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Prologue
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Elena, a talented artist recovering from a recent heartbreak has chosen to escape to a picturesque seaside town with historic charm, known for its cliffs and secret coves. She's introspective, reserved, and has sworn off love.

Luca is a charming and enigmatic traveller with a mysterious past. He's spontaneous, worldly, and immediately intrigued by Elena's quiet strength.

Elena is struggling to regain her sense of self after a painful breakup and tries to focus on her art, hoping to find peace. Luca arrives in town under the guise of a simple traveller but is hiding deep personal reasons for being there.
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Chapter 1: The Arrival
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The sun had just barely risen when Elena crossed the wooden bridge into the small seaside town of Almare. A fog hung low over the sea, blurring the line between horizon and sky, as if even the world itself was in the midst of forgetting its boundaries. It was just what she needed-a place to disappear for a while, to be forgotten, and to forget.

Her car rattled over the bridge, a battered sedan that had carried her through the backroads of half a dozen small towns, all similar in their sleepy isolation. There was something about Almare, though-perhaps the way the sea looked, like it was swallowing everything in its path, or the town's winding streets and whitewashed stone buildings huddled into the cliffs. Maybe it was just that it was far enough away from everything she used to know.

Elena stopped in front of the town square, where a few early risers were already taking positions for the day. Small cafes and shops, family-owned, lined the cobblestone streets, unmoved by time. Elena switched off the ignition and remained within the silence that followed.

Her heart was still racing, though she had stopped running. At least, her body had stopped running. But wasn't this still running? She sighed, feeling the weight of the past two years press down on her chest-a familiar ache she'd been unable to shake since everything had fallen apart. Her art supplies were packed into the backseat, as though she was afraid to touch them, for fear of finding out whether they still held that same magic that they had at first. She hadn't painted in months. The thought of picking up a brush again felt like asking a wound to heal before it was ready. Yet, she'd brought everything along, just in case.

Maybe the sea will get it out of her. Perhaps she will again see something worth painting.

She wrapped her coat tighter and stepped out into the open air, stretching, breathing in the cool, salt-scented air. The place she'd rented was within walking distance, and she'd consciously sought out a small, no-frills apartment that faced out onto the ocean. No distractions, no reminders-just her, her brushes, and the huge emptiness of the sea.

As she walked along a narrow street, she saw a small café open its doors. A sweet, almost honey-like smell of fresh bread mixed in the air with the saltiness of the sea. Without thinking, Elena stepped inside.

The café was quaint; its wooden tables worn to show the signs of time, and the shelves behind the counter cluttered with old mugs and teapots. Behind her, the door had closed with the tinkle of a bell, and from the back appeared a woman with greying hair and a kind smile.

“Good morning,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “You’re up early.”

Elena gave a small smile. "Just got in. Thought I'd grab a cup of coffee before I headed to my place.".

"First time in Almare?" the woman asked, already pouring her a steaming cup of coffee.

"Yeah, I heard it was... quiet." Elena accepted the cup, letting the warmth seep into her hands.

"That it is," she said, with a knowing look. "Quiet and beautiful. People come here to forget, I think."

Elena looked out the window, where the fog still clung to the cliffs. "Seems like a good place for that." She seemed to hesitate, as if she would ask more, then nodded. "I'm Marina. Me and my husband run this place, years now. You're welcome anytime, dear.

Thanks," Elena said, taking a sip of the coffee. Strong, rich, the type that planted you in the present when often you didn't want to be there.

Several more pleasantries and Elena paid for her coffee, stepping back outside. She hadn't noticed just how cold her fingers were until she wrapped them around the warm cup, the steam curling into the cool air.

The narrow path leading to her apartment hugged the cliffs, and she could hear the waves crashing far below. Their rhythmic sound was everywhere in the air, so full of constancy, as if the sea had been there for hundreds of years and would continue long after everything else was gone.

The apartment was tucked away at the end of a quiet lane, a small, whitewashed building with blue shutters. The landlord had left the key under the flowerpot, as promised. She unlocked the door, pushed it open, and stepped inside; Elena felt a wave of relief.

It was a modest apartment, as had been shown in the pictures: a small kitchen, a living room with a worn-out sofa, and a bedroom that contained a big window facing the sea.

She dropped her bags and walked to the window. The fog had begun to lift, and deep blue water now revealed itself beneath the jutting jagged rocks that thrust out from the shoreline. She stood long, letting the sight of the sea wash over her, trying to feel anything other than the dull ache in her chest.

But it never came.

Elena shut the curtains to block out the view. She was not ready for it yet. She started settling into her room, unpacking clothes, in a general attempt to indulge herself with the minor mundane chores of settling into the house. There was something almost therapeutic about the routine-the way it made her mind zero in on the present and avoid the tangled mess of emotions she carried with her.

By the time she was done, the sun had long since risen and cast its gentle rays into the apartment. Elena sat on the couch, exhausted to a degree beyond physical tiredness. She knew she couldn't avoid it forever-the reason she'd come here, the unspoken truth that lay just beneath the surface.

Her hands ached to paint, but the thought of opening her sketchbook filled her with some trepidation. What if the spark was gone? What if she'd lost that ability-to create, to express herself through her art? It was one thing that had been constant in her life, the thing that had always grounded her-even in the eye of chaos. Still now, even that felt out of reach.

The knock at the door broke the quiet and startled her. For a moment, she thought of ignoring it, but curiosity won out. She opened the door to find a man standing there, tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair curling at the nape of his neck, and with that rough-edged charm that seemed out of place in this somnolent town.

Hey," he said. His voice was deep, warm. "You must be the new tenant.

Elena blinked, widening her eyes in surprise at the sudden intruder. "Yeah, that's me. Elena."

“Luca,” he replied, offering her a small, crooked smile. “I live next door. Figured I’d come by and introduce myself. Not many new faces around here.”

His accent was subtle, a mix of something European she couldn't quite place. There was an inner confidence about him, the kind derived from knowing how to command a room without trying.

Nice to meet you, she said, still at a loss for much else to say. She was not used to people simply appearing at her door, let alone strangers who smiled at her so easily and had a look about their eyes that made her feel like they were staring right through her.

Luca leaned a shoulder against the doorframe, his gaze flicking past her into the small apartment behind. "So, what brings you to Almare?

Elena hesitated, the question hanging in the air between them. What to say? That she was running? That she'd come here to hide from the pieces of herself she no longer recognized anymore? Instead, she settled on something simpler, something easier.

“I’m an artist. Thought the sea might inspire me.”

His gaze snapped back to hers, and for one fleeting moment, she thought she saw something flash across his features, curiosity perhaps, or acknowledgment. "An artist, huh? That explains the look."

The look?," she asked, one eyebrow cocked.

He grinned, the kind of smile that seemed to come naturally to him. “Yeah, you’ve got that brooding, creative thing going on. Don’t worry, it works.” Elena laughed, a sound she hadn't heard from her own lips in longer than she cared to admit. "Is that supposed to be a compliment? "It's whatever you want it to be," he replied, still smiling. Then, after a moment, he straightened up, pushing off the doorframe. "Anyway, I'll let you get settled. Just wanted to say hi. If you need anything, I'm right next door." "Thanks," she said, and felt curiously lighter after the small exchange. As Luca turned to leave, he glanced back over his shoulder, his eyes meeting hers once more. “Welcome to Almare, Elena. It’s a good place to lose yourself, if that’s what you’re looking for.” Behind him, the door clicked shut, leaving
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