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Chasing Your Heart

Chapter 1

The Man Who Got Away
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Vigil Monroe wasn't the kind of man who believed in fate.

Fate was messy. Unpredictable.

Fate was the reason people made terrible decisions and called them destiny afterward.

No, Vigil preferred plans.

Schedules.

Lists.

Things he could control.

Which was exactly why he found himself standing in his spotless Seattle apartment on a quiet Thursday evening, staring at an ivory-colored envelope that threatened to destroy the carefully constructed life he'd spent three years building.

He looked away from it.

Then looked back.

The envelope remained exactly where he'd left it on the kitchen island.

Mocking him.

His phone buzzed beside it.

The screen lit up with a familiar name.

Maddox.

Vigil groaned.

"You're not getting out of answering me," he muttered.

The phone buzzed again.

Then again.

Finally, he picked it up.

"Hello."

"About damn time."

Vigil smiled despite himself.

Some things never changed.

Maddox Sullivan had been his best friend since kindergarten and possessed all the subtlety of a freight train.

"Busy?" Maddox asked.

"You've called six times in fifteen minutes."

"That's not an answer."

"I'm working."

"It is seven o'clock."

"I'm thinking about work."

"Which is somehow worse."

Vigil laughed and rubbed a hand across the back of his neck.

Outside his floor-to-ceiling windows, Seattle glowed beneath a blanket of rain and city lights. It was a life he'd worked hard for.

A good job.

A successful career in marketing.

A beautiful apartment.

Friends.

Stability.

Everything he'd wanted.

Or at least everything he'd convinced himself he wanted.

"Did you get it?" Maddox asked.

Vigil's gaze drifted back to the envelope.

"Unfortunately."

"Then open it."

"No."

"Vigil."

"No."

"You already know what's inside."

"Then why do I need to open it?"

"Because normal people open wedding invitations."

Vigil snorted.

"Normal people don't send invitations that look like they cost more than my monthly utility bill."

"They absolutely do when their future wife gets involved."

That sounded about right.

Maddox's fiancée, Olivia, approached wedding planning with the determination of a military commander preparing for battle.

Nobody stood a chance.

Not even Maddox.

Especially not Maddox.

Vigil picked up the envelope and flipped it over.

His name was written in elegant calligraphy.

It felt strangely heavy.

As if opening it might unleash something he'd spent years trying to keep buried.

"You still there?" Maddox asked.

"Unfortunately."

"Open it."

Vigil sighed dramatically before sliding a finger beneath the seal.

The thick paper gave way.

A collection of cards slipped out.

Cream-colored cardstock.

Gold lettering.

Expensive.

Very Olivia.

He scanned the invitation.

Then froze.

The wedding wasn't in Seattle.

It wasn't even nearby.

It was home.

Back in Willow Creek.

His hometown.

The place he'd spent three years avoiding.

The place he'd promised himself he would never return to.

A knot tightened in his stomach.

"Vigil?"

"I'm looking at it."

"And?"

"You didn't mention the location."

There was a pause.

A suspicious pause.

The kind that immediately made Vigil narrow his eyes.

"Maddox."

"What?"

"You did that on purpose."

"No."

"You absolutely did."

"Maybe a little."

Vigil dropped into one of the kitchen stools.

"You are unbelievable."

"I know."

The grin in Maddox's voice was impossible to miss.

"We want everyone there."

"You could've gotten married literally anywhere."

"We wanted home."

Home.

The word hit harder than it should have.

Because when Vigil thought of home, he didn't think about the small town nestled between rolling hills and endless forests.

He thought about a boy.

Dark hair.

Warm eyes.

A smile capable of ruining entire days.

Theo.

Even after three years, the name still hurt.

Which was ridiculous.

Pathetic, even.

Three years should have been enough.

Enough time to move on.

Enough time to forget.

Enough time to stop wondering what might have happened if he'd stayed.

Instead, Theo still appeared in dreams.

Still haunted old memories.

Still lingered in the quiet moments between work meetings and late-night dinners.

The one person Vigil had never managed to leave behind.

"You're thinking about him."

Maddox's voice softened.

Vigil closed his eyes.

"Don't."

"You knew this would happen eventually."

"No, actually, I was hoping you'd all forget I existed."

"Not an option."

Vigil let out a slow breath.

Three years ago, he'd left Willow Creek with two suitcases and a broken heart.

He hadn't looked back.

Not once.

At least not physically.

Mentally?

That was another story.

The truth was complicated.

He hadn't left because he stopped loving Theo.

Quite the opposite.

He'd left because loving Theo had become impossible.

Or at least that's what he'd convinced himself at the time.

Young.

Scared.

Confused.

Those weren't excuses.

Just facts.

Facts that had cost him everything.

"Will he be there?" Vigil asked quietly.

Silence.

And there it was.

His answer.

"Damn it, Maddox."

"He's my friend too."

"I know."

"You can't expect me not to invite him."

Vigil pinched the bridge of his nose.

Of course Theo would be there.

Why wouldn't he be?

This was his hometown too.

His friends.

His life.

The difference was Theo had stayed.

While Vigil had run.

The realization settled heavily in his chest.

"How is he?" Vigil asked before he could stop himself.

Maddox chuckled softly.

"There he is."

"What?"

"The guy who pretends he's over it."

"I'm asking a question."

"Uh-huh."

Vigil rolled his eyes.

"Answer it."

"He's doing well."

Those four words shouldn't have hurt.

But they did.

Because some selfish part of Vigil had imagined otherwise.

Imagined Theo struggling.

Missing him.

Still carrying the same scars.

Instead, he was apparently doing well.

Good.

That was good.

Wasn't it?

"Good," Vigil said.

Maddox didn't sound convinced.

"He opened a business last year."

Vigil blinked.

"A business?"

"Custom furniture."

That surprised him.

Then again, maybe it shouldn't have.

Theo had always been talented with his hands.

Building things.

Creating things.

Turning ordinary pieces of wood into something beautiful.

Vigil swallowed.

He could still remember sitting in Theo's garage after school, watching him work.

Watching him smile.

Watching himself fall hopelessly in love.

"Vigil?"

"I'm here."

"You should come."

The words hung between them.

Simple.

Dangerous.

"You know why I left."

"I know why you think you left."

Vigil frowned.

"What does that mean?"

"It means maybe it's time you stop running."

His chest tightened.

Running.

Maybe Maddox was right.

Maybe he'd spent three years running.

Running from memories.

From regret.

From questions he didn't want answered.

Most of all, from Theo.

Because seeing Theo again meant facing the truth.

The truth that leaving had been the biggest mistake of his life.

After ending the call an hour later, Vigil stood alone in the quiet apartment.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

The city hummed below.

His gaze settled on the invitation once more.

September twenty-first.

Just over a month away.

Enough time to invent a hundred excuses.

Enough time to cancel.

Enough time to stay exactly where he was.

Safe.

Comfortable.

Alone.

His phone buzzed again.

A text from Maddox.

You're coming.

Not a question.

A statement.

Vigil stared at the message.

Then at the invitation.

Then out the window.

Somewhere hundreds of miles away was a town he'd spent years avoiding.

And somewhere inside that town was a man he'd never stopped loving.

A man who probably hated him.

A man he wasn't sure he deserved to see again.

Slowly, Vigil picked up the invitation.

His pulse quickened.

Fear.

Regret.

Hope.

All tangled together.

Maybe fate wasn't real.

Maybe destiny was nonsense.

But for the first time in years, something inside him whispered that returning home might change everything.

Whether for better or worse remained to be seen.

Vigil looked down at the invitation one final time.

Then he whispered the name he'd spent three years trying to forget.

"Theo."

And just like that, the past came rushing back.
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Chapter 2

Unexpected Reunion
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The closer Vigil got to Willow Creek, the worse the knot in his stomach became.

It started when the plane landed.

Got worse when he rented a car.

And by the time the familiar welcome sign appeared on the side of the highway, his pulse was pounding hard enough to make him dizzy.

Welcome to Willow Creek.

Population: 8,214.

The same sign.

The same town.

The same memories.

Three years had passed, yet everything looked exactly the same.

The old diner stood on the corner of Main Street.

The flower shop still displayed colorful baskets outside.

The church steeple rose above the trees in the distance.

Nothing had changed.

Except him.

At least, Vigil hoped so.

Because if he was still the same scared twenty-two-year-old who had run away without saying goodbye, this weekend was going to destroy him.

His phone buzzed.

Maddox.

"Tell me you're already here."

Vigil parked outside the small hotel and sighed.

"I literally just arrived."

"Good."

"That sounds threatening."

"It should."

Vigil laughed despite his nerves.

"You know most people say hello first."

"I don't have time for hello. Rehearsal dinner starts in two hours."

"Two hours?"

"You should've arrived yesterday."

"I considered it."

"And?"

"I chose emotional self-preservation."

Maddox snorted.

"Too late for that now."

Maybe.

Vigil ended the call and leaned back against the seat.

Two hours.

Two hours before seeing everyone again.

Two hours before seeing Theo.

His chest tightened.

He hadn't prepared for this.

Not really.

He'd spent the entire flight convincing himself it would be fine.

That Theo probably wouldn't care.

That enough time had passed.

That they were adults now.

Mature.

Reasonable.

Then why did his hands shake?



The rehearsal dinner was held at a renovated barn on the edge of town.

The venue overlooked a lake illuminated by strings of white lights.

Music drifted through the evening air.

Laughter echoed across the property.

Everything looked beautiful.

Of course it did.

Olivia wouldn't have accepted anything less.

Vigil stood near the entrance for several seconds.

Watching.

Breathing.

Trying not to panic.

"You made it."

A familiar voice interrupted his thoughts.

Maddox appeared and immediately pulled him into a hug.

The years disappeared instantly.

Vigil hugged him back.

"Damn."

Maddox grinned.

"You got old."

"So did you."

"I got distinguished."

"You got wrinkles."

"Get inside."

For the first time since arriving, Vigil genuinely smiled.

Some things never changed.

Inside the barn, dozens of guests mingled around candlelit tables.

The room buzzed with conversation.

Several familiar faces turned toward him.

Recognition spread quickly.

Then excitement.

Before he knew it, Vigil was surrounded.

Old classmates.

Childhood friends.

Neighbors.

Everyone wanted to talk.

Everyone wanted to know where he'd been.

How Seattle was.

What he'd been doing.

The attention helped distract him.

For a while.

Until it didn't.

Until suddenly every nerve in his body went completely still.

Someone had entered the room.

He felt it before he saw it.

A strange awareness.

A pull.

As though some invisible thread connected them.

Vigil looked toward the doorway.

And forgot how to breathe.

Theo.

Three years vanished.

Three years collapsed into a single devastating second.

Theo stood near the entrance speaking with another guest.

His dark hair was slightly longer than Vigil remembered.

His shoulders broader.

His jaw sharper.

Older.

More confident.

More handsome.

The sight hit Vigil like a punch to the chest.

God.

He'd forgotten.

Forgotten how beautiful Theo was.

Or maybe he'd never truly forgotten.

Theo laughed at something the other man said.

The sound carried across the room.

Vigil's heart squeezed painfully.

Then Theo looked up.

Their eyes met.

Everything stopped.

The conversations.

The music.

The room.

Gone.

There was only Theo.

Only those familiar blue eyes staring directly into his.

A thousand memories flashed between them.

Late-night drives.

First kisses.

Summer sunsets.

Promises neither of them had kept.

For one impossible moment, Vigil thought he saw surprise.

Maybe even longing.

Then it disappeared.

Theo's expression hardened.

The warmth vanished.

The softness disappeared.

Leaving behind polite indifference.

As if Vigil were a stranger.

As if they'd never loved each other at all.

The rejection hurt more than it should have.

More than Vigil expected.

Theo broke eye contact first.

Turning away.

Continuing his conversation.

Like nothing had happened.

Like Vigil wasn't standing there feeling as though the floor had vanished beneath his feet.

"Well."

Maddox appeared beside him.

Vigil nearly jumped.

"Jesus."

"That went poorly."

Vigil stared.

"What?"

"You looked like someone shot your puppy."

"I did not."

"You absolutely did."
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