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In Only Us in the Tide, the ocean is more than a setting—it is a character, a witness to love, loss, betrayal, and redemption. As you turn these pages, you will dive into a story where every wave carries secrets, every tide shifts emotions, and the heart navigates the unpredictable currents of desire and truth. May this novel remind you that love, even in its most complicated forms, can endure beyond the storms.
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The Shore of Beginnings
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The salty breeze swept across the coastline as Lila Harper stepped out of the old car, the tires crunching against the familiar gravel path. She paused for a moment, letting the scent of the sea fill her lungs. The town hadn’t changed much—or maybe it had changed just enough for her to notice. The small harbor, the faded pastel cottages, and the lighthouse standing sentinel on the cliffs all seemed to carry an unspoken memory. Every corner whispered her childhood, every wave seemed to murmur secrets she thought she had long forgotten.

It had been ten years since she had last set foot here, ten years since the heartbreak that had shaped her into the careful, meticulous woman she was now. The memory of Kai Carter, her first love and best friend, lingered in the corners of her mind like a half-forgotten song. She could almost hear his laugh echoing across the docks, smell the salt and fish that clung to him after his mornings at sea. The years had etched a quiet tension into her chest—a mixture of nostalgia, longing, and fear of facing what she had tried to leave behind.

Lila adjusted the strap of her worn leather bag, which carried her research notes, diving gear, and the familiar weight of her work as a marine biologist. Her return was official, not just a visit. She had accepted a short-term research position studying coastal ecosystems and the effects of climate change on marine life. The opportunity had brought her here, but so had something else—a whisper from the past, tugging her heart back to this small town.

As she walked along the boardwalk toward the harbor, her eyes caught the faint silhouette of the pier. A familiar figure leaned casually against the weathered wooden railing, silhouetted against the dying afternoon sun. He hadn’t noticed her yet. Time had changed him; Kai’s broad shoulders seemed stronger, his posture more measured, his hair slightly longer, catching the wind like dark waves. But despite the years and the distance, she knew those eyes immediately—the ones that could see into her soul even when she tried to hide.

Her heart thudded in her chest, a rhythm she hadn’t felt in years. Every step toward him felt like crossing an invisible line between past and present, between safety and the unknown. She remembered the summers they had spent running along this very shore, their laughter mingling with the sound of the tide, their hands brushing innocently yet charged with an energy neither of them could fully understand. And she remembered the day everything had shattered, the argument that had sent her fleeing, the silence that had followed, heavy and suffocating.

Kai’s head tilted slightly, sensing her presence. His expression shifted from concentration to recognition in an instant, his eyes widening as though confirming a long-held suspicion. He straightened, brushing his hands on his jeans, and took a step toward her, but then paused, unsure. The air between them was thick with unspoken words and a tension that neither knew how to unravel.

“Lila,” he said finally, his voice low but steady, carrying a mix of disbelief and caution.

“Hi, Kai,” she replied, her own voice catching slightly. She forced a smile, but it faltered as the memories threatened to overwhelm her.

They stood in silence for a long moment, the sea around them whispering with gentle waves. It was as if the ocean itself were holding its breath, waiting for the first move. Finally, Kai gestured toward the small café near the pier. “Coffee? We can... talk.” His words were tentative, careful, yet inviting.

Lila nodded, and together they walked the few steps to the café, the familiar sound of seagulls and creaking boats blending with the pounding of her heart. Inside, the smell of freshly brewed coffee and salty pastries wrapped around her, grounding her in the moment yet amplifying the ache of nostalgia.

They sat by the window, where the sun cast golden streaks across the polished wood. For a while, they didn’t speak, letting the comfort of proximity ease the tension. Lila studied him subtly—his hands, now calloused from years of labor, the faint scar on his forearm from a fishing accident she had never known about, and the way his eyes still held that mix of warmth and mischief that had once made her heart skip.

“I never expected you to come back,” Kai said finally, breaking the silence. His tone wasn’t accusatory, just... reflective.

“I didn’t either,” she admitted. 

“But the research project... and maybe some unfinished business,” she added, her words trailing into the unspoken.

Kai’s eyes darkened slightly, a shadow passing over his face. “Unfinished business?” he asked, his voice tight.

Lila hesitated, glancing at the window where the tide moved rhythmically, a reminder of life’s constant push and pull. “You and I... there are things I never got to say.”

Kai leaned back, running a hand through his hair, visibly struggling to maintain composure. “I figured as much,” he said quietly. “But we’ve both changed, Lila. The Kai you knew... he’s not exactly who I am anymore. And you...” His gaze softened, “you’re not the same either.”

She swallowed, feeling both the sting and relief of his words. “I know. But maybe... maybe that’s not a bad thing.”

Outside, the tide rolled in, leaving shells and seaweed tangled together like memories washing ashore. Lila felt the weight of years pressing against her chest, yet something fragile and tentative stirred within her—a spark she thought had long been extinguished. She realized that coming back here wasn’t just about research or curiosity. It was about confronting the past, about facing the man she had once loved and the choices that had pulled them apart.

Just as she gathered the courage to speak again, a shadow passed across the window, catching her eye. A man stood on the pier, watching the café with an intensity that made her stomach tighten. He was tall, with dark, sharp features, and there was a strange familiarity about him—yet foreign, unsettling. Their eyes met briefly, and Lila felt a shiver run down her spine. Before she could process it, he turned and walked away, leaving a sense of unease in his wake.

Kai noticed the shift in her expression. “Who...?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Lila admitted. “I think someone is watching us.”

The corners of Kai’s mouth tightened, his protective instincts surfacing. “Here? Now? That’s... odd. This town doesn’t usually have strangers.”

Lila frowned, a knot forming in her stomach. Something about the man’s presence felt deliberate, as if he were a thread woven into the unfolding tapestry of her return—something that would tug and pull at her in ways she couldn’t yet anticipate.

The sound of the tide outside grew louder, almost urgent, and she shivered again. It was as though the sea itself were signaling that her homecoming was not just about memories and love, but about dangers, secrets, and revelations that had long been buried beneath the waves.

Lila met Kai’s eyes, and for the first time since she had arrived, words seemed unnecessary. They both understood that the days ahead would be anything but ordinary. And though the past lingered like a shadow, the present carried a tension, electric and unpredictable, that promised both love and peril in equal measure.

The storm, she sensed, was coming—not just from the skies, but from the currents of the past, ready to sweep them both into something neither could escape.

Lila felt the weight of the stranger’s gaze lingering in her mind long after he had disappeared down the pier. She tried to shake the unease, but it clung to her like a second skin. Kai watched her carefully, sensing the change in her demeanor.

“Maybe it’s nothing,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “Could be just a passerby.”

Lila wanted to believe him, but instinct—the same instinct that had served her well on dangerous dives in remote waters—told her otherwise. Something about the stranger had an air of purpose, like he wasn’t here by accident.

“I don’t know,” she said finally, trying to mask the tremor in her voice. “There’s... something about him.”

Kai’s jaw tightened. “Then we’ll keep an eye out. You’re not alone here.” 

His words carried the familiar reassurance that had once made her heart ache and swell all at once.

They left the café, stepping back into the golden glow of the setting sun. The harbor hummed with the low murmur of returning fishermen and the occasional clatter of nets. The salty breeze lifted Lila’s hair, tangling it around her face, and she felt both alive and terrified. Returning had been supposed to be simple, a reconnection with her roots, but it was already proving anything but ordinary.

Kai led her down to the edge of the pier, where the tide lapped against the wooden posts, whispering secrets in a language only the ocean seemed to understand. The familiarity of it, the rhythmic pull of the water, made her heart tighten with memories.

“I never stopped thinking about you,” Kai admitted quietly, his voice barely louder than the waves.

Lila froze, a jolt of emotion surging through her. She had anticipated this, yet hearing it now, after ten long years, was different. The years of separation had built walls, but walls can crumble when faced with raw truth.

“I... neither did I,” she said, surprising herself. The words were honest, painful, and liberating all at once.

Kai reached out, hesitating for a heartbeat before brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. The touch was electric, stirring something deep inside her. But just as the moment threatened to tip into the familiar warmth of their past, a sudden shout from the other end of the pier snapped them back into reality.

Lila turned to see a group of fishermen gathered around a small boat, voices raised in alarm. One man pointed to the water where something dark and massive moved beneath the surface, stirring waves unnaturally.

Kai’s expression sharpened. “Lila, stay back.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond. He sprinted toward the commotion, his years of experience evident in the way he moved with ease across the slippery boards. Lila’s curiosity and instinct propelled her forward despite his warning. As she approached, her eyes widened at the sight—a tangled mass of netting caught around something enormous. A seal? No... something larger, unfamiliar, thrashing and panicked.

The town’s tranquility shattered in an instant, replaced by chaos and urgency. Lila felt the adrenaline surge, her training kicking in. She moved toward the water’s edge, assessing the situation. Her mind raced, calculating angles, potential risks, and the safest way to assist without becoming part of the disaster.

Kai’s hands were already working on freeing the creature, his movements swift, precise, yet careful. Lila joined him, her fingers cutting through rope and net, her heart pounding with both fear and exhilaration. The creature flailed, water splashing onto their faces, but slowly, under their combined effort, it began to calm.

Finally, the last strand of netting fell away. The massive form beneath the water shimmered, a dark silhouette gliding beneath the surface before vanishing into the deeper blue. Lila’s chest heaved with relief and awe.

Kai turned to her, his eyes intense, shining with both gratitude and something unspoken. “You didn’t have to help,” he said, though his voice carried a warmth that made her pulse quicken.

“I couldn’t not,” she replied softly, her fingers still trembling from the effort and the proximity to him.

For a few seconds, they simply looked at each other, words unnecessary. 

The bond they had shared as children, the
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