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Foundations
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Chapter 1
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The land had a way of stretching Dylan’s thoughts farther than he intended, drawing them out across acres he had ridden since he was a boy until even the familiar began to feel incomplete. By the time the sun sank low over the fences, casting the fields in a deep, steady gold, he had already ridden the southern edge twice, yet he found himself turning back again, following the same line as if something out there had gone unnoticed. He slowed near the ridge, one hand resting easily on the saddle horn as his gaze moved across the land that had belonged to his family for generations. 

In the distance, the house stood wide and firm, shaped by years of weather and work, its white frame catching the last of the light while the long porch stretched across the front in quiet permanence. It was not a grand house in the way people described grandeur, but it carried something else—something earned—which made it the kind of place people respected before they ever stepped inside.

And one day, it would all be his.

The thought did not come with pride so much as certainty, and that difference sat with him longer than he expected.

Dylan let out a slow breath and shifted slightly in the saddle as the horse moved beneath him, tightening the reins just enough to steady it without breaking its rhythm. “Easy,” he said, his voice low, more habit than instruction. The horse responded immediately, settling into an even pace that matched the quiet around them.

Here in Willow Bend, everything made sense. Fences held where they were supposed to, roads led where they were meant to, and the land itself answered in ways that didn’t require explanation. It was only when he turned back toward the house—toward voices, expectations, and everything waiting for him there—that that clarity began to thin, shifting just enough to leave something unsettled in its place.

Gravel crunched under hoof as he rode in, the sound carrying ahead of him, and by the time he swung down from the saddle, the front door had already opened. 

His father stood there with one hand braced against the frame, his posture steady, his presence filling the space without effort. “You’re late.”

Dylan pulled off his hat, brushing his thumb along the brim as he stepped forward. “Lost track of time.”

His father’s gaze drifted past him toward the fields before returning, measured and knowing in a way that didn’t need explanation. “A man can stay out there all day when there’s something on his mind.”

Dylan gave a small shrug, though it came a fraction slower than usual. “Didn’t realize I did.”

His father held his gaze for a moment longer than necessary, not pressing, not questioning, just observing. “Most don’t.” That was all he said, and somehow it was enough.

The house carried its usual warmth, the kind that settled in gradually without announcing itself. Dark wood ran along the floors and walls, worn smooth by time and use, while long hallways held portraits of men who had built something that was never meant to be temporary. There was a quiet sense of history in every room, not displayed, but present, as though the house itself understood its place in the world and saw no reason to explain it.

His mother’s voice came from the dining room before he saw her. “You made it back before supper,” she said, stepping into view with a soft smile that had not changed in all the years he could remember.

Dylan set his hat on the side table, his movements just slightly slower than usual. “Didn’t realize she was coming tonight.”

A look of surprise caught her face. “She’s been coming every other Sunday for the past two years.”

“I guess I got my Sundays switched,” Dylan said. 

From behind them, his father moved past without pausing, his tone even. “Dinners at six.”

It usually was, and that settled the matter without further discussion.

***
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The doorbell rang twenty minutes before the hour, right on time in the way it always had. Adrianna stepped through the door with a container of homemade biscuits in hand, dressed in a fitted cream blouse and a high-waisted skirt that was simple but precise in its fit. A slim belt drew everything neatly together, and her boots, though practical, carried a polish that matched the rest of her. Her hair fell in soft waves over one shoulder, effortless in appearance but clearly considered.

Trent greeted her first with a nod. “Evening, Adrianna.”

“Evening, Mr. Calloway.”

He stepped aside. “Good to see you.”

“You too.”

“Dinner’ll be ready shortly.”

She inclined her head. “Thank you.”

The exchange was brief, familiar, and practiced in a way that required no adjustment. She moved through the space without hesitation, not as a guest but as someone who understood exactly where she belonged within it.

“It sure smells good in here, Mrs. Calloway. Can I help you with anything?” Adrianna asked.

“You’re so thoughtful but everything is ready,” Anne Marie said as she placed the last bowl on the table.

Dylan entered shortly afterward, fastening the last button on his shirt as he crossed the room, then stepped beside Adrianna and greeted her with a small kiss on the cheek, a gesture more restrained than his usual affection. Adrianna smiled softly before they both took their seats.

The dining room held a quiet formality that did not need to be spoken aloud. A long table sat under a wrought-iron chandelier, its light illuminating the plates and linens as the sunset faded outside the windows.

The table was set for a feast. His mother believed in meals that carried weight, not in extravagance, but in intention, and tonight was no different. It was one of Dylan’s favorites, though no one said it aloud, the kind of detail that existed without needing acknowledgment.

The scent of fresh bread and roasted beef filled the room, grounding it in something steady and familiar, and Dylan noticed it, as he always did, because his mother had a way of ensuring there was always something worth noticing. 

Trent reached for his glass and glanced around the table. “Let’s eat while it’s hot.” Anne Marie pressed her lips together in quiet disapproval, and he gave a small, almost sheepish correction. “I mean—after grace.” A faint smile touched her expression as they bowed their heads, and Trent offered a brief but sincere word of thanks before the meal began.

Plates were passed, conversation moving easily, light but present, shaped by years of knowing exactly how these evenings unfolded. Across from him, Adrianna smiled slightly as she reached for the corn. “This smells like something you’d make after a long week.”

Ann Marie returned the smile. “It’s been a long week for everyone.”

Trent nodded. “Work doesn’t slow down just because we’d like it to.”

Dylan took a bite, the flavor exactly what he expected—warm, familiar, unchanged—and for a moment, it did what it was supposed to do. It grounded him, settled him into the rhythm of the room. But beneath it, something remained. Not strong enough to interrupt the moment. Just present enough to stay.

***
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Once the house grew quiet and the evening became calm and peaceful, Dylan walked out onto the porch. The air had cooled just enough to feel different, and the lantern light cast a soft glow across the worn boards beneath his boots. Beyond it, the land stretched wide under a sky filled with stars, the same view he had had his entire life.

Usually, that was enough.

Tonight, it wasn’t.

He rested his hands along the railing and looked out across everything that had always made sense to him, and for the first time, he found himself wondering if it was all there was. 

The door opened behind him.

His father stepped out and came to stand a few feet away, close enough to be present but far enough to leave space. For a while, neither of them spoke, the silence between them steady and unforced. Then his father said, “Your grandfather used to stand out here every evening.”

Dylan glanced over. “Just to look?”

“To remember,” he said. “What was his. And what wasn’t.”

The words settled deeper than Dylan expected, not because they were heavy, but because they were certain.

“A man ought to know the difference.”

Dylan shifted his weight slightly against the railing. “And if he doesn’t?”

His father kept his gaze on the land. “Then he shouldn’t rush to decide.”

That was all.

A few minutes later, Adrianna stepped out onto the porch, her presence quiet but unmistakable as she came to stand beside him. “You’ve been quiet tonight,” she said.

“Just thinking.”

She nodded, as though she already understood. “You always come out here when something’s on your mind.”

He glanced at her with a faint smile. “That predictable?”

“Not predictable,” she said softly. “Just known.”

That stayed with him longer than anything else had.

Out beyond the fields, past everything he had ever known, something waited, though he could not have said what it was or why it mattered. He only knew that, for the first time, the edges of his world did not feel like something complete. They felt something unfinished. And for the first time, he found himself wondering what might exist beyond them, and what it might mean if he ever chose to go looking.
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Chapter 2
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Morning came slowly across the land, the light stretching wide before it ever reached the house. Dylan had already been up for some time, moving through the barn while the air was still cool enough to take the edge off the work.

He started with the horses, checking feed, water, and the condition of each animal the way he always did, quietly and without rushing. One of the geldings had thrown a shoe the day before, so he took the time to reset it himself. He guided the hoof between his knees and worked the metal back into place with steady, practiced hands. The forge just beyond the barn had been built by his great-grandfather when the ranch was first established, and Dylan had learned to use it the same way it had been taught for generations. Most men sent that kind of work out now, but he didn’t. He heated the metal, shaped it, and set it himself, relying on feel as much as technique. It was work that demanded his full attention, and under normal circumstances, which was exactly what he preferred.

By the time he finished, the first light had begun to settle across the pasture, stretching low along the ground. Everything was in order. It always was. Still, something about the morning didn’t sit the way it usually did. 

He stepped inside, rinsed his hands at the sink, and poured himself a cup of coffee before heading out onto the porch. The sky had softened into something bright and clear, the last trace of night still lingering in the air, cool against his skin, though he knew it wouldn’t last. It never did. He rested one hand along the railing and looked out over the land. It was the same view he had seen his entire life—open, and unchanged. This morning, it didn’t quite land the same way.

He took a sip of his coffee and let the quiet sit for a moment, then set the mug down and reached for his keys. If he stayed, he would start thinking, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that today.

The drive into town wasn’t long, but it always felt like stepping into something just slightly different. Open land gave way to storefronts and sidewalks, to familiar faces and routines that carried a different kind of rhythm. It was still steady, still predictable, but in a way that moved rather than held.

Dylan slowed as he reached the main street, his gaze moving over it with quiet familiarity. He had been here plenty of times but today felt simply different enough to notice.

The café sat between a bar and grill and an ice cream shop, easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it, but memorable once you found it.

The door opened, and Paris stepped out, adjusting the strap of her bag as she paused to let it close behind her. Sunlight caught in her hair as she shifted the rolled sketches beneath her arm, her fingers brushing their edges in a small, habitual motion.

She had been thinking about the same thing all morning. One year left. One more year, and everything she had been working toward would begin to feel real—not just plans or ideas, but something into which she could step.

She moved off the curb, and that was when she noticed him.

He stood near the edge of the street with one hand resting against his truck, as though he belonged more to the open land than to the town around him. There was something steady about him, something grounded that didn’t ask for attention but held it anyway.

Paris slowed slightly without meaning to, and when he looked up, their eyes met. It was a simple moment, but it lingered.

Dylan didn’t look away. He couldn’t have explained why, only that there was something about her that held his attention—something thoughtful and deliberate in the way she carried herself.

She didn’t look away either, which caught him off guard more than anything else.

Paris crossed the street before she had time to reconsider. By the time she reached him, he had straightened slightly, as though he had already expected the moment.

“You headed somewhere?” he asked.

“I was,” she said, adjusting the sketches in her arm.

A faint smile touched his mouth. “Didn’t mean to slow you down.”

“You didn’t.”

The pause that followed wasn’t awkward, just new.

“I’m Dylan.”

“Paris.”

He nodded once, as if committing it to memory. “You from around here?”

“Not exactly. I’m finishing school.”

“What for?”

“Architecture.”

That sparked interest. “So, you design things.”

“I try to,” she said, a small smile forming.

His gaze flicked briefly toward the sketches she carried, but he didn’t ask about them.

“Then I won’t keep you,” he said, stepping aside.

Paris hesitated just a moment longer than necessary. “You’re not,” she said softly.

Then she walked past him.

Dylan watched her go, just enough to notice. It hadn’t been much, but it felt like it might be.

Paris didn’t look back right away, but she felt the moment stay with her, quiet but present. By the time she reached the end of the block, she slowed slightly and, without quite meaning to, glanced over her shoulder.

He was still there.

And somehow, that mattered.

Dylan leaned back against his truck, his gaze drifting over the street. Everything looked the same. Everything felt the same.

And yet, it wasn’t.

He turned his keys in his hand and climbed into the driver’s seat. There was work waiting, a day ahead that would unfold just like any other.

Still, one thought stayed with him.

Paris.

He didn’t know much about her, but something told him this wouldn’t be the last time their paths crossed.
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Morning came earlier than Dylan would have preferred, not because the sun had risen any faster, but because sleep had not settled the way it usually did, leaving him awake before the light had fully stretched across the horizon. He lay there for a moment, one arm resting behind his head, staring up at the ceiling as the quiet of the room pressed in around him, a familiar stillness that should have grounded him but did not quite reach where it needed to.

His thoughts refused to stay where they belonged. They drifted, returning to town, to a moment that had been brief by any reasonable measure and yet had not felt that way at all, lingering in a way that resisted explanation. Dylan let out a slow breath and pushed himself upright, swinging his legs over the side of the bed with a quiet finality that came from knowing there was no use trying to make sense of something that had not asked to be understood.

Work usually helped.

Or at least, it always had before.

The ranch moved with its usual rhythm as the morning unfolded, steady and predictable in a way that required nothing from him beyond presence and effort. By midmorning, the sun had already begun to settle in, heat rising off the ground in soft waves that blurred the distance just enough to make everything feel slightly farther away than it was, though nothing had actually changed.

Dylan rode out toward the north fence line with his tools secured behind the saddle, his focus set where it needed to be, allowing the familiarity of the task ahead to take hold. The land did not ask questions, nor did it shift without reason. It simply required attention, and in that simplicity, there had always been a kind of clarity.

He dismounted near the section Trent had mentioned the night before, where the fence dipped slightly along a stretch of softened ground, the wood holding for now but not without strain. Without hesitation, Dylan set to work, pulling the wire taut and reinforcing the posts with steady, practiced movements that came from years of repetition.

It was the kind of work he had always known. And yet, even as he worked, tightening the line and pressing the post deeper into the earth, his thoughts did not stay where he put them. They moved in quiet, uninvited ways, circling back without permission, refusing to settle into the structure he had given everything else.

He paused for a moment, resting his forearm along the top rail as his gaze drifted out across the open land, the same quiet stretching endlessly in front of him.

And still, she came back to him.

Not in sharp detail, not in anything he could clearly define, but in the impression she had left behind—the steadiness in her voice, the way she had met his eyes without hesitation, the absence of anything forced or uncertain in the way she carried herself.

Dylan let out a slow breath and pushed himself back into motion, tightening the last section of wire and securing it firmly in place, as though finishing the task might also close the distance his thoughts kept traveling.

It didn’t.

By the time the fence was secured, the sun had climbed high enough to press its heat into everything it touched, leaving no part of the land untouched by it. Dylan wiped his wrist across his forehead and stepped back, giving the line one final look, his eyes tracing its length with quiet certainty.

It would hold.

It always did.

He gathered his tools without hurrying and secured them behind the saddle before mounting again, turning the horse back toward the house as the rhythm of the ride took over. The distance felt shorter than it had the day before, though he could not have said why.

Maybe the land had not changed.

Maybe he had.

Trent stood near the barn when Dylan rode in, one hand resting against a fence post as he watched a pair of hands move cattle through the far end of the enclosure. He did not turn immediately, nor did he need to.

“It’s done,” Dylan said as he dismounted, his boots hitting the ground with a familiar weight that felt more grounding than the morning had.

Trent nodded once, his gaze still fixed ahead. “Figured it would be.”

Dylan loosened the reins slightly, giving the horse a moment before leading it toward the shade. “Ground was softer than it looked,” he added. “Might need checking again if we get more rain.”

Trent shifted just enough to acknowledge it. “We’ll keep an eye on it.”

That was how most things were—nothing rushed, nothing overstated, everything understood in its own time.

Dylan hung the reins, his movements automatic, though his thoughts were anything but.

He could leave it alone.

He knew that.

It had been nothing more than a brief conversation, a passing moment that should have ended where it began.

That was all.

His grip tightened slightly on the leather before he let it go.

Then, almost without deciding to, he said, “I’m heading into town.”

The words settled between them with more weight than he intended.

Trent did not respond right away. After a moment, he glanced over, his expression unchanged, though his attention had sharpened. “Something need doing?”

Dylan shook his head. “No.”

A brief pause followed.

Then Trent gave a small nod. “Truck’ll run better if you don’t let it sit too long.”

It was not approval.

But it was not a question either.

Dylan nodded once. “I won’t be long.”

Trent had already turned back to the cattle. “No reason to rush.”

Dylan stood there for a moment longer than necessary, the quiet settling around him again in the way it always had. Everything was the same. The land. The work. The expectations. Nothing had changed. And yet, as he reached for his keys, one thought remained steady and clear in a way nothing else had been.

Paris.

At the edge of the property, the gate stood exactly as it had the day before, weathered, and unmoving, marking the line between what belonged to him and everything beyond it.

This time, Dylan did not slow.

He drove through without hesitation.

By midday, the light in town had settled into something bright and diffuse, softening the edges of everything without dulling its clarity. Paris stood inside the open-air courtyard of the design studio, one hand resting lightly along the edge of a drafting table as she studied the plans spread out before her, her attention narrowing with the kind of focus that had long since become instinctive.

Lines met with quiet precision beneath her hand, angles measured and adjusted with care that did not feel forced, but practiced, as though the work itself existed in a space she had always known how to enter. Around her, the studio carried a gentle, consistent hum—pages turning, pencils moving, low conversations rising and falling without ever becoming distraction.

She leaned in slightly, adjusting one of the lines with a careful stroke. Structure made sense to her in a way few things did—balance, intention, the quiet understanding of how something could hold, not just physically, but in the way it was designed.

“Still refining that corner?” a voice asked from nearby.

Paris did not look up immediately. “It’s not right yet.”

“It looks right.”

She paused briefly, considering that before answering. “It will,” she said.

The footsteps moved away, leaving her once again within the quiet space she worked best in.

A faint smile touched her expression before she straightened and set her pencil down, stepping back just enough to take in the design as a whole—not as the one who created it, but as someone who might one day move through it.

Light here.

Space there.

Nothing unnecessary.

That had always been the goal.

A few minutes later, she gathered her things, sliding the sketches carefully into their case before stepping out into the afternoon.

The warmth met her immediately. Arizona did not ease into heat; it arrived with certainty, settling into the air in a way that left no question of its presence. Still, there was something about it she had come to appreciate, the way it sharpened everything, the way it made the world feel more defined.

Paris adjusted the strap of her bag as she moved along the sidewalk, her steps unhurried but intentional as she passed familiar storefronts. The café from the morning was busier now, voices spilling lightly into the street, carrying with them the same easy rhythm she had noticed before.

She could have gone back inside.

She didn’t.

Instead, she continued walking, her thoughts settling into the quiet space they always found when she was not actively working.

One year left.

That had always been the plan. Finish school, take an internship in Chicago, step into something larger that she had been working toward long before she ever arrived here.

It made sense.

And yet, her steps slowed just slightly as she reached the end of the block, not enough for anyone else to notice, but enough for her to feel the shift.

She was not thinking about him.

Not directly.

But the memory of the day before remained in a way that felt unexpected, lingering just beneath the surface of everything else.

The way he had stood.

The way he had looked at her.

Calm. Unhurried. Unconcerned with being anything other than what he was.

It stayed with her.

Paris adjusted her bag, her gaze drifting briefly across the street before returning forward. It had been a simple conversation, nothing more than a passing moment that should not have carried any weight. And yet, she found herself more aware than usual, her attention shifting without an apparent reason.

She paused near the corner.

The same one she had crossed the day before.

The light had not changed much. The angle of the sun felt familiar. Even the air carried the same warmth.

Paris let out a slow breath, her gaze lifting slightly, not searching, not expecting, but open in a way she had not been before.

And for a brief, quiet moment, she wondered if she might see him again.
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Dylan was listening to the radio when his favorite song came on, its familiar rhythm filling the car as he drove through the quiet streets of town. The warmth of the afternoon pressed gently against everything without demanding attention, settling into the background as he continued along his route. When the song neared its end, he pulled over and parked in nearly the same spot as the day before, the engine cut off with a low hum that faded quickly into the town’s rhythm. 

For a moment, he didn’t move. 

He told himself it didn’t matter where he parked. 

That he hadn’t noticed it was the same place. 

That none of this meant anything beyond a reason to be in town.

Still, his gaze drifted across the street before he stepped out of the truck.

Just to look.

Nothing more.

Paris stood near the corner again, though this time she hadn’t meant to stop.

Her steps had slowed on their own, her attention shifting without direction until she found herself in nearly the same place as the day before. The light fell the same way, catching along the edges of the buildings, warming the pavement beneath her feet.

She became aware of it all at once.

The familiarity.
The timing.
And then—him.

Dylan saw her at the same moment.

She stood near the corner, the light catching her in a way that made her stand out without trying. There was nothing loud about her, and no movement was meant to draw attention, yet she held it all the same. She looked exactly as she had the day before—and somehow not at all.

Up close, it had been easy to notice the details, the way she carried herself and the calm in her voice, but from here, it was something else entirely. There was something in the way she stood, composed but not rigid, as if she were always aware of where she was and exactly how she moved within it.

Her clothes were simple. Nothing was out of place. Nothing chosen without reason. Even the way she held the case at her side felt intentional, like it belonged to her as much as anything she might design.

Dylan found himself watching her longer than he meant to.

Not trying to figure her out.

Just noticing.

She didn’t look away.

That was the first thing he registered.

The second thing was, she didn’t seem surprised to see him.

There was no hesitation this time.

He closed the truck door behind him and crossed the street without rushing.

Paris didn’t move.

He stopped just in front of her, close enough to speak without raising his voice, far enough to leave space between them. “Didn’t expect to see you again,” Dylan said, his tone even, though something in it had shifted.

Paris met his gaze, calm but aware. “You came back.”

It wasn’t a question.

A faint breath of a smile touched his mouth. “Looks that way.”

A small pause settled between them, softer than the day before.

Less uncertain.

“What brings you in today?” she asked.

He glanced briefly down the street before returning his attention to her. “Same as yesterday, I guess.”

“That sounds like a habit.”

“Don’t have many of those when it comes to town.”

“Maybe you’re starting one.”

That lingered for a moment.

Paris shifted the case in her hands slightly, her fingers brushing along the edge as she studied him more directly now. “Do you work outside the city?” she asked.

Dylan nodded once. “Ranch.”

“Cowboy.”

He tilted his head slightly. “What gave it away?”

She glanced at his shirt, the faint dust along the seams, the boots, then back at his face. “You don’t look like you belong to sidewalks.”

That drew a quiet, genuine reaction from him and something just short of a laugh. “And you do?”

Paris considered that. “I belong to structures,” she said. “Sidewalks are just part of the design.”

He studied her a second longer. “That so.”

“It is.”

A breeze moved lightly through the street, shifting a strand of her hair across her shoulder. Dylan noticed it, though he didn’t say anything.

Instead, he nodded toward the case she carried. “You are working today?”

“Always.”

“Is that what you want to be doing?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

Something in the certainty of her voice held his attention.

Most people didn’t answer that quickly.

Most people didn’t sound that sure.

“And you?” she asked. “You always know what your day looks like before it starts?”

Dylan leaned back slightly, one hand resting near his belt. “Most of the time.”

“And you like that?”

He thought about it. “It’s what I’ve always done.”

Paris watched him carefully. “That’s not the same answer.”

No.

It wasn’t.

The space between them shifted again.

Dylan glanced briefly down the street, then back at her. “You headed somewhere?”

“I was,” she said.

A faint pause followed.

Neither of them moved right away.

“You’ve got time for coffee?” he asked, the words simpler than he expected.

Paris held his gaze, thoughtful.

She hadn’t planned that.
Hadn’t planned for any of this.
Still, she glanced toward the café, then back at him. “I do.”

***
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The bell above the café door chimed softly as they stepped inside, shifting from heat to cool air immediately and welcome. Dylan held the door just long enough for her to pass through first, his hand brushing briefly against the frame before he followed. It wasn’t a large space. But it felt full. They moved toward the counter without speaking, the quiet between them no longer uncertain, just unspoken.

“What do you usually get?” he asked.

Paris glanced up at the menu, though she already knew. “Coffee. One sugar. One cream.”

He nodded once. “Simple.”

“Intentional,” she corrected.

That almost made him smile.

A few minutes later, they sat near the window, the light softer here, filtered just enough to make everything feel slightly removed from the street outside.

Dylan leaned back slightly in his chair, his gaze settling on her with more ease now. “You always this sure of things?” he asked.

Paris wrapped her hands lightly around her cup. “Only when I am.”

“And when you’re not?”

She held his gaze. “Then I take the time to be.”

That stayed with him.

Dylan rested one hand loosely against the table. “So, what kind of buildings do you design?”

Paris traced the rim of her cup with her finger, thoughtful for a moment. “The kind people want to stay in,” she said. “Spaces that feel intentional. Not just something that looks good from the outside.”

He nodded once. “Sounds like more than just drawing lines.”

“It is. It’s understanding how people move... how they live inside something. What they need without always knowing how to say it.”

Dylan’s gaze held hers a second longer. “You figure that out just by looking at them?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “Other times, you listen.”

A faint shift touched his expression. “And what do you see right now?”

Paris didn’t answer right away.

She studied him instead. “You’re used to things making sense,” she said finally. “Work, land, routine. There’s a structure to it.”

Dylan leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on the table. “And you? You always have things figured out like that?”

Paris shook her head once. “No. I just don’t like pretending I do.”

That settled between them.

Honest.

Uncomplicated.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The café moved around them—cups set down, chairs shifting, quiet conversation rising and falling—but none of it seemed to reach where they sat.

Dylan glanced toward the window briefly, then back at her. “You said you’re finishing school. What happens after that?”

“Chicago,” she answered, almost instinctively. “There’s a firm there I’ve been working toward.”

“You’ve already got it lined up.”

“I do.”

He nodded slowly. “That’s a long way from here.”

“It is.”

“You looking forward to it?”

“Yes,” she said.

But something in the way she said wasn’t as certain as before.

He shifted slightly, brushing his hand once along the side of his cup. “I’ve never been,” he said. “Anywhere like that.”

“Chicago?”

“Anywhere that’s not here,” he replied.

Paris studied him again, quieter this time. “You’ve never wanted to?”

Dylan leaned back, his gaze drifting briefly before returning to her. “Never had a reason to.”

That stayed with her.

More than she expected.

Time passed without either of them noticing.

Eventually, Paris glanced down at her watch, the small movement enough to shift the moment. “I should go,” she said.

Dylan nodded, though something in his expression softened. “Yeah, me too.”

They stood at nearly the same time, chairs moving quietly against the floor.

He reached for the door again when they stepped outside, holding it open just long enough for her to pass through.

The warmth met them immediately.

For a second, neither of them moved.

The street looked the same.
Sounded the same.
But the space between them had changed.

“You’re heading back to the ranch,” Paris said, adjusting the strap of her bag.

Dylan nodded once. “Yeah.”

She glanced down the street, then back at him. “I’ll be around,” she said, almost casually.

It wasn’t an invitation.

Dylan’s gaze held hers. “I figured.”

A small pause.

“Do you want me to drive you back to school?” Dylan asked.

“No, thanks. I enjoy the walk,” Paris said.

Dylan stood there a moment later simply admiring her.

“Drive safe,” she added.

A faint smile touched his mouth. “I will.”

Paris turned first this time, her steps steady as she moved down the sidewalk.

Dylan watched her for a moment before turning in the opposite direction toward his truck.

Neither of them looked back right away.

But both of them thought about it.
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Chapter 5
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By the time Dylan pulled back onto the ranch, the sun had begun its slow descent, light stretching longer across the land and softening the edges of everything it touched.

The drive back felt shorter.

He cut the engine and stepped out, the quiet settling around him almost immediately. It was familiar—the stillness, the space, the sense that nothing here had shifted in his absence.

And yet...something in him had.

Dylan closed the truck door and made his way toward the house, his steps a little more hurried than usual.

The screen door opened before he reached it.

Ann Marie stood there, her expression warm but touched with something more observant. “I was beginning to wonder where you were,” she said as he stepped inside.

Dylan glanced toward the clock without meaning to. Later than he expected. “I lost track of time.”

Ann Marie studied him for a brief moment. “Did you,” she replied softly.

He moved past her, setting his keys down near the entry table. “Something wrong?”

Her brow lifted slightly. “You mean aside from the fact that you’ve been gone most of the day?”

Dylan exhaled lightly. “Had a few things to take care of.”

“I’m sure you did,” she said, her tone even, though her attention hadn’t shifted from him. “But I’m surprised you didn’t remember.”

That gave him pause.

“Remember what?”

Ann Marie held his gaze just long enough. “Adrianna’s performance tonight.”

The words settled.

Dylan’s expression didn’t change much.

He had forgotten.

Not completely.

But enough.

Trent’s voice carried from the adjoining room before Dylan could respond. “Your mother told you what time we’re leaving?”

Dylan turned slightly as Trent stepped into view, already dressed for the evening, his posture composed as ever. “She just mentioned it.”

Trent nodded once. “We’ll head out shortly.”

That was all.

No questions. No commentary. Just expectation.

Ann Marie moved toward the sideboard, adjusting something that didn’t need adjusting. “Adrianna’s been preparing for this for weeks,” she said, her voice softer now. 

Dylan nodded slowly. “I know.”

He stood there a moment longer than necessary, his gaze drifting briefly toward the window, where the last of the daylight stretched thin across the horizon. Paris crossed his mind without warning. The café. The conversation. The way she had looked at him—without expectation. Dylan exhaled quietly, pushing the thought aside. “I’ll get changed,” he said finally.

Ann Marie gave a small nod. “We’ll be waiting.”

Upstairs, his room felt the same as it always had—orderly, familiar, untouched by anything outside the life he’d known.

Dylan shrugged out of his shirt and moved toward the dresser. A clean button-down waited where it always did, pressed and ready, like it had been chosen long before he reached for it. He paused, his hand resting against the edge of the wood. His slacks hung neatly in the closet

Then, without overthinking it, he changed.

The drive into town felt different this time.

Not because the road had changed.

But because the reason for going had.

The truck moved steadily along the same path, past the same gate, the same stretch of land—everything unchanged.

Only now—his mind wasn’t entirely on where he was going.

The symphony hall stood near the center of town, set back just enough from the street to give it presence. Pale stone rose in clean lines, tall arched windows glowing from within, warm light spilling onto the steps like an unspoken invitation.

Dylan slowed as he approached.

People gathered in quiet clusters, their voices low, their movements measured. Tailored suits, evening dresses—nothing loud, nothing out of place.

Even the air felt different. Polished. Composed.

Inside, the foyer opened wide beneath a high ceiling, a chandelier casting soft gold across marble floors. The sound of heels echoed lightly, blending with conversation and the distant tuning of instruments.

Dylan paused just inside, taking it in.

He had been here before.

But it wasn’t his world the way the land was.

Here, everything was measured differently.

Posture. Tone. Presence.

He adjusted his sleeve once, then moved further in.

Trent stood with Adrianna’s father, Hank, near the entrance to the main hall. The two men occupied the space easily, as though it had shaped itself around them.

“One of her more demanding programs,” Hank was saying. “She’s been preparing for weeks.”

Trent gave a single nod. “She’ll do well as always.”
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Nearby, Suzanne stood with Ann Marie, her navy gown catching the light with quiet elegance. Every detail about her felt intentional, refined without excess. “You made it,” Suzanne said as Dylan approached, her smile gracious. “I was hoping you wouldn’t miss this one.”

“I wouldn’t.”

She studied him briefly. “Adrianna will be glad to see you.”

Ann Marie glanced toward him, something quieter in her expression, watching, measuring.

Adrianna stood just off to the side, violin in hand. Her gown, a deep burgundy, moved with her rather than against her. Her posture was calm, composed, every detail in place without appearing forced.

This was her world.

When she saw Dylan, something in her expression shifted enough to matter.

“You made it.”

Dylan nodded once. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Her gaze lingered just briefly. “Good.”

That was enough.

Inside the auditorium, the room curved with soft tiers of velvet and dark wood. Conversations faded as the lights dimmed, attention settling toward the stage.

Dylan took his seat beside his parents.

Everything felt as it always had.

Familiar. Expected.

On stage, Adrianna lifted her violin.

The first note came clean.

Precise.

Beautiful in a way that came from discipline rather than instinct.

Dylan watched her.

The way she moved with the music. The way she held the room without effort.

She belonged here.

There was no question about that.

And yet—as the sound filled the space—something in him remained just slightly apart.

The final note lingered.

Then applause rose, steady and warm.

Dylan stood with the rest; his gaze fixed on the stage.

Adrianna bowed, composed, practiced, at ease.

Everything exactly as it should be.

In the foyer, the atmosphere softened voices lifting, laughter threading through conversation.

Suzanne reached Adrianna first. “You were beautiful. Every note.”

Hank followed. “You held the second movement exactly where it needed to be.”

Trent nodded. “You played it well.”

Simple.

Certain.

Ann Marie smiled warmly. “You were wonderful.”

Adrianna thanked them, her composure easing just slightly.

Dylan remained quiet.

Watching.

When her gaze found him, she stepped closer. “What did you think?”

“You were good.”

She held his eyes a moment longer than necessary.

“Good,” she repeated.

Dylan shifted slightly. “You made it look easy,” he added. “Like you’ve been doing it your whole life.”

That landed.

“I have,” she said.

A pause followed.

“You stayed through all of it,” she added.

“Told you I would.”

“I know.”

But that hadn’t been the question.

“There’s a place down the street,” Hank said. “We’ve got a table.”

Trent nodded. “We’ll follow your lead.”

Suzanne glanced between Dylan and Adrianna. “You’ll both come with us, of course.”

Adrianna looked at Dylan.

Waiting.

For a moment, his mind went elsewhere. A smaller table. Sunlight through a café window. A conversation that hadn’t required anything but honesty.

He blinked, grounding himself. “Yeah. I’ll come.”

“Good,” Adrianna said.

But something in her expression shifted.

As if she’d noticed something she couldn’t name.
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The restaurant was warm, understated, quietly refined.

Inside, conversation moved at an even pace, glassware catching the light, every detail intentional.

Dinner unfolded smoothly; orders placed, wine poured, conversation steady and practiced.

Dylan listened.

Watched.

Present in all the ways that mattered, and yet, his attention drifted—the details instead—the light, the rhythm, the precision of it all.

“You’ve been quiet tonight,” Suzanne said gently.

“Just listening.”

“That’s not a bad place to be,” Hank said.

“No,” Trent added. “It isn’t.”

The moment passed easily.

Adrianna glanced toward him. “You don’t usually sit this still.”

“I can when I need to.”

“That’s new.”

“Maybe.”

Her gaze lingered a second longer before she looked away.

Dinner arrived.

Dylan ate without thinking much about it.

It was good.

He knew it was.

But it didn’t hold him.

Across from him, Adrianna moved with the same ease she had on stage.

She belonged here.

There was no question.

And for the first time, Dylan wondered if belonging to something was the same as choosing it.

Conversation continued—plans, performances, familiar rhythms.

Dylan’s gaze drifted briefly toward the window.

Outside, the town moved freely. Unstructured. Uncontained.

For a moment—he thought of Paris.

“You all right?”

Adrianna’s voice pulled him back.

“Yeah.”

“Long day?”

“Something like that.”

She nodded.

For now, that was enough.

The evening continued as expected.

Polished. Measured. Complete.

And still—something in Dylan remained just slightly out of place.
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By the time Paris pulled into the drive, the sky had deepened into evening, the last light fading cleanly into blue.

The house stood quiet beneath it.

Warm light spilled through the windows, soft against the structure’s clean lines.

She stepped out of the car and paused, her gaze lifting toward the sky.

The stars were beginning to show.

Inside, the air was cool and still.

“You’re back,” her mother said.

“I am.”

“Long day?”

“Not especially.” A small pause. “Productive.”

A faint smile followed. “I would expect nothing less.”

Paris poured herself a glass of water, leaning lightly against the counter.

Everything was as it always was.

Clean. Ordered. Intentional.

And yet, the day didn’t settle quite the same.

“You’re thinking,” her mother said.

“I usually am.”

“Not like that.”

Paris hesitated. “It’s nothing.”

Her mother didn’t press.

She never did.

Paris paused at the staircase, her hand resting lightly against the railing.

It had been simple.

Brief.

And yet—it lingered.

The way he had looked at her.

Steady. Present.

She exhaled softly and continued upstairs.

Her room was unchanged. Orderly. Exact.

Chicago.

That was the plan.

It had always been the plan.

And yet—for the first time in a long while—something didn’t feel entirely settled.

“It was nothing,” she murmured.

Maybe it was.

But the thought followed her anyway.

The house was quiet when Adrianna stepped inside.

Not empty.

Just settled.

She slipped off her heels, her reflection catching briefly in the mirror—everything still in place, just as it had been hours before.

Nothing out of order.

Nothing undone.

And yet—she didn’t move right away.

“You were wonderful tonight,” Suzanne said gently. “We’re very proud.”

“I know.”

“You could feel it in the room.”

“I did.”

A pause.

“You’ve worked hard for that.”

“I have.”

Suzanne studied her, then nodded. “Get some rest.”

“I will.”
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Upstairs, Adrianna moved through her room with the same practiced ease she brought to everything else in her life, her movements quiet and unhurried as she crossed toward the chair where her violin rested exactly where she had left it earlier that evening. She lifted it briefly, her fingers settling naturally against the polished wood while the familiar weight of it grounded her in a way few things ever could. This, at least, she understood. Music had always made sense to her. Discipline made sense. Structure. Precision. The violin had never asked anything from her she did not know how to give.

After a moment, she lowered it carefully back into place and stood there longer than she intended, her thoughts drifting despite herself toward Dylan.

Not the Dylan she had always known.

The one from tonight.

Present. Attentive. Kind.

And yet somehow not entirely there.

Adrianna exhaled softly and crossed toward the window, her gaze lifting toward the darkness settling beyond the glass while she tried to dismiss the uneasy feeling lingering quietly beneath the surface of her thoughts.

“You’re imagining it,” she murmured to herself.

Maybe she was.

He had shown up. He had stayed beside her all evening. He had said everything he was supposed to say.

But still, something about the night refused to settle comfortably in her mind.

After a moment, she reached for the lamp and turned it off, allowing the room to fall into shadow as the soft glow from outside stretched faintly across the floor.

Everything was exactly as it should have been.

And yet one quiet thought remained with her as she stood there in the dark.

Something had changed.

She just didn’t know what.
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Chapter 6
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The morning passed the way it always did—through work, movement, and routine.

Dylan moved through it without hesitation, checking the west fence line, walking the perimeter near the lower pasture, making note of what needed tending before the week was out. Nothing required extra thought, and nothing slowed him down.

And still, his mind didn’t stay where it was supposed to.

It returned, more than once, to the same place—downtown, a corner, a café, a conversation that hadn’t lasted long enough to matter.

Except it had, whether he wanted it to or not.

Dylan tightened his grip briefly on the fence post in front of him, then let it go.

It didn’t make sense to head into town again. There was no reason for it, no task waiting, no errand left undone.

He knew that.

And yet, by the time the sun reached its midpoint, he was already on his way.

The drive felt familiar—more familiar than it should have.

Dylan followed the same road, passed the same gate, watched the same stretch of land give way to something more contained, more structured. This time, he didn’t take it in the same way.

He wasn’t observing.

He was arriving.
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Downtown Chandler carried the same steady rhythm as before—storefronts catching the light, café doors opening and closing, conversation rising and falling without ever fully settling.

Dylan parked without thinking too much about where, stepped out of the truck, and let his gaze move across the street almost immediately.

He told himself he wasn’t looking for anything.

That he was just here.

Still, his attention settled in one place.

The café.

Paris stood just outside it, her sketches spread carefully across a small table near the window.

She hadn’t planned to stop; she just wanted to check something briefly before returning, but time always seemed to slip away when she was working. Minutes stretched, details pulling her further in until everything else fell just out of focus.

She adjusted one of the lines with her pencil, her attention narrowed, her posture relaxed but deliberate.

Everything about her said she belonged exactly where she was.

Dylan noticed her before she noticed him.

This time, there was no pause. No hesitation.

He crossed the street without giving himself room to reconsider, his steps steady, his focus clear in a way it hadn’t been before.

Paris felt it before she saw him—not a sound or a movement, just a shift.

She looked up.

And there he was.

Neither of them seemed surprised.

Dylan stopped beside the table, close enough to speak without breaking the quiet of the moment.

“You always work out here?” he asked.

Paris set her pencil down slowly, meeting his gaze. “Only when I need to see things differently.”

He glanced briefly at the sketches, then back at her. “And does it help?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “Other times, it just shows me what I missed the first time.”

Dylan nodded once, like that made sense to him.

It did.

“You came back,” she said—not questioning, just acknowledging.

Dylan rested one hand lightly against the back of the chair across from her. “Looks that way.”

A faint pause settled between them before he asked, “You busy?”

Paris glanced down at her work, then back at him. “I was.”

It almost sounded like a choice.

He pulled the chair out slightly but didn’t sit yet. “Mind if I stay a minute?”

Paris studied him—not long, not cautiously, just enough to feel the weight of the moment.

Then she gave a small nod. “You can stay.”

That was all the permission he needed.

Dylan sat, his posture relaxed but grounded, his attention settled more fully now. Up close, the details were clearer—the precision in her work, the intention behind every line, the way she moved through it without second-guessing.

“You’ve got all this planned out already,” he said.

Paris followed his gaze briefly. “Not all of it.”

“Enough of it.”

“Enough to move forward,” she corrected.

He glanced at her again. “That’s different?”

“It is if you don’t expect everything to go exactly the way you planned.”

Dylan let out a quiet breath. “I’ve never planned that far ahead.”

Paris tilted her head slightly. “You don’t have to. Your life’s already built around you.”

That landed.

Not wrong.

But not entirely right either.

“What about you?” she asked. “You ever think about doing something different?”

Dylan leaned back slightly, considering the question longer than he expected to.

“Different how?”

“Anything that isn’t already decided.”

He held her gaze.

Then said, “I don’t know.”

And for the first time, it sounded like the truth.

Paris softened just slightly at that, her posture easing without losing its composure. “That’s an answer,” she said.

“Not a good one.”

“It’s an honest one.”

That seemed to matter more than either of them said.

A breeze moved lightly through the street, shifting the papers on the table just enough for Paris to reach out and steady them.

Dylan noticed the movement quick, precise, careful.

“You always this particular about things?” he asked.

Paris gave a faint smile. “Only the ones that matter.”

He nodded once. “That sounds like all of them.”

“Not all,” she said. “Just the ones I choose.”

That word lingered.

Choose.

Dylan glanced down the street briefly, then back at her. “You still planning on Chicago?”

Paris hesitated—just slightly. “Yes.”

It came a little slower this time.

“You don’t sound as sure.”

“I am,” she said, then added after a beat, “I just haven’t been there yet.”

Dylan leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms against the table. “That ever bother you?”

Paris met his gaze. “Not usually.”

“Usually.”

She held his eyes a moment longer. “I like knowing what I’m walking into.”

“That’s not always how it works.”

“I know.”

Another pause followed.

Not empty.

Just full.

“I should get back,” she said finally, gathering her papers with practiced ease.

Dylan didn’t stop her. Didn’t ask her to.

He stood as she did, the space between them shifting again familiar now, but not settled.

“You’ll be around?” he asked.

Paris adjusted the strap of her bag, her gaze steady. “I have been.”

That wasn’t an answer.

Not exactly.

But it was enough.

Dylan nodded once. “I’ll see you, then.”

Paris held his gaze just a moment longer.

“Maybe,” she said.

She turned first, her steps unhurried as she moved down the sidewalk and disappeared into the rhythm of the afternoon.

Dylan remained where he was a moment longer than necessary, his attention lingering even after she was gone.

Then, slowly, he exhaled.
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The studio was quieter than usual for that time of day.

Not silent—never silent—but focused in a way that softened everything else.

Rows of drafting tables stretched across the space, each one marked by its own quiet world: rolls of tracing paper, sharpened pencils set neatly beside metal rulers, coffee cups forgotten just long enough to cool. Tall windows lined one wall, pulling in natural light that settled across the room in long, clean bands, catching the edges of paper and graphite with a soft, steady glow.

The air carried the faint scent of paper and wood, something grounded and familiar, underscored by the low rhythm of work in progress.

Pencils moved steadily against paper. A chair shifted. Pages turned. Voices rose just enough to be heard, then faded again before they could take shape.

Nothing demanded attention.

Everything required it.

Paris stood at her drafting table, one hand resting lightly along the edge as she studied the structure in front of her.

Her space was precise.

Nothing out of place. Nothing unnecessary.

Her tools aligned with quiet intention, her sketches layered carefully, each revision building on the last rather than replacing it.

She leaned in slightly, her pencil moving with measured ease as she adjusted a line along the corner of the design.

It was subtle.

A fraction of a shift.

But she felt it immediately.

Something wasn’t right. Paris paused, her hand hovering just above the page as her gaze traced the structure again, following the lines the way someone might walk through a space not yet built.

Entrance. Light. Flow.

Everything should have aligned.

It always did.

And yet—she reached for the eraser.

Again.

“Okay,” Jimmy said from behind her, his voice low enough not to break the rhythm of the room but close enough to belong in it.

“That’s the fourth time.”

Paris didn’t turn right away. “It’s not resolved.”

“It was resolved two versions ago,” he replied, stepping closer, his shoulder leaning lightly against the edge of the table beside hers. “You’re just not letting it be.”

Paris erased the line with quiet precision, her focus still on the page. “If I let it be, it stays wrong.”

Jimmy tilted his head slightly, studying the drawing, then her. “It’s not wrong. It just doesn’t look the way you expected.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“No,” he said, softer now. “It’s not.”

A pause settled between them, not heavy, just present.

Across the table, Michelle glanced up from her own work, her gaze moving between them before settling on Paris. “You’ve been doing that all week,” she said, her tone calm but certain.

Paris replaced the pencil in her hand, aligning it with the others before answering. “Doing what?”

“Working like something’s off,” Michelle replied, pushing back from her chair just enough to turn toward her more fully. “When it’s not.”

Jimmy gave a small nod. “You’re overcorrecting.”

Paris finally looked
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