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    Dedication
For every soul who has ever walked away from faith but still felt grace whispering in the quiet.For the ones rebuilding after loss, still showing up to love again.And for my own river of healing—you know who you are.This story flows because of you.
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Chapter Outline


Part I – The Return
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	The Chapel That Was Supposed to Burn
– Eden returns home. Her plan: sell everything, disappear.

	Luke and the Splintered Pew
– She meets Luke. He's fixing what she wants to destroy.

	The List in Her Father’s Bible
– She finds a prayer list in her dad’s old Bible. Her name is at the top.

	Rain on the Riverbank
– A storm traps them in the chapel. They talk. He listens. She breaks.
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Part II – The Reckoning
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	Letters Never Mailed
– Luke’s past is revealed: a war, a brother, a promise broken.

	The Baptism Tree
– A place from Eden’s childhood memory: a turning point.

	A Grace She Doesn’t Understand
– Eden attends a small church service. The preacher says something she can’t un-hear.
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Part III – The Rebuild
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	The Flood
– The river rises, the chapel almost breaks. So does Eden.

	The Verse in the Floorboard
– A hidden message from her father. It changes everything.

	When the River Speaks Your Name
– A choice. A kiss. A return to faith—not perfect, but real.
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Part 1- The Return

Chapter 1: The Chapel That Was Supposed to Burn
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The road back to Briar’s Hollow felt narrower than she remembered.

Eden Calhoun kept both hands on the wheel of her rental car, knuckles white, as if the winding gravel could read her thoughts and yank her into the trees if she dared to loosen her grip. The oaks and maples arched overhead like old ghosts, and every turn in the path felt like a memory too close to touch. Five years gone, and still, the land hadn’t forgotten her. The air was thick with that unmistakable scent of river water and honeysuckle, like breath held between two seasons.

She hadn’t meant to return. Not really. Her father’s death was supposed to be a final page turned, a clean ending. But instead, it was a summons—his attorney had called, and suddenly she was executor of his estate, including the crumbling chapel that stood watch over the slow, winding river.

Now here she was. Window down. Music off. Silence pressed in like humidity.

The chapel came into view just past the bend where the fence broke—white paint peeling, bell tower leaning like a tired sentinel. It looked smaller than it had in her childhood, and yet somehow heavier, like it carried everything she tried to forget in its slanted beams and warped siding.

She parked near the overgrown path. A crow startled up from the steps, flapping loud and black against the sky, and she flinched. This place had always felt haunted, though not by ghosts. Just memory. That was worse.

Eden opened the car door but didn’t move. The air outside was thick with June heat and the smell of wet earth. The river hummed beyond the trees, slow and steady, like a voice murmuring to itself. She didn’t want to go inside. She wanted to set fire to the whole thing, let the wind carry the ashes down the water and scatter them somewhere she’d never have to remember again.

But instead, she walked up the path.

Each step crunched with the brittle remnants of spring. The chapel door stood slightly ajar, its wood swollen from years of rain and neglect. A white cross, once nailed above the entrance, lay cracked in two beside the threshold. Eden paused, then pushed the door open with her shoulder.

The smell hit her first—mildew and old paper, dust and decay, like forgotten prayers and rotting pew cushions. The light filtering through the stained-glass windows painted the air in fractured reds and golds, as if trying too hard to sanctify what time had long since given up on.

“Still standing,” she whispered to no one. “Barely.”

The interior hadn’t changed much. Wooden pews sagged under their own weight. A pulpit sat askew, like the last preacher left mid-sermon and never came back. Cobwebs draped the ceiling beams like mourning veils.

And in the back corner, bent over a pew with a hammer in his hand, was a man.

Eden stopped cold. The man didn’t look up. His shirt—gray, sleeves rolled—clung to his back with sweat. His movements were slow, methodical. He nailed a loose board back into place, then paused to wipe his brow with the crook of his arm.

She cleared her throat. “You’re trespassing.”

He looked up then.

Calm eyes. Deep-set. Brown like earth, not mud. He didn’t startle. Didn’t smile. Just looked at her like she wasn’t a stranger, though she was.

“You must be Eden,” he said, setting down the hammer.

Her name sounded strange in his mouth, like he was saying something sacred by accident.

She straightened. “And you are?”

“Luke Mercer,” he said, rising. “Your father hired me to repair the chapel.”

Eden blinked. “My father’s dead.”

He nodded. “Before he passed. I’ve been working here a few months now.”

“You’re wasting your time. It’s being sold.”

“I know.” He walked toward her, not fast, not slow. He moved like someone used to storms—neither afraid of them nor chasing them. “Still figured it ought to go out with some dignity.”

She didn’t answer.

There was something about him that made her uncomfortable, but not in the way she expected. He wasn’t smug. Wasn’t performative. Just... still. Like someone who’d already made peace with something she hadn’t yet named.

“Look,” she said, shifting. “I don’t know what my father told you, but this place isn’t staying. It’s not worth fixing.”

Luke glanced around the room, eyes lingering on the pews, the walls, the beams. “Maybe not in dollars. But it mattered to him.”

“That’s not a good enough reason.”

He nodded once, accepting her words like they were weather. “Maybe not.”

Silence stretched between them. The kind that wasn’t empty, just waiting.

She finally exhaled. “You knew him?”

Luke walked back to the pew, picked up a few loose nails. “I did. Not long. But he talked about you.”

Eden’s chest tightened.

“Did he.” She kept her voice flat.

“Every day.”

Luke bent to his task again. The hammer echoed in the chapel, rhythmic, like a slow heartbeat waking up again after a long sleep.

Eden turned before he could say anything else. The sunlight outside was too bright after the chapel’s dim hush. She walked back to her car, breathing hard.

She had come to sell a building. Close a chapter. She didn’t come to meet a man who hammered pews like they were altars.

She didn’t come to remember.

The motel room smelled like lemon disinfectant and broken air conditioning.

Eden sat cross-legged on the faded bedspread, her laptop humming on the pillow beside her, email open but unread. Outside the window, the glow of the neon “VACANCY” sign buzzed faintly, casting pink shadows on the yellowing curtains. She’d thought maybe returning to Briar’s Hollow would make her feel something—regret, maybe. Relief. Instead, it was just dull and familiar, like trying on a coat that used to fit but now sagged in all the wrong places.

She hadn’t unpacked. The suitcase sat open on the floor, jeans folded on top, toiletries untouched. She wasn’t staying long. Just enough time to sign the papers, meet with the realtor, and vanish again—this time for good.

She opened her phone and scrolled through old voicemails, her thumb hesitating when it hovered over the last one her father left.

“Eden. It’s me... I know you’re not answering again, and I get it. I just—” A pause. He always left space like he thought she’d talk back. “I’m working on the chapel again. Thought maybe... you might like to know. Doesn’t matter. Love you, girl.”

She deleted it. Not because she was angry. But because it made her stomach twist in ways she didn’t have time for.

There was a knock at the door.

She startled, staring at the handle. It was past nine. No one should know she was here.

Another knock—three soft raps. Not urgent. Just present.

She got up and opened it halfway.

Luke Mercer stood there with a brown paper bag in one hand and two styrofoam cups in the other.

Eden blinked. “Are you serious?”

He raised the bag. “Miss Millie’s fried chicken. I figured you hadn’t eaten.”

“You figured wrong.”

“You didn’t even know who I was this morning.”

He shrugged. “Still didn’t see your car at the diner. Or the grocery. Motel’s the only place nearby.”

“So you stalked me?”

“Small town,” he said. “Not a lot of places to hide.”

She should’ve closed the door. She wanted to. Instead, she opened it the rest of the way.

“Five minutes,” she said, stepping aside. “Then you take your pity chicken and go.”

Luke nodded once and walked in, placing the food on the small round table by the window. The room seemed smaller with him in it. Not just because of his height, though he was tall—but because he was quiet in that heavy, rooted way, like a tree refusing to bend in a storm. It unsettled her.

He opened the bag and handed her a foil-wrapped piece of cornbread. “They always forget the honey.”

She didn’t take it.

“Why are you really here?” she asked.

Luke leaned against the wall, sipping from one of the cups. “Your dad asked me to keep the chapel standing. I promised I would.”

“You made a promise to a dying man. That doesn’t obligate you to haunt my motel room.”

“I don’t haunt. I build. And you looked like someone who hasn’t had a warm meal in a few days.”

“I don’t need saving.”

“I know.”

She hated how he said it. Not patronizing. Not condescending. Just true.

She finally took the cornbread and sat back down on the bed, peeling the foil. It was still warm. Her stomach growled, traitorously.

They ate in silence for a minute. The chicken was crispy, the way she remembered it from late-night runs after youth group, when her dad still had a laugh that echoed and her mother still sang in the kitchen while folding napkins.

She hadn’t thought about that in years.

Luke wiped his hands on a napkin. “Your father wasn’t perfect. But he loved that place. Loved you more.”

Eden stared at the half-eaten thigh in her hand. “He loved something broken. That tracks.”

“You think you’re broken?”

“I think he wouldn’t stop trying to fix me. Even after I told him to stop.”

“He didn’t try to fix you,” Luke said quietly. “He prayed for you.”

Eden’s jaw clenched.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Bring that into this. Faith. God. Prayers. You don’t get to use that language with me.”

Luke nodded slowly, unbothered. “Okay.”

“You think that’s going to make it better?” she snapped. “A few boards nailed back into place and some dead man’s prayers?”

“No,” he said, “but it’s a start.”

She threw the napkin down. “You don’t know me.”

“No,” Luke said again. “But I’ve been where you are.”

Eden stood. “I doubt it.”

“I lost my brother,” he said, voice even. “I stopped speaking for six months after I got home from the war. I sat in a hospital bed and watched my mother break. I came back to a town that thought I was someone else. Thought maybe I could outrun it. Couldn’t.”

She froze.

He didn’t speak like a man trying to impress. He spoke like someone telling the truth because there was nothing left to lose.

“So why the chapel?” she asked finally. “Why not walk away?”

“Because it’s still standing.”

She shook her head, half laughing. “That’s your reason?”

“That’s enough for me.”

Eden crossed her arms. “You think there’s something holy left in that place?”

Luke looked her in the eye. “I think some things are worth holding up until someone else is ready to come back to them.”

The room was too quiet again. Her eyes burned, but she wouldn’t cry. Not in front of him. Not in this cheap room with its broken lamp and cracked mirror and a man who believed in things she’d already buried.

Luke grabbed the bag and stood. “You don’t owe me anything, Eden. I just brought dinner.”

He walked to the door. Before opening it, he glanced over his shoulder.

“Some people come back to burn it all down. Others come back because something’s still glowing in the ashes. Either way—you’re here.”

Then he left.

The door clicked shut behind him, and the silence returned.

But it wasn’t the same kind of silence.

The chapel looked smaller in the morning.

Maybe it was the sun, golden and slanting through the thinning trees, that softened its sharp edges. Maybe it was the dew on the steps, the way the light kissed the cracked white paint like it still believed in beauty. Or maybe it was the way Eden stood now—keys in hand, resolve worn thin—realizing that something inside her had changed during the night without asking for permission.

She hadn’t slept much. The chicken had sat like a stone in her stomach. Her mind replayed Luke’s words over and over, especially the last one—“You’re here.”

She didn’t want to be here. Didn’t plan to stay. But she’d found herself in the car again this morning, driving the two miles back to the chapel before she could think too hard about it. The realtor wasn’t due until Monday. That gave her two more days to decide whether she could stomach listing it.

She wasn’t even sure why she’d brought the key.

The lock was old, rusted, and sticky. She jiggled it twice before it gave way, the door groaning like it remembered her. The smell of dust, wood polish, and time met her immediately. It wasn’t unpleasant, just dense. Familiar. The way a memory would smell if it had been stored too long in a sealed box.

She stepped inside.

Sunlight poured through the stained-glass windows in broken shapes of color—honeyed reds and soft blues that painted the rows of pews with slanted grace. The pulpit still stood at the front like a stubborn old man refusing to retire, chipped but unbowed.

The silence felt thick, but not empty.

Her eyes traced the worn aisle carpet where bridal shoes had once whispered. She could still see her mother’s white heels. The veil. The giggle she let slip when her father nervously dropped the ring. That had been the last wedding in the chapel before the roof started leaking and the congregation started shrinking.

Eden sighed and moved toward the front. Something about the stillness made her want to whisper. But there was no one to hear, and no prayers left in her throat.

She moved behind the pulpit.

It was smaller than she remembered. When she was young, it had seemed so tall, like a mountain her father climbed every Sunday. She used to sit on the front pew swinging her legs, bored out of her mind, but mesmerized by the way his voice would tremble when he talked about hope. He always preached like he was afraid it might run out.

She never understood that until now.

The pulpit’s cabinet creaked open easily. Inside, a few leftover bulletins, an old hymnal, and a worn leather-bound Bible sat on a shelf. Her breath caught.

She knew that Bible.

Her fingers reached for it before her mind caught up. The cover was soft with age, the gold leaf on the edges worn to the color of dried wheat. She opened it and saw her father’s handwriting right where she expected it—scrawled in the margins, underlining verses, circling names.

Names.

She flipped forward carefully.

Prayer List
– Eden
– Luke Mercer
– Briar’s Hollow
– Grace enough to wait
– Forgiveness enough to stay
Her name was underlined three times.

Her throat tightened.

She stared at it, suddenly unable to look away. There it was—her name, not as a weapon, not as a plea, but as a hope. Her father had prayed for her. Not once. Not as a throwaway. But as the first thing he wrote, again and again.

It didn’t make sense. She hadn’t answered his calls in years. Had ignored his letters, rolled her eyes at the thought of his sermons. She’d sent back the Christmas cards he mailed, unopened. She had tried so hard to erase herself from his world—and still, he’d written her down like a promise he refused to break.

She closed the Bible gently, hands trembling.

Suddenly the chapel didn’t feel empty at all. It felt crowded—with memory, with unfinished sentences, with words she wasn’t ready to speak. Her knees buckled before she realized it, and she sat down hard in the front pew, dust lifting around her like a sigh.

For a long while, she didn’t move.

The silence pressed in again, but now it felt less like judgment and more like invitation.

She pulled the Bible into her lap and opened to the Gospel of John. She wasn’t sure why—maybe it was the only place her fingers could remember. Her father’s underlines met her like old friends.

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.”

The verse was circled. A note scribbled beside it:
Even when she can’t see it.
Eden pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes. She wasn’t going to cry. Not here. Not just because someone who loved her once refused to give up. That wasn’t enough to make her believe again. It wasn’t.

But she stayed in the pew. Bible on her knees. Hands motionless. Listening to something she didn’t want to admit was calling her.

Outside, the river kept running.

And far off down the road, a truck engine rumbled softly in the distance—slow, steady, approaching.

The truck was familiar before she saw it.

That low, rumbling purr, slightly uneven in its idle, was the same sound that used to roll past her bedroom window in high school just after sunset—when her dad would meet Luke’s father at the riverbank for prayer or a quick word about repairs. The Mercers always fixed things. Roofs, cars, fences, people. They weren’t loud about it. They just showed up and did the work.

Eden wiped her eyes on her sleeve and closed the Bible as the truck pulled into the chapel’s gravel lot. It was still the same beat-up Ford, blue paint faded to gray at the edges, the passenger mirror duct-taped on like it was barely holding on to hope. Just like the chapel. Just like her.

Luke stepped out.

He didn’t slam the door. He didn’t hurry. He moved like a man who didn’t need to rush to matter. Calm. Present. The kind of quiet presence that filled a room without making a sound.

He didn’t see her right away. He was carrying a toolbox, walking toward the chapel door, focused.

Eden stood slowly. She could’ve called out. Could’ve left through the side exit and avoided the awkwardness. But something—maybe the same something that had kept her flipping through her father’s Bible—told her to stay.

Luke opened the door.

Their eyes met. He stopped short, surprised but not startled.

“I didn’t think you’d be back,” he said, voice low, almost gentle.

“I wasn’t going to,” she answered, brushing a hand through her hair. “But I found the Bible.”

He nodded, understanding without prying. “Yeah. He kept that close. Didn’t even let me move it when I cleaned in here last year. Said it was the only sermon that didn’t need rewriting.”

A corner of her mouth twitched. She didn’t know if it was a smile or the ghost of one. “It has my name in it.”

“I know.”

Of course he did.

She sat back down in the front pew. Luke didn’t sit, but he didn’t leave either. He put the toolbox down near the altar and looked up at the roof with practiced eyes.

“Storm coming,” he said, almost casually.

She followed his gaze. The stained glass flickered slightly in the changing light, wind stirring the trees outside.

“Thought that was just the humidity,” she said.

“Nope. It’s a September kind of storm. Quiet until it isn’t.”

Outside, the first soft patter of rain kissed the roof.

Luke took a slow breath. “If it gets too heavy, we might lose power. This place runs off an old breaker box. Still works, mostly. But no promises.”

She looked at him. “Is this your way of asking if I scare easily?”

“I was going to offer you coffee.” He glanced toward the back room, where the chapel’s tiny kitchen still existed—probably filled with expired powdered creamer and mugs that hadn’t been used in a decade.

Eden surprised herself by nodding. “Sure. If you’re making it.”

Luke moved with quiet efficiency, disappearing into the back. She heard the rattle of a tin canister, the hiss of water heating, the clink of ceramic. A minute later, the smell of coffee drifted out—strong, slightly bitter, like something pulled straight from memory.

She leaned her head back against the pew.

Rain tapped harder on the roof now, in no particular rhythm, like a piano being played by a God who had nothing to prove. She remembered the sound from her childhood—how it used to make the whole chapel feel like a song, even when no one was singing.

Luke returned with two mugs.

He handed one to her without a word and sat in the pew across the aisle, close but not intrusive. His mug said “Hope Lives Here” in faded green cursive. Hers was blank, chipped at the lip, warm in her hands.

She sipped. It wasn’t good. But it was grounding.

“So,” she said finally. “You just... fix churches now?”

Luke gave a slow shrug. “Fix what needs fixing. Churches, barns, chairs, fences. Sometimes people.” His gaze held hers. “Though that’s harder.”

She took another sip and stared at the cross above the pulpit. “I came back to sell this place. Burn it down in my head and walk away.”

He didn’t flinch. “And now?”

“I don’t know. I found his list. And then you showed up. And now it’s raining, and I’m drinking bad coffee with a man I haven’t seen in fifteen years.”

He smiled slightly. “That about sums it up.”

The rain deepened, sliding into a steady rhythm. Wind pushed against the door, rattling it in its frame. Thunder rolled low in the distance like a memory approaching.

“I don’t believe anymore,” Eden said suddenly, without looking at him. “Just so you know. In case you were about to say something spiritual.”

Luke didn’t move.

“I lost someone,” she went on. “Five years ago. He was the kind of man who prayed before traffic lights. And it didn’t matter. A drunk driver doesn’t care if you tithe.”

Luke looked down at his mug. “I lost my brother in Afghanistan.”

The words landed soft and heavy.

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice quieter.

He nodded once. “Me too.”

Silence opened again between them, but this time it felt shared—like something neither of them had to fill.

Eden let out a breath. “Why do you still believe?”

Luke didn’t answer right away. He took another sip of coffee, held the warmth in his palms like it steadied him.

“I don’t know that I do. Not the way people think. But I believe in the river. In mercy that moves even when we don’t feel it. In a kind of grace that shows up in splinters and silence.”

Eden stared at him.

“Grace in splinters?”

Luke glanced at the cracked beams above them. “Sometimes the most broken things hold up the roof.”

Outside, lightning cracked across the sky like a revelation. The lights flickered.

Then the power went out.

The lights gave up without a sound.

Not a dramatic pop. Not a warning flicker. Just a sudden, complete surrender, as if the chapel had blinked and forgotten to open its eyes again.

Eden froze mid-sip, her breath catching against the rim of the mug. The smell of burnt coffee beans lingered, warm and bitter in the air, but the room around her was a void.

A heartbeat later, the thunder answered. It was closer now—deeper, louder. Like a voice that hadn’t spoken in years and had something final to say.

She heard Luke stand.

There was no panic in him. No scrambling, no fumbling for switches. Just the calm sound of boots against the chapel floor and the rustle of something metal—his toolbox opening, maybe.

“Give me a second,” he said. “Got candles in the back.”

Eden’s eyes strained in the dark. There was a little moonlight through the stained glass, but not much—the storm had swallowed most of the sky, and what was left was filtered in hues of blue and bruised purple, casting long shadows across the pews like bent arms in prayer.

She put her mug down on the floor beside her, then wrapped her arms around herself. The silence was heavier now, as if the chapel had exhaled and dared not inhale again.

She remembered being seven, sitting in this exact spot during a thunderstorm while her father preached about Jonah. The wind had rattled the windows back then too, and she’d thought the whole world was coming apart. But he hadn’t raised his voice. He just kept talking about mercy that chases you into the storm.

Eden closed her eyes.

She didn’t want to remember that. Not tonight. Not here.

A soft click. Then the scratch of a match.

One small flame came to life in the dark.

Then another.

Luke moved like he knew the space by heart. He lit three thick pillar candles and placed them on the altar, then set another in the windowsill near her, the light flickering across her face and warming the chill the storm had brought in.

“There,” he said softly. “We’re not entirely in the dark now.”

Eden looked at him, his face lit by the orange-gold shimmer of flame. It made him look older and younger all at once—creased around the eyes, worn at the edges, but solid. Like a man who’d been through fire and stayed to carry the embers.

“You always bring candles?” she asked.

Luke sat back down across from her. “Only to the places I don’t trust to stay lit.”

She nodded slowly. “Wise.”

The wind howled outside. Rain hammered the roof like drums in mourning.

But the candlelight held.

“You said grace shows up in splinters,” she said, her voice softer now. “What does that mean, really?”

Luke was quiet for a moment. Then he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped.

“It means grace isn’t always clean,” he said. “It doesn’t always come in sermons or songs or sunrises. Sometimes it’s jagged. Sometimes it’s the broken pew that still holds your weight. The friend who stays silent when you don’t have words. The letter you didn’t send but needed to write.”

Eden’s breath caught.

She hadn’t told anyone about the letter. Not even her therapist. Not about the one she’d written to Daniel three months after he died. The one she buried in a shoebox beside the river because she couldn’t bear to burn it.

“How do you know all that?” she asked, voice barely audible.

Luke didn’t answer directly. He just looked at her in that quiet way of his, like he didn’t need the whole story to understand the ache behind her eyes.

“I’m not a pastor,” he said. “But I know what silence sounds like when it isn’t peace.”

The words sank into her, low and slow and awful.

“I thought it would go away,” she whispered. “The grief. The guilt. I thought if I moved far enough, fast enough, it’d get tired of chasing me.”

He didn’t try to correct her. Didn’t quote scripture or offer cheap comfort. He just let the words hang there with the storm.

“Did it?” he finally asked.

She gave a brittle laugh. “No. It just learned to ride in the passenger seat.”

The thunder cracked again. Closer this time. A flash of lightning turned the chapel white for half a breath before the candlelight reclaimed it.

Luke turned, slowly, and looked toward the far wall—toward the place where a wooden plaque once hung with her father’s favorite verse. It had fallen years ago, the wall still bearing the shadow of its presence.

“I think sometimes,” he said, “that God doesn’t chase us to drag us back. I think He just walks slowly behind, waiting for us to turn around.”

Eden felt her throat tighten.

She hated how much that idea moved her.

She’d come here to sell the chapel. To bury the past with paperwork and signatures. But now, in the glow of candlelight and thunder, she was hearing things she hadn’t let herself hear in years. Not from sermons. Not from friends. Only now, from a man who didn’t preach, didn’t push, just... sat.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” she said.

Luke nodded. “You don’t have to know yet.”

He stood again, slowly, and moved toward the back window. The rain was coming sideways now, and the old frame groaned under the pressure.

He reached up and secured the latch, then turned back toward her.

“Storm like this might last all night,” he said. “Roads will flood quick. You shouldn’t drive.”

She blinked. “You want me to stay?”

He shrugged. “There’s a cot in the back room. Old, but dry. The roof over that part doesn’t leak.”

She hesitated.

She’d spent years running. Nights in hotels. Apartments that felt like waiting rooms for the next escape. And now—here was a storm. A chapel. A candlelit room. A man who saw her pain and didn’t try to erase it.

“I’ll stay,” she said.

Not because she trusted the storm.

But because, for the first time in years, she didn’t feel the need to outrun it.

The cot creaked like an old memory.

Eden ran her hand over the thin wool blanket, fingers tracing the threads that had frayed with time. The back room of the chapel smelled like cedar and dust, with a faint undertone of the river—silt and wild grass, like the scent had soaked into the wooden walls over decades.

She stood for a while in the doorway, watching Luke in the chapel proper. He moved slowly, checking window frames, adjusting the placement of candles, quiet in the way a man becomes when he’s made peace with silence. There was no show in it. No exaggerated gestures or glances to see if she was watching. He simply did what needed doing.

She’d known men who made noise out of fear. Luke made stillness out of something else entirely.

Eventually, he returned to the pew where they'd sat earlier. He picked up a folded cloth from the floor—must’ve been tucked into his toolbox—and began rubbing it over the surface of the splintered wood. Not fixing it. Just feeling the grain.

Eden turned from the doorway and sat on the cot. It dipped under her weight like it hadn’t held a person in years.

The storm hadn’t let up. If anything, it was deepening. The kind of rain that turned ditches into rivers and made tires float if you weren’t careful. A low, angry wind pressed against the building, but the chapel held. Somehow.

There was a small shelf on the wall above the cot, its contents dimly lit by the candles in the hallway. A few folded towels. A chipped blue mug. And something wedged between them—leather, aged, bound with a fraying black cord.

She pulled it down.

A journal, or maybe a hymnal. The edges were worn soft, the pages yellowed and curled from humidity. Her fingers hesitated at the cover. There was no title, no name. Just the faint imprint of something long faded. She untied the cord and opened it gently.

The handwriting hit her like a whisper from underwater.

It was her father’s.

Not his preaching voice, not his pulpit cadences. Just his script, slanted slightly to the right, always a little impatient in its loops. She remembered watching him write notes in the margins of his Bible, muttering to himself about Greek roots and grace too big to fit on one page.

Here, he had written lyrics.

Not full songs—just fragments. Scattered lines, many unfinished.

"When the river forgets my name, I pray You still remember..."

"Some prayers are just breathing, Lord. Take this one."

"A splinter is still wood. A ruin is still Yours."

Eden blinked fast.

He hadn’t shown her this. Had he meant to? Had he written these in the years after she left, or before—when he was grieving her departure and didn’t know how to make it a sermon?

She kept turning pages until one caught her breath.

The paper had been folded, then tucked between the rest. When she opened it, the ink had smudged slightly at the edges, like it had been handled with damp hands—or maybe tears.

It was a complete verse.

"You don’t have to believe in Me to be found.
You don’t have to sing to be heard.
I sit in the pew you won’t enter again,
And I wait, and I wait, and I wait."
Her hands trembled.

She could almost hear his voice again—low, earnest, not from the pulpit but from the kitchen table, early morning, coffee on the stove, the river murmuring through the window.

He used to say grace wasn’t earned. It was noticed.

She looked up suddenly.

Luke stood in the doorway, candle in hand, eyes soft and unreadable in the flickering glow.

“I thought I heard pages turning,” he said. “Found something?”

Eden hesitated, then held the book up slightly. “Was this yours?”

He shook his head once. “Your dad’s. He kept it back there when he got too tired to carry his Bible to every corner of the place.”

“You knew about it?”

“I did.” Luke stepped inside and leaned gently against the doorframe. “Didn’t open it much. Seemed private.”

She glanced down at the verse again. “It feels like... a confession.”

“It probably is.”

“I didn’t know he doubted,” she said quietly. “He always sounded so certain.”

Luke moved slowly into the room, setting the candle down on a nearby ledge. “Certainty and faith aren’t the same thing.”

She looked up at him, the weight of her father’s words still pressing into her chest.

“You sound like you’ve learned that the hard way.”

He exhaled through his nose. “Yeah.”

There was a pause. Eden could feel it stretching wide between them—not uncomfortable, but heavy with something real.

“You ever believe something so much it broke you?” he asked suddenly, voice low.

Eden blinked. “You mean like... love?”

“I mean like everything.” Luke sat on the edge of a wooden chair beside the cot. “I used to believe God would protect us. That war couldn’t touch us. That promises meant what they sounded like.”

“What changed?”

He was quiet for a long moment. The storm filled the silence.

“My brother,” he said finally. “Caleb.”

Eden’s breath hitched.

“He was younger,” Luke continued. “Went into the Army two years after I did. We served together—different units, same deployment. We had this deal—he’d stay back if things went sideways. Let me go forward. I’d done more tours. I knew the terrain.”

He rubbed a hand across his jaw. “But he didn’t. One day, he didn’t.”

She said nothing, but her heart felt like it was moving slowly through water.

“They sent me home two weeks later,” he finished. “I didn’t want to come. Didn’t feel like a place I could land anymore.”

“And the chapel?” she asked softly.

He shrugged. “I was driving through town a year after. Saw the front doors hanging open. Rain inside. Your dad was in the back with a tarp and two nails, trying to hold it together with stubbornness and faith.”

She smiled faintly.

“He said I looked like I needed something to do. Told me I didn’t have to pray. Just fix the roof.”

“You stayed?”

Luke looked at her then—really looked.

“I stayed,” he said, “because something in me was still broken enough to believe that maybe ruins could be holy.”

Eden’s eyes stung.

Not from the storm, not from the candlelight. From something else. Something deep and slow and thawing.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He nodded. “Me too.”

They sat in silence, the storm curling around the chapel like a tide that had forgotten how to recede.

But inside?

Inside, the ruin was holding.

Morning came like a breath held too long.

The storm had passed in the night, but it had left its fingerprints on everything. A thin mist clung to the chapel windows, dew tracing soft trails down cracked glass like ghost-written hymns. Outside, the river whispered louder than usual—not in rage, but warning. It had risen just enough to kiss the edge of the gravel road that led to the chapel’s front steps.

Eden sat up slowly, her back stiff from the cot and the weight of too many yesterdays. The wool blanket smelled faintly of lavender—probably from some sachet her father had tucked into the drawers years ago, long forgotten but still doing its quiet work.

She blinked sleep from her eyes and listened.

No voices. No hammering. Just the shuffle of leaves outside and the drip-drip of water from the eaves. Luke was either gone or already working. She rubbed a hand over her face and stood, feet bare against the cold floor.

In the soft light, the chapel’s back room looked even more tired. The corners held shadows that hadn’t moved in years. But something else caught her eye now—something on the narrow writing desk near the back wall. A small envelope. Yellowed at the edges, sealed with a strip of brittle wax. Her name written across the front in her father’s unmistakable scrawl.
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Nothing else. No date. No return address. Just her name—like he always said it. Steady. Rooted.
Her fingers hovered above it, uncertain.

The last thing he’d written to her had been a voicemail. She hadn’t answered the call. It came two weeks before his heart attack, and when she finally listened to it—months later, maybe a year—he’d simply said: “Just checking in, sweetheart. You’re still my girl. That’s all.”

Now this.

She took the envelope, sat back on the cot, and slid her finger under the seal.

The letter was handwritten on lined paper, slightly faded but still legible. He must’ve written it in pencil. The words began without greeting, like he didn’t want to waste time with ceremony.

**“I don’t know if you’ll ever read this, Edie. I wrote it the day you left. I wrote it again after you didn’t come back for Christmas. I kept rewriting it, hoping I wouldn’t need to. Hoping you’d just walk through the door, and I could say it all with my arms around you.

But if you're reading this, it means I never got to.

I need you to know something—something I never said well. I loved him, too. I miss him, too. But losing him didn’t mean I ever stopped being your dad.

You ran because you thought you had to carry it alone. But, honey, the weight of grief was never yours to bear alone.

God is not a thief. Not even when He lets the worst happen.

He grieves with us. Not above us.”**

Eden’s eyes blurred. She folded the letter once, held it against her chest. The ache returned—not sharp like before, but hollow, like something broken had started to echo instead of shatter.

She thought about the years between them. All the calls she didn’t return. The birthday cards she never opened. And now this—his final offering, tucked in a room she’d intended to bulldoze.

She looked up and found Luke in the doorway.

He didn’t speak. He just stood there, eyes gentle, hands calloused and empty. As if he knew better than to fill the silence.

“I found his letter,” she said.

Luke nodded slowly. “I was hoping you would.”

“You knew?”

“Your dad gave it to me to keep safe. Said if you ever came back, and if the chapel was still standing, to make sure you found it. But not right away.”

“Why?”

Luke’s voice dropped. “He said grief won’t hear grace until it’s bled a little.”

Eden swallowed hard. “That sounds like him.”

Luke stepped closer, not sitting yet, just present. “He talked about you often. Not with blame. Just... with hope.”

Her mouth twisted. “Hope is a funny word.”

“It’s not a soft one,” he said. “It’s not flowers and sunshine. Sometimes it’s grit. Sometimes it’s just deciding not to give up—again.”

They were quiet for a while.

Finally, Eden stood, folding the letter carefully and tucking it into the front pocket of her jeans. She walked past Luke toward the chapel doors.

The air outside was sharp and wet. Mist hovered low, curling like breath over the river. The chapel’s porch steps were soaked, but the foundation looked solid—miraculously. The water had risen close enough to soak the grass just beyond the steps, leaving behind a dark line like a fingerprint across the earth.

Eden walked barefoot across the porch and sat on the top step.

Luke joined her a few moments later. He didn’t ask permission.

They sat in silence, the kind that wasn’t uncomfortable anymore. Eden leaned forward, elbows on her knees, eyes fixed on the river.

“I thought I’d come back just to sell it,” she said. “Burn it down, clean the slate. Maybe plant a new memory in the ashes.”

Luke gave a low hum. “That’s one way.”

“But then the rain came. And this place didn’t fall.”

“No,” he agreed. “It didn’t.”

She looked at him then. “Why didn’t you leave during the storm?”

He smiled faintly. “Because someone had to stay and hold the walls.”

“That’s not your job.”

“It wasn’t about the job.”

They looked out at the water again. The river moved slow now—heavy, full, shimmering with the weight of what it had survived.

Eden spoke quietly. “Do you
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