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The first time Mira’s footsteps slow, it’s because the night is loud with possibility. Neon spills across rain-slick pavement at a bustling market, and every laugh, every bargain, every almost-touch feels like it could tip the world in a new direction.

But what happens when love isn’t just found - it’s tested by pride, secrets, and the kind of truth you can’t un-know? In A Journey To You, Mira and Theo step through the same streets from different shadows, and the question keeps tightening with every chapter: will they choose each other with honesty, or let fear write the ending for them?

Chapter 1
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The Night Market Mix-Up
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Lantern light bled across the riverfront like spilled honey, warming the damp air even as the night cooled Mira’s skin. The scent of grilled skewers and sweet tamarind hung over the crowd, tangled with river mist and the sharp, metallic bite of wet stone. She pushed through it anyway - shoulder against strangers, palm slick on the strap of her bag - because her hunch had teeth tonight, and she couldn’t afford to let it snap.

She’d come for a booth with a particular pattern on the cloth canopy: a crescent stitched around a small, broken star. Someone had said the woman behind it could explain the rumor that had started as a whisper and grown teeth in her own mind. Mira didn’t have proof. She had one name and a stubborn kind of hope, the kind that made her stomach hurt when she imagined being wrong. Theo Bennett was supposed to be connected. If he was, then the misunderstanding wasn’t just a rumor - it was a door, and she needed to find the lock before it closed for good.

The night market surged around her in waves. A man with a tambourine laughed too loudly near the food stalls. A child ran past with sticky fingers, her mother hauling her back by the wrist. Someone’s incense smoke curled into Mira’s throat; she coughed once, swallowed it down, and kept moving. Each lantern she passed looked like it was trying to draw her in, offering warmth, offering distraction. Mira forced her eyes to the canopy edges, the embroidery details, the way people hovered around certain booths like magnets.

Then she saw it - crescent, broken star - hanging over a narrow stall tucked between a merchant selling lantern charms and another hawking carved wooden hairpins. The cloth was the color of dried blood, and the stitching looked old enough to have survived a hundred seasons. Mira stepped into the space between bodies and felt the crowd thin just a fraction, as if the stall itself asked for space.

A woman sat behind the table, her hands steady as she rolled paper into a thin cone. The sound of her work - soft crinkle, gentle press - cut through the market’s louder noises. She looked up when Mira approached, eyes measuring, expression polite in the way trained politeness could be. Mira’s pulse thudded once, hard, when she realized she didn’t recognize her.

“I was told you might know something,” Mira said, and hated how careful her voice sounded. She set a folded scrap of paper on the table - someone else’s handwriting, a borrowed rumor made physical. “About a message. About a misunderstanding.”

The woman’s gaze flicked to the paper, then to Mira’s face. “People tell stories to make themselves feel important.”

Mira leaned closer anyway. The table smelled faintly of cloves and ink. “I’m not here to be important. I’m here because something got said about me that isn’t true.”

The woman’s fingers paused on the paper cone. “You think I can fix it?”

“No,” Mira said, too fast, then forced herself to slow. If she sounded desperate, the conversation would harden. “I think you can tell me where it started.”

The woman’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “You came at the wrong hour.”

Mira’s throat tightened. “I came when I could.”

A laugh from somewhere behind Mira made the air vibrate. The market’s noise pressed in like water, but the stall felt sealed off, as if the lantern light there belonged to a different world. Mira reached for the bracelet on her wrist - habit, comfort - and stopped herself. She didn’t want to look like she was bargaining.

“What about Theo Bennett?” she asked. The name landed between them like a dropped coin - small, but it rang. “Is he connected to this?”

The woman’s eyes sharpened. For a brief moment, Mira saw something behind the politeness: calculation, fear, a refusal to be caught in the wrong story. Then the woman lowered her gaze to the paper scrap, as if reading it again could change its meaning.

“I don’t know any Theo Bennett,” she said.

Mira’s stomach dropped. “That’s not - ”

“Don’t,” the woman interrupted, voice smooth but firmer, “ask me to lie for you.”

Mira held her breath. The anger rose hot enough to make her hands want to shake, but she forced them still. She’d come with a single-minded hunch and no proof, and now that hunch was being cornered by someone else’s refusal. Mira swallowed. “Then tell me who started the rumor.”

The woman’s fingers moved again, rolling the paper cone with practiced calm. “If you’re asking for names, you should leave.”

Mira leaned in until she could smell the ink on the woman’s hands. “I don’t ask for names. I ask for the truth.”

The woman looked up. “Truth is expensive.”

Mira’s mouth went dry. “I can pay.”

The woman’s gaze flicked past Mira’s shoulder. Mira felt it a second before she saw what caused it - a presence, a shift in the crowd, the way people unconsciously made room when someone stepped into their orbit. A man moved through the market with the ease of someone who didn’t expect to be questioned. His coat was dark, damp at the hem, and his hair held the faint shine of river humidity. Lantern light caught on his cheekbones as he passed, and Mira’s body remembered him from a distance she hadn’t allowed herself to have.

Theo Bennett. Even from afar, she knew the shape of his attention.

He stopped beside the stall without asking permission. His eyes found Mira, and the expression that crossed his face was too controlled to be friendly. “Mira Alvarez.”

Hearing her name said aloud made her skin prickle. She hadn’t expected him to be here, not in the middle of a crowd that could swallow secrets whole. “You know me,” she managed.

Theo’s gaze slid to the paper scrap on the table. “I know what you’re looking for.”

The woman behind the stall cleared her throat once, a warning disguised as politeness. “This isn’t a meeting place.”

Theo didn’t look at her. “She’s already here.”

Mira’s hands curled at her sides. She wanted to step away, to pretend she’d never come, but her feet stayed rooted in the lantern-warm air. “You said you’d never contact me again.”

Theo’s focus stayed on her. “I said I wouldn’t contact you to drag you into anything.”

Mira’s laugh was bitter and small. “And yet I’m standing in your orbit.”

For a moment, the market noise seemed to retreat. Mira heard the soft clack of wooden chopsticks against plates somewhere nearby, the sizzle of fat on a grill, the thin crackle of a lantern wick. Theo’s silence pressed against those sounds like cloth over a mouth.

“You don’t get to show up and pretend you’re not part of it,” Mira said.

Theo’s jaw flexed. “Then tell me what you think happened.”

Mira stared at him, and the heat in her chest shifted into something sharper - hurt, yes, but also the fear of being wrong in public. She’d rehearsed the explanation in her head, the version where she sounded composed, where she didn’t sound like she’d been waiting. But Theo’s presence made her truth feel dangerous, like it could be used against her.

“The message,” she said, choosing each word carefully. “The rumor. The one about the night you - ”

Theo’s expression changed, just slightly. Not surprise. Recognition of a wrong turn. “You think I sent it.”

Mira blinked. “I don’t know what you did. I know what people said. I know how it landed.”

Theo leaned closer, lowering his voice so the crowd couldn’t easily catch the edges. The air between them smelled faintly of rain and something clean, like soap carried on a coat that had been hung near a fire. “People said a lot of things. Most of them weren’t about me.”

Mira’s throat tightened. “Then who was it about?”

Theo’s gaze held hers. “About you.”

The words hit like a slap, not because they were unkind, but because they were too accurate. Mira’s chest felt tight, her anger and longing tangling until she couldn’t tell which one was pulling her forward.

She forced herself to look away - just for a second - at the woman behind the stall. “She knows,” Mira said. “She knows it started with you.”

Theo’s head turned slightly toward the woman, and the stall owner went still. Mira realized then that Theo’s arrival hadn’t been accidental. It had been timed. Or it had
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