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“If you find someone you love in your life, then hang on to that love.” —Princess Diana
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​Chapter One: Philip
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The hum of the airplane engine was like white noise in Philip’s ears, a sound so familiar it had become almost comforting. He leaned back in his seat, staring out the small, smudged window at the endless stretch of clouds beneath the wing. The world looked so peaceful from up here, so distant from the chaos that seemed to follow him everywhere he went.

Traveling had always been his escape. From the crowded streets of Tokyo to the sun-drenched beaches of Santorini, Philip had spent the better part of the last decade chasing the next adventure, the next perfect shot for his camera. He’d told himself it was freedom, but lately, it felt more like running.

London had been another stop in a life full of fleeting moments, a city he’d once loved but now left with a strange emptiness. He was heading back to Salem, his hometown, not because he wanted to but because he didn’t know where else to go.

His fingers toyed with the camera strap around his neck. The Leica was an extension of himself, always ready to capture something beautiful. But even photography had lost its spark recently. It was like the colors had dulled, the world losing its vibrancy.

“Excuse me,” came a voice from the seat next to him.

Philip turned, startled out of his thoughts. The man beside him had an accent that marked him as British, but it was the weariness in his voice that caught Philip’s attention. He looked to be about Philip’s age, with neatly combed brown hair and sharp blue eyes that seemed to hold a story of their own.

“Could you pass the water?” the man asked, gesturing toward the aisle where a flight attendant was distributing drinks.

“Sure.” Philip handed him a bottle and offered a polite smile. “Flying to Salem for business or pleasure?”

The man hesitated, then gave a soft, almost apologetic chuckle. “Neither, really. More of a... fresh start.”

Philip raised an eyebrow, intrigued despite himself. “Sounds like there’s a story there.”

The man didn’t answer right away. Instead, he stared at the water bottle, turning it in his hands. “Sebastian,” he said finally, holding out his hand.

“Philip.” They shook hands, and for a moment, Philip felt something unfamiliar—a flicker of connection, fleeting but real.

The plane jolted suddenly, pulling Philip back to the present. The seatbelt sign dinged on, and the pilot’s calm voice crackled over the intercom, reassuring everyone it was just turbulence. Philip wasn’t so sure.

The jolt turned into a violent shudder, and the plane dipped sharply. Gasps and murmurs filled the cabin. Philip’s grip on the armrest tightened as his heart began to race.

“This doesn’t feel normal,” Sebastian said, his voice low but steady.

Philip could only nod, his mind flashing to headlines about plane crashes and the cold, dark Atlantic below them. His breaths came quicker, shallower, as panic clawed at the edges of his mind.

The cabin lights flickered, and a crack of thunder roared outside. Then came the flash—a brilliant, searing burst of white that seemed to swallow the plane whole.

The impact hit like a punch to the gut, and the world tilted. Philip barely registered the screams around him as his body was thrown forward, his seatbelt the only thing keeping him tethered. Objects flew through the cabin, and oxygen masks dropped like ghosts from above.

“Hold on!” Sebastian shouted, his hand reaching for Philip’s.

Philip grabbed it instinctively, his fingers curling around Sebastian’s in a grip that was both desperate and grounding. In that moment, nothing else mattered—not the chaos around them, not the crash, not even the thought of dying. Just the warmth of another human being, holding on for dear life.

The plane was falling now, the roar of the engines deafening. Philip closed his eyes, bracing for the inevitable. His life flashed before him in a montage of memories—his first camera, his parents’ laughter, the lonely hotel rooms he’d come to call home.

And then, nothing.

Just the cold, crushing silence of the Atlantic.
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​Chapter Two: Sebastian
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Sebastian had always been told he was lucky. Born into a family of wealth and status, he’d had every door opened for him before he even knew how to knock. The best schools, the best connections, the best future—all laid out like a silver platter he was supposed to be grateful for.

But sitting in seat 17B, thousands of feet above the Atlantic, Sebastian couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt lucky.

The ticket to Salem had been an act of defiance, a decision made in the middle of a sleepless night after one glass too many overpriced wine. He’d quit his sales job the week before, leaving behind the suit-and-tie world that had slowly suffocated him. The expectations of his family, the awkward conversations about “settling down” with Emily—his ex, who still lingered at the edge of their dinner table discussions like a ghost—were too much. He couldn’t face another day of being someone he wasn’t.

He wasn’t running, he told himself. He was searching. For what, he didn’t know yet.

Sebastian glanced out the window, the clouds stretching into an endless expanse. The idea of a new beginning in Salem felt distant and unreal, like something he’d dreamed rather than planned.

His thoughts were interrupted when the man next to him—a quiet, scruffy-looking American who seemed more attached to his camera than anything else—passed him a bottle of water.

“Flying to Salem for business or pleasure?” the man asked.

Sebastian hesitated. “Neither, really. More of a... fresh start.”

The man’s expression shifted, a flicker of understanding crossing his face. His name was Philip, Sebastian learned, and there was something about him—something in his tired eyes and the way he fiddled with his camera strap—that felt oddly familiar. Like he, too, was searching for something he couldn’t name.

But before Sebastian could say anything more, the plane jolted, snapping him out of his thoughts.

At first, he thought it was just turbulence. Planes shook all the time, didn’t they? But then the jolts turned into violent lurches, and the air around him seemed to crackle with static.

His stomach dropped as the plane tilted sharply, the overhead compartments rattling. The calm facade of the flight attendants began to crack, their voices edged with tension as they moved through the aisles.

“This doesn’t feel normal,” he said aloud, mostly to himself.

Philip’s face had gone pale, his hands gripping the armrests like a lifeline. Sebastian wanted to say something reassuring, but the words wouldn’t come.

The lightning strike was blinding, a flash of pure white that lit up the cabin like daylight. The deafening crack that followed was almost worse, a sound that seemed to rip the plane apart.

Sebastian’s instincts kicked in. He grabbed for something—anything—to anchor himself and found Philip’s hand.

“Hold on!” he shouted, his voice barely audible over the chaos.

Philip’s hand clamped around his, strong and trembling all at once. The touch was grounding, a lifeline in the midst of the storm.

The next moments were a blur of noise and motion. Oxygen masks dropped, people screamed, and the plane pitched downward. Sebastian felt weightless and heavy all at once, his body pulled in every direction as the Atlantic rushed up to meet them.

He didn’t remember the impact, only the aftermath: cold water seeping into his clothes, the taste of salt on his tongue, and the relentless sound of waves crashing against twisted metal.

For a moment, he thought he was dead. But then he heard a voice—a frantic, desperate shout that pierced through the chaos.

“Over here!”

Sebastian turned his head, coughing up seawater, and saw Philip clinging to a piece of debris. Their eyes met, and despite the freezing water and the sheer terror of the moment, there was something solid in Philip’s gaze.

Sebastian swam toward him, his limbs heavy and shaking, and grabbed hold of the wreckage. Together, they held on, their breaths ragged and their fingers numb.

In the middle of the Atlantic, surrounded by darkness and despair, Sebastian realized he wasn’t alone. He didn’t know what that meant—not yet—but as he clung to Philip and the fragile promise of survival, he felt something he hadn’t felt in years.

Hope. 
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​Chapter Three: Philip
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The cold was relentless, sinking into Philip’s bones as he clung to the jagged piece of metal that had become his lifeline. The Atlantic stretched endlessly in every direction, gray and unforgiving, its waves tossing them like leaves in a storm. His fingers were raw, his knuckles white as he gripped the debris. Beside him, Sebastian’s breathing was shallow but steady, his face pale beneath the rising dawn.

They had drifted for what felt like an eternity. Hours blurred into a haze of exhaustion and desperation, the saltwater stinging every cut and scrape. Occasionally, they heard distant voices—other survivors calling out weakly over the roar of the sea. But the wreckage was scattered, and the sheer vastness of the ocean made it feel as though they were the only ones left.

“Do you hear that?” Sebastian croaked suddenly, his voice barely audible over the wind.

Philip strained to listen, his pulse quickening. At first, all he could hear was the crashing of waves, but then it came: the low, steady thrum of an engine.

A lifeboat.

“Here!” Philip shouted, his voice hoarse as he waved one hand, the other still gripping the debris. Sebastian joined in, their shouts merging into one desperate cry for help.

The small vessel appeared like a mirage through the mist, a Coast Guard boat cutting through the waves. Figures in bright orange uniforms leaned over the sides, scanning the water. When they finally spotted Philip and Sebastian, the relief was like a punch to the gut.

“Hold on! We’re coming for you!” one of the rescuers shouted.

Moments later, strong arms were pulling Philip out of the freezing water. His muscles screamed in protest, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. Sebastian was hauled up beside him, coughing and shivering but alive.

The boat was filled with other survivors—wet, pale, and trembling, their eyes hollow with shock. Philip barely had the strength to look around before collapsing onto the hard bench, his body too weak to do anything but exist.

“You’re safe now,” one of the rescuers said, wrapping a thick blanket around his shoulders.

Safe. The word felt foreign, almost unreal.

The journey back to shore was a blur of salty air and muted voices. Philip’s mind wandered, replaying the crash over and over again, each detail sharper and more painful than the last. He’d nearly died. They all had.

But somehow, he and Sebastian had survived.

When the boat finally docked, the cold September morning greeted them with an eerie stillness. The harbor at Red Rock was shrouded in fog, the lighthouse barely visible against the pale gray sky. The air smelled of brine and wet earth, and the faint cries of seagulls echoed in the distance.

Rescuers helped them onto the dock, where medics waited with blankets and hot drinks. Philip’s legs wobbled beneath him, but he forced himself to stay upright. He caught Sebastian’s eye as they were led toward a makeshift shelter set up nearby.

“You alright?” Philip asked, his voice rough.

Sebastian nodded, his lips blue and trembling. “I think so. You?”

Philip hesitated. Physically, he was alive. But emotionally? He didn’t know how to answer that yet.

The shelter was crowded with survivors, their faces etched with exhaustion and grief. Some wept openly, others stared blankly at nothing, their minds still lost somewhere over the Atlantic.

Philip and Sebastian sat side by side, wrapped in blankets and sipping weak cups of coffee. For a long time, neither of them spoke. The enormity of what they’d been through hung heavy in the air between them.

But then Sebastian broke the silence. “We made it.”

Philip looked at him, his throat tightening. “Yeah. We did.”

The harbor outside began to stir as the fog lifted, revealing the rocky shoreline and the small, weathered buildings of Red Rock. It was quiet, almost serene—a stark contrast to the chaos they’d just escaped.

For the first time since the crash, Philip felt a flicker of something like hope. He didn’t know what the future held, but as he glanced at Sebastian—his unlikely companion in survival—he realized he didn’t have to face it alone.
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​Chapter Four: Philip
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The morning at the Red Rock harbor unfolded slowly, as if the world were hesitant to let the survivors rejoin the living. Philip sat next to Sebastian in the crowded shelter, both of them bundled in scratchy gray blankets. His coffee had gone cold in his hands, but he barely noticed. His thoughts were a storm, swirling with fragments of the crash and the relentless, freezing water.

Sebastian was pale, his shoulders slumped as he stared into the distance. The trembling hadn’t stopped since they’d been pulled from the ocean, and Philip couldn’t help but notice how shallow his breathing had become.

“You okay?” Philip asked, his voice low.

Sebastian blinked and turned to him, his expression dazed. “I think so. Just... cold. Really cold.”

Philip frowned. Something was off. Sebastian’s lips were tinged with blue, and his hands, which gripped the coffee cup, shook violently.

“Hey,” Philip said more urgently, leaning closer. “Sebastian, you don’t look good.”

Sebastian tried to respond, but his words came out slurred, and his body sagged against Philip. The coffee cup slipped from his hands, hitting the floor with a dull clatter.

“Help! I need help here!” Philip shouted, his voice cutting through the muted murmurs of the shelter.

A pair of medics rushed over, their faces grim as they knelt beside Sebastian.

“Hypothermia,” one of them said, pressing gloved fingers to Sebastian’s neck to check his pulse. “He’s in bad shape. We need to get him to the hospital now.”

Philip’s heart pounded as they lifted Sebastian onto a stretcher, wrapping him in more blankets and securing an oxygen mask over his face. He looked fragile, his usual sharp features dulled by exhaustion and cold.

“I’m coming with him,” Philip said firmly, following the medics as they hurried toward the waiting ambulance.

“Are you family?” one of them asked, glancing at him briefly.

“No, but—” Philip hesitated. “We were together on the plane. He doesn’t have anyone else here.”

The medic nodded, apparently deciding not to argue. Philip climbed into the back of the ambulance, gripping the edge of the stretcher as the doors slammed shut behind him.

The ride to the hospital was a blur of sirens and clipped medical jargon. Philip kept his eyes on Sebastian, willing him to stay awake, to fight. He didn’t know why he felt so responsible, but the thought of leaving Sebastian alone in this moment felt wrong, almost unbearable.

When they arrived at the small, coastal hospital, the medics rushed Sebastian into the emergency room, leaving Philip standing in the hallway. A nurse approached him, her expression both kind and professional.

“You can wait in the family lounge,” she said.

Philip shook his head. “No, I’m staying here. Please.”

The nurse hesitated, then relented. “Alright. Stay out of the way, but you can wait nearby.”

Philip sank into a chair just outside the treatment room, his hands clasped tightly between his knees. Every few minutes, he caught glimpses of the doctors working on Sebastian—warming him with heated blankets, checking his vitals, and hooking him up to IV fluids.

It felt like hours before the nurse returned, her face softer this time.

“He’s stable,” she said. “We’re keeping him overnight for observation, but he’s awake now if you want to see him.”

Relief washed over Philip like a wave. He followed the nurse down the hall to a small room where Sebastian lay propped up in bed, looking pale but alive.

“Hey,” Philip said quietly, stepping inside.

Sebastian’s eyes fluttered open, and a faint smile crossed his lips. “Philip. You didn’t have to stay.”

“Of course I did,” Philip said, pulling up a chair beside the bed. “You scared the hell out of me, you know that?”

Sebastian chuckled weakly, then winced. “Sorry. Guess I’m not as resilient as I thought.”

“Don’t apologize,” Philip said, his voice soft. “You made it through the crash. You’ll make it through this, too.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The room was quiet, save for the steady beep of the heart monitor and the distant murmur of hospital staff.

“You didn’t have to stay,” Sebastian repeated, his tone more serious this time.

Philip met his gaze. “I know. But I wanted to.”

Something unspoken passed between them—a connection forged in the chaos of survival, stronger than anything Philip had felt in years. For the first time in what felt like forever, he didn’t feel alone.
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​Chapter Five: Sebastian
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The hospital room was cold, but it was nothing compared to the Atlantic. Sebastian’s body still felt like it was submerged in icy water, even though he was bundled under layers of blankets and hooked up to machines that beeped steadily in the background. Every muscle aches, and his chest felt heavy, but at least he could breathe again.

When he opened his eyes fully, the first thing he saw was Philip. He sat in a chair by the bed, his shoulders hunched forward, his hands clasped tightly as if trying to hold himself together. His hair was still damp, and he looked as exhausted as Sebastian felt.

“You’re still here,” Sebastian said, his voice rough and weak.

Philip looked up sharply, relief flooding his face. “Yeah. Where else would I be?”

Sebastian tried to smile, but his lips felt stiff. “I don’t know. Anywhere warmer, maybe?”

Philip let out a small laugh, the sound breaking the tension in the room. “Not a bad idea. But I figured you could use some company.”

Sebastian’s gaze drifted to the machines around him, then to the IV in his arm. The stark reality of the situation settled over him. “I thought I was going to die,” he admitted softly, his voice barely above a whisper.

Philip’s expression darkened, and he leaned forward. “You didn’t. That’s what matters.”

Sebastian nodded, but the weight of the past few days pressed heavily on his chest. “It’s strange. I’ve spent my whole life playing it safe—doing what was expected, following the rules. And then I finally decide to take a chance, to start over... and this happens.”

Philip tilted his head, his eyes studying Sebastian carefully. “Sometimes, the universe has a messed-up way of shaking things up. But you’re here. You’ve got a second chance.”

Sebastian let the words sink in, though they didn’t offer the comfort he thought they might. His mind wandered to London, to the life he’d left behind: his family, his ex, the endless pressure to be someone he wasn’t. That life felt like it belonged to someone else now, someone distant and unrecognizable.

“What about you?” Sebastian asked, shifting the focus. “Why were you on that plane?”

Philip hesitated, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I was heading home. Back to Salem. Thought maybe it was time to stop running and figure out what’s next.”

Sebastian studied him, noting the faint lines of exhaustion around his eyes and the way his hands gripped the edge of the chair. “Were you running from something?”

“Not something,” Philip said after a moment. “More like... everything. I’ve spent years traveling, chasing sunsets and trying to capture the perfect shot. It was amazing, don’t get me wrong. But after a while, it just felt... hollow. Like I was out there trying to find something I didn’t even know how to name.”

Sebastian nodded slowly, understanding more than he expected to. “And now?”

Philip looked up, his expression thoughtful. “Now? I don’t know. But after everything that’s happened, I think I want to figure it out. Maybe stop running for once.”

The words settled between them, heavy with shared meaning. Sebastian felt a flicker of something—hope, perhaps, or maybe just a sense of connection. It was strange how life could change so drastically in an instant, how a stranger could feel like a lifeline in the midst of chaos.

Before he could say anything else, a nurse entered the room, breaking the moment. She checked his vitals, adjusted the IV, and gave them both a reassuring smile. “You’re doing well, Mr. Blake,” she said to Sebastian. “You’ll need rest, but you’ll be fine.”

When she left, Sebastian glanced back at Philip. “Blake. That’s my last name, by the way. Sebastian Blake. Figured you should know, since you’ve been playing the part of my personal guardian angel.”

Philip smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Good to know, Blake. And for the record, it’s Philip Carter. In case you were wondering who you owe your life to.”

Sebastian chuckled weakly, the sound feeling foreign but welcome. “Ow my life too, huh? Bold claim, Carter.”

Philip shrugged, his smile widening. “Hey, you grabbed my hand first.”

For the first time in days, Sebastian felt something other than fear or exhaustion. He felt alive. And as he watched Philip settle back into the chair, his presence solid and steady, Sebastian realized he wasn’t alone in facing whatever came next.
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​Chapter Six: Sebastian
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The sound of the television in the hospital room was muted, but the images on the screen were enough. Helicopters circling over the crash site, debris floating in the endless expanse of the Atlantic, and the bold headline: PLANE CRASH IN THE ATLANTIC – 25 SURVIVORS RESCUED.

Sebastian stared at the screen, the reality of it hitting him again. They were part of that headline. They’d made it, but the rest of the world was only just learning about the tragedy.

The hospital staff had been kind, bringing fresh clothes and a hot meal that Sebastian could barely touch. They said news crews were gathering outside, eager to interview survivors, but Sebastian wasn’t ready to face anyone yet. His thoughts were a tangled mess, his emotions swinging between gratitude and guilt.

Philip sat in the corner of the room, absently fiddling with his camera. He hadn’t turned it on since they’d been rescued, but his fingers traced its edges like it was a talisman.

Sebastian’s phone, which had miraculously been found in the wreckage and returned to him, buzzed on the bedside table. He picked it up hesitantly. The screen was cracked, but it still worked.

“You should call someone,” Philip said quietly, not looking up from his camera.

Sebastian nodded. His mother. Of course. She’d probably seen the news by now and was losing her mind with worry.

He hesitated for a moment, then tapped her number. The phone rang twice before her voice came through, trembling and frantic.

“Sebastian? Sebastian, is that you?”

“Yeah, Mum,” he said, his throat tightening. “It’s me. I’m okay.”

“Oh, thank God,” she sobbed, her relief palpable even over the phone. “We saw the news—I thought—I didn’t know—”

“I’m fine,” he interrupted gently, trying to calm her. “I’m in a hospital in Salem. Just a bit shaken up, but I’m alive.”

Her sobs turned to rapid questions: what had happened, where he was, if he needed her to come immediately. He answered as best he could, his voice steady even as his chest ached with the weight of her worry.

“I’ll be on the next flight,” she said firmly.

“You don’t have to,” Sebastian started, but she cut him off.

“Don’t argue. I’m coming.”

He smiled faintly, the kind of smile only a mother’s fierce love could coax out of him. “Alright. I’ll see you soon.”

When he hung up, the room felt quieter. He looked over at Philip, who had been watching him with a small, unreadable smile.

“Your mum?” Philip asked.

Sebastian nodded. “Yeah. She’s... a bit much sometimes, but she means well. I had to let her know I was okay.” He paused, then asked, “What about you? Have you called anyone?”

Philip’s expression shifted, the smile fading. He shook his head. “There’s no one to call.”

The words hit Sebastian like a punch, and he leaned forward. “What do you mean? No one?”

Philip set his camera down and sighed, running a hand through his still-damp hair. “My parents died years ago. Car accident. After that... things just fell apart. My sister and I—we tried to stay close, but grief does strange things to people. We had a falling out. Haven’t spoken in years.”

Sebastian’s chest tightened at the quiet resignation in Philip’s voice. “I’m sorry,” he said softly.

Philip shrugged, though his eyes betrayed a flicker of pain. “It is what it is. I’ve been on my own for a long time now. I guess I got used to it.”

Sebastian wanted to say something comforting, but words felt inadequate. Instead, he reached out, his hand resting lightly on Philip’s arm.

“You’re not alone now,” he said simply.

Philip looked at him, and for a moment, the walls he seemed to keep around himself softened. “Thanks,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

They sat in silence for a while, the muted news coverage playing on the television. Sebastian’s phone buzzed again with messages from friends and family, but he ignored it. For now, all that mattered was the quiet understanding between him and Philip, the bond that had been forged in survival and loss.
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Chapter Seven: Philip
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The memory came uninvited, creeping in like a shadow as Philip sat in the quiet hospital room. Sebastian had fallen asleep, his breathing soft and even, but the rhythmic beeping of the monitors did nothing to soothe Philip’s restless mind.

He leaned back in the stiff chair, staring at the ceiling, and before he could stop it, the past began to unravel in vivid detail.
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It had been a cold November evening, years ago. Philip was twenty-one and finishing up a late night of editing photos for an assignment in New York. He was supposed to be back in Salem for Thanksgiving, but deadlines had a way of taking over his life.

The phone call came just after midnight.

“Mr. Carter?” the voice on the other end had said, unfamiliar and stiff with formality. “This is Officer Reynolds with the Salem Police Department. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”

At first, Philip didn’t understand. His parents weren’t supposed to be out that night. They were homebodies, the kind who watched reruns of old sitcoms after dinner and called it a day. But the officer’s words kept coming, shattering Philip’s fragile sense of normalcy.

“There was a collision on Route 1. A drunk driver. I’m sorry to inform you that your parents didn’t survive.”

The world seemed to tilt beneath him, the words not fully registering. Not survive? No, that wasn’t right. His parents were supposed to be invincible. They were supposed to be there, always.

He dropped the phone, unable to speak, unable to breathe. The cold reality seeped into him slowly, freezing his thoughts, his body, his everything.

The days that followed were a blur of arrangements and condolences. People kept saying things like “They would want you to be strong” and “They’re in a better place,” but none of it made sense to him.

His sister, Rachel, had been his anchor at first. The two of them spent hours sorting through their parents’ belongings, crying over old photographs, and clinging to each other in the face of unbearable loss.

But grief wasn’t kind. It seeped into their relationship like poison, turning shared pain into sharp edges. Rachel wanted to sell the house, to move forward, to leave Salem behind. Philip couldn’t. The house, the town, everything about it felt like the last tangible connection to their parents.

Their arguments grew louder, more frequent.

“You’re living in the past, Philip,” Rachel had snapped one night, her face red with frustration. “We need to move on. They’re gone, and nothing’s going to bring them back.”

“You don’t get it,” Philip shot back, his voice breaking. “You’re trying to erase them, but I can’t just let go like that.”

The rift between them widened until it became a chasm. Rachel left Salem, and they stopped calling each other. Holidays passed in silence, and over time, Philip stopped trying to bridge the gap.
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Back in the hospital room, Philip ran a hand over his face, dragging himself out of the memory. The years since that night had been a series of distractions—traveling the world, chasing fleeting moments of beauty through the lens of his camera. But no matter how far he went, the emptiness always followed.

Until now.

He glanced over at Sebastian, who was still asleep, his features soft and unguarded. For the first time in years, Philip felt like he wasn’t drifting aimlessly. There was a tether now, fragile but real.

He exhaled slowly, the weight of the memory settling but not crushing him. Maybe, just maybe, he didn’t have to carry it alone anymore.
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