.

She learned he’d won a prestigious screenwriting award two years ago for a minimalist indie film about a fading musician. He learned her last novel had debuted at number seven on the Times list. They discussed the challenges of adaptation, the current landscape of streaming services versus theatrical releases. It was professional, insightful, and utterly surreal. Here was the man who knew what she tasted like at 3 a.m., debating the merits of three-act structure versus a more episodic approach.

And all the while, her senses were hyper-alert to him. The way he tapped his index finger lightly, rhythmically, against the side of his mug when he was thinking. The subtle scent of him—no longer the cheap citrus soap and bookstore dust of their youth, but something cleaner, more expensive, with a faint, grounding note of cedarwood and the rain from outside. The way his sweater stretched across his shoulders when he reached for the small porcelain pitcher of water on the table.

Then it happened.

They both reached for the sugar bowl at the same time. Her hand, her left hand, brushed against his right.

The contact was a static shock, a jolt of pure, undiluted memory that traveled up her arm and straight to her heart. It wasn’t just skin on skin. It was a circuit completing after a decade of being dead.

She recoiled as if burned, pulling her hand back too quickly. Her coffee cup rattled violently in its saucer, the sound harsh and clumsy in the quiet booth.

Liam’s hand froze over the sugar bowl. He didn’t look at his hand; he looked at her face, at the panic she couldn’t fully conceal. His expression shifted, the professional detachment melting into something far more raw. Regret. Understanding. A deep, weary sorrow.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. It was unclear if he was apologizing for the accidental touch, or for everything that touch represented.

Seraphina’s heart was a frantic bird against her ribs. She folded her hands in her lap, out of sight, out of danger. “It’s fine,” she muttered, staring at a quote by Emily Dickinson stenciled on the wall behind him. “That it will never come again is what makes life so sweet.” The irony was almost cruel.

“I’m glad you agreed to meet,” Liam said after a moment, his voice lower. “And not just for the project. I... needed to see you. To be in the same room.”

The honesty was disarming. It was a direct assault on her fortress of professionalism. She met his gaze again, saw the earnestness there, and it frightened her more than any anger or arrogance could have.

“This is business, Liam,” she said, the words a shield, a chant. “We have a script to write. A very expensive, very high-profile script. That’s all this is.”

He held her look for a long moment, his eyes searching hers. He didn’t argue. He didn’t smile. He just gave another slow, accepting nod. “I understand the terms,” he said.

But the way he said it—not with submission, but with a quiet, determined patience—suggested he understood far more than the professional terms. He understood her fear. He understood the walls. And his calm, unwavering presence felt like a vow: I will respect your boundaries, but I will not pretend this is simple.

The meeting wound down shortly after, the unspoken tension exhausting them both. They agreed on logistics. He would drive up to Cannon Beach in four days. They would work from her cabin. It was the most practical option, she’d insisted, the only place she could truly focus. In truth, it was her last bastion of control. He would be on her territory, surrounded by the life he hadn’t been part of.

They stood. He helped her with her coat, his hands careful, impersonal, not touching her. As she buttoned it, he said, “Thank you, Sera. For the chance.”

The word chance echoed. Was he talking about the co-writing credit? Or about something else entirely?

She just nodded, unable to speak past the sudden lump in her throat.

He held the café door open for her. The cool, damp air washed over her, a relief. She stepped out onto the sidewalk, not looking back.

“Drive safely,” he said from the doorway.

She turned then, just once. He was standing there, framed by the warm, golden light of the café, the rain a shimmering veil behind him. He looked exactly like a man standing on the threshold of something, hoping to be invited in.

“Goodbye, Liam,” she said.

And she walked away, into the gray Portland rain, feeling his eyes on her until she turned the corner.

The drive back to the coast was a blur. The rain eased as she left the city, but a dense, melancholic fog settled in its place, swallowing the evergreen-lined highway. The cocoon of her car was silent except for the hum of the engine and the rhythmic sweep of the wipers.

Her hand, the one that had brushed his, tingled. She curled it into a fist.

Her phone rang. Marla.

“Well?” Marla’s voice was strained with anticipation. “How was the vampire? Did he try to suck your creative blood? Did you hold firm?”

Seraphina stared at the road ahead, disappearing into the mist. “He was... professional.”

“Professional? That’s it? No snide remarks? No ‘baby, I’ve missed you’ bullshit?”

“No.” She thought of his eyes, of the quiet “I needed to see you.” That hadn’t been bullshit. It had been the most terrifyingly real thing about the whole encounter. “He was respectful. Calm.”

“Calm is worse,” Marla groaned. “Calm means he’s
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