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Chapter 1 — The Hill Facing West
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he hill facing west was never crowded.

Only wild grass, tired wooden fences, and the endless sound of waves below the cliffs. During summer evenings, the wind carried the smell of salt and warm earth together like an old memory refusing to disappear.

Evan Mirel sat beneath the leaning cedar tree with his sketchbook resting on his knees.

The sunset had not begun yet.

The sky was still pale blue, slowly melting into amber near the horizon.

He liked this part the most.

Not the sunset itself.

The waiting before it.

People often thought sunsets were beautiful because of their colors, but Evan believed the real beauty came from how quietly the world changed before the sun disappeared. Like a goodbye nobody interrupted.

He flipped a pencil between his fingers absentmindedly.

The page in front of him remained mostly blank except for a rough outline of the sea.

“You came early again.”

A voice rose from behind him.

Evan did not turn immediately.

“I got off work faster today,” he answered.

Slow footsteps approached through the grass.

Then Mika dropped herself beside him with a tired sigh, holding a paper bag that smelled faintly of butter and sugar.

“You’re becoming an old man at nineteen.”

Evan finally looked at her.

Mika wore her bakery apron around her waist even though her shift had already ended. Flour dust still clung to the sleeves of her oversized sweater.

“You say that every week.”

“Because it keeps being true every week.”

She pulled out a small pastry from the bag and handed it to him.

“Here. Failed strawberry bread.”

Evan accepted it carefully.

“It looks normal.”

“That’s because you don’t work at the bakery. The cream collapsed.”

“It still tastes the same.”

“Perfection matters.”

Evan took a bite.

Warm sweetness filled his mouth.

“Then I’m glad your failures taste good.”

Mika clicked her tongue dramatically.

“You’re impossible to argue with.”

The wind grew stronger for a moment, brushing through the tall grass around them like soft whispers.

Below the hill, Amberveil Harbor shimmered beneath the fading sunlight. Fishing boats drifted slowly toward shore while distant seagulls circled lazily above the water.

It was a small town.

The kind of town where people remembered your favorite bread order for years.

The kind of town where silence lived comfortably between conversations.

Mika rested her chin on her knees.

“You still come here every day.”

Evan stayed quiet.

Not because he was offended.

Because he already knew what she meant.

Mika glanced sideways at him carefully.

“It’s been four years.”

The wind carried the words away almost immediately.

Evan looked toward the horizon.

“I know.”

“Then why keep waiting?”

Another quiet answer.

“I don’t know.”

That was only half a lie.

He knew.

He just never found a way to explain it without sounding foolish.

Sometimes promises stayed inside people longer than they should.

Especially promises made during painful summers.

Mika watched him for a while before sighing softly.

“You know,” she said, “if she were here, she’d probably yell at you for wasting your teenage years dramatically staring at sunsets.”

A faint smile appeared on Evan’s face.

“That sounds like her.”

“There it is.”

“What?”

“You smiled.”

“It wasn’t that noticeable.”

“It was to me.”

Mika nudged his shoulder lightly.

“For the record, normal teenagers spend summer evenings doing fun things.”

“Like working in a bakery until your soul disappears?”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“I get paid.”

Evan laughed quietly under his breath.

A small sound.

But real.

Mika stared at him for a second with surprise before grinning proudly.

“There’s proof you’re still alive.”

The sky slowly deepened into orange.

Golden light spilled across the ocean in long shimmering lines.

Evan unconsciously reached for his pencil again.

Sketching sunsets had become a habit long ago.

Not because he wanted to capture them.

Because they disappeared too quickly.

His pencil moved carefully across the paper.

Soft strokes.

Loose shapes.

The curve of distant waves.

The outline of the lighthouse far below the hill.

And then—

Footsteps.

Not Mika’s.

Someone else.

Both of them turned.

A girl stood several meters away near the wooden fence.

She held an old silver camera against her chest, slightly out of breath as if she had climbed the hill too quickly.

For a moment, nobody spoke.

The wind moved strands of pale brown hair across her face.

Then she smiled awkwardly.

“Sorry,” she said. “Am I interrupting something?”

Evan blinked once.

The sunset behind her painted the entire sky gold.

And strangely—

For the first time in years—

The hill facing west felt different.

Mika was the first to speak.

“Depends,” she said casually. “Are you secretly a serial killer?”

The girl looked startled for half a second before laughing unexpectedly.

“No?”

“Good answer.”

“Mika.”

“What? Stranger safety matters.”

The girl adjusted the strap of her camera nervously.

“I just saw the hill from town,” she explained. “The view looked nice, so I climbed up here.”

Her voice carried a softness that did not sound local.

Not from Amberveil.

Evan noticed it immediately.

People in town spoke slowly, lazily, like the ocean itself had shaped their accents over time.

But her words were lighter.

Careful.

Like someone still unfamiliar with where they stood.

“You’re new here,” Evan said quietly.

The girl looked at him.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Yes.”

“That bad?”

“Not bad.”

Mika pointed dramatically toward the harbor below.

“In this town, everybody knows everybody. Even the seagulls probably gossip.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It is.”

The girl laughed again.

A small laugh.

Warm enough to blend naturally into the evening air.

Evan lowered his gaze back to his sketchbook.

For some reason, conversations with strangers always exhausted him slightly. He preferred listening over speaking.

But Mika clearly had no such problem.

“So,” Mika continued, “new girl with mysterious camera, what’s your name?”

“Luna.”

The wind moved softly again.

“Luna Hart.”

Mika introduced herself immediately.

Then she pointed at Evan with theatrical seriousness.

“And this emotionally tragic man is Evan.”

“I’m not tragic.”

“You stare at sunsets daily.”

Luna glanced between them with amusement.

“That does sound a little tragic.”

Evan sighed quietly.

“I should’ve gone home earlier.”

“No,” Mika replied proudly. “This is character development.”

Luna smiled again.

Her expressions came easily, but there was something oddly restrained beneath them. Something faintly tired hiding behind the brightness.

Evan noticed it without understanding why.

Maybe because he recognized that feeling too well.

The sky darkened further.

Orange slowly faded into deep gold.

Luna carefully lifted her camera.

“Can I?”

Mika spread her arms dramatically toward the horizon.

“The sky belongs to everyone.”

Luna laughed softly before stepping closer to the fence.

The shutter clicked once.

Then again.

Evan watched silently.

Unlike tourists who usually rushed to photograph everything, Luna moved slowly. Thoughtfully. She waited between shots as if listening for something invisible.

“You like photography?” Evan asked before thinking.

Luna lowered the camera slightly.

“A little.”

“That camera’s old,” he added.

Most people would not notice.

But Evan liked old objects.

Old bookstores.

Old records.

Old benches near the harbor covered in fading paint.

Things that carried time visibly.

Luna looked surprised.

“You know cameras?”

“Not really.”

“Then how?”

“My dad used to collect old things.”

Used to.

The words slipped out naturally.

Luna seemed to notice the change in his expression and chose not to ask further.

Instead she looked down at the silver camera in her hands.

“It belonged to my mother,” she said quietly.

The evening suddenly softened around the sentence.

Mika’s playful expression eased slightly.

“Oh,” she murmured.

Luna quickly smiled again afterward, almost too quickly.

“She loved taking pictures of skies,” she added. “Especially sunsets.”

Evan looked toward the horizon.

The sun was touching the ocean now.

Everything around them glowed amber.

For a brief moment, nobody spoke.

Only wind.

Only waves below the cliffs.

Only the sound of a distant bell from the harbor.

Luna lifted the camera once more.

Click.

The final light caught across Evan’s face accidentally.

She lowered the camera immediately.

“Sorry.”

Evan blinked.

“For what?”

“I think you got in the frame.”

“That’s okay.”

Luna hesitated.

Then:

“Do you want me to delete it?”

Evan stared at her for a second.

“No.”

Her fingers loosened slightly around the camera.

Something unreadable crossed her face.

Relief perhaps.

Or gratitude.

Mika suddenly stood up and stretched dramatically.

“Well, before the emotionally symbolic sunset kills me from hunger, I’m leaving.”

“You’re always hungry,” Evan muttered.

“That’s because life is cruel.”

She grabbed her bakery bag and pointed at Luna.

“You should visit the bakery tomorrow.”

“The one near the harbor?”

“The only bakery in town. Amberveil is too broke for competition.”

Luna smiled.

“Maybe I will.”

Mika nodded approvingly before starting down the hill.

After several steps, she turned around again.

“Oh, and Evan.”

“What?”

“Try acting like a human being once in a while.”

Then she disappeared down the grassy path before he could answer.

Silence returned.

A quieter silence this time.

Luna remained near the fence while the last sunlight faded slowly behind the ocean.

The wind carried distant music from somewhere in town.

Probably from the small diner near the harbor.

Evan closed his sketchbook carefully.

“You should head down soon,” he said. “The path gets dark fast.”

Luna looked toward the descending trail.

“Right.”

But she did not move immediately.

Instead, she glanced once more at the sunset.

Then at him.

“Do you really come here every day?”

Evan paused.

“...Almost.”

“Why?”

The question arrived gently.

Without pressure.

Without curiosity sharp enough to hurt.

Still, Evan looked away.

The ocean below had already begun turning dark blue.

After a long moment, he answered quietly.

“I’m waiting for someone.”

Luna did not laugh.

Did not look confused.

She only watched the fading horizon with him.

And softly—

Almost like a whisper carried by evening wind—

She said:

“I think sunsets are lonely too.”

The town lights began appearing one by one below the hill.

Small golden dots scattered across Amberveil like drifting fireflies.

For a while, neither of them moved.

The sky had already surrendered most of its color, leaving behind deep blue clouds stretched across the horizon.

Luna rested both hands around her camera.

“I should probably go before I get lost.”

“You will,” Evan replied.

She laughed softly.

“That confident?”

“The roads here all look the same at night.”

“That sounds poorly designed.”

“It is.”

A quiet smile appeared on her face again.

Evan stood slowly, brushing dry grass from his clothes.

The hill suddenly felt colder after sunset.

The ocean wind always changed once darkness arrived.

Sharper.

Lonelier.

He picked up his sketchbook and slipped the pencil behind his ear absentmindedly.

Luna noticed.

“You actually look like an artist.”

“I’m not.”

“You carry pencils behind your ear.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.”

“It absolutely means something.”

Evan looked away slightly.

He was not used to talking this much.

Especially with someone he had only met less than an hour ago.

But strangely, the silence around Luna never felt heavy.

Maybe because she understood how to leave spaces between conversations.

They began walking down the narrow hill path together.

Dry grass brushed softly against their shoes while the lighthouse beam rotated slowly across the sea below.

Luna looked around carefully.

“This town is quieter than I expected.”

“That’s normal after sunset.”

“No nightlife?”

“There’s one diner open late.”

“That’s tragic.”

“Mika would agree with you.”

Luna smiled faintly at the mention of her name.

“She seems nice.”

“She talks too much.”

“And you talk too little.”

Evan could not argue with that.

The gravel path curved gently downward.

Below them, Amberveil Harbor glimmered beneath strings of old lamps swaying in the wind. Fishing boats knocked softly against wooden docks while distant music floated from somewhere near the town square.

Luna slowed her steps slightly.

“It feels peaceful here.”

Evan looked toward the harbor.

“Sometimes.”

The answer came out quieter than intended.

Luna glanced at him briefly but said nothing.

Again, she seemed strangely good at recognizing moments that should not be pushed further.

When they reached the bottom of the hill, the streets became narrower.

Old brick buildings lined both sides of the road with warm lights glowing through their windows. A bicycle rested outside a flower shop already closed for the night.

The smell of fresh bread still lingered faintly in the air from Mika’s bakery nearby.

Luna looked around curiously at everything.

Like someone memorizing details.

“You really aren’t from here,” Evan said.

She tilted her head slightly.

“That obvious again?”

“You look at things too carefully.”

Luna laughed under her breath.

“That might be the nicest way anyone’s called me strange.”

“I didn’t mean strange.”

“It’s okay. I am a little strange.”

A small breeze passed through the street.

The sign above the bookstore beside them creaked softly.

Evan stopped walking.

“My apartment’s upstairs.”

Luna looked up.

The bookstore windows reflected the dim streetlights warmly.

“Wait,” she said suddenly. “You work at a bookstore?”

“Part-time.”

“That explains the tragic personality.”

Evan stared at her blankly for a second.

Then unexpectedly—

A short laugh escaped him.

Real enough that even he looked slightly surprised afterward.

Luna blinked.

“There. You did it again.”

“What?”

“You laughed.”

Evan rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly.

“It wasn’t that funny.”

“It kind of was.”

For a brief second, the distance between stranger and stranger became smaller.

Not fully gone.

But softer.

Luna adjusted her camera strap again.

“Well,” she said quietly, “thanks for guiding me down the hill.”

“You would’ve gotten lost.”

“I probably would have.”

The streetlamp above them flickered faintly.

Somewhere farther away, waves crashed gently against the harbor rocks.

Luna took a small step backward.

“I’ll visit the bakery tomorrow,” she said.

“Mika will force-feed you pastries.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It is.”

Another small smile.

Then silence again.

But this silence felt unfinished somehow.

Like both of them almost had something else to say.

Luna eventually looked toward the darkening street behind her.

“I should go.”

Evan nodded once.

“...Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Evan.”

She walked away slowly beneath the amber streetlights.

The silver camera at her side reflected small flashes of light with every step.

Evan remained standing outside the bookstore long after she disappeared around the corner.

The night air felt unusually warm.

Above the harbor, the lighthouse continued turning endlessly across the sea.

And for the first time in years—

When Evan thought about tomorrow’s sunset—

He realized he might not be waiting alone anymore.
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Chapter 2 — Bread, Salt, and Polaroids
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Morning arrived quietly in Amberveil.

Fishing boats returned before sunrise, carrying the smell of seawater through the narrow streets while sleepy shop owners slowly lifted old shutters one by one.

Evan hated mornings.

Not because they were loud.

Because they reminded him how quickly time moved.

He stood on a small stool inside the bookstore, organizing worn novels onto the highest shelf while soft jazz played from an old radio near the counter.

Dust floated lazily through golden sunlight coming from the windows.

Below him, Mr. Bellamy adjusted his glasses while reading yesterday’s newspaper.

“You stacked the poetry section wrong again,” the old man muttered.

Evan glanced downward.

“It’s still alphabetical.”

“You put heartbreak beside romance.”

“That feels accurate.”

Mr. Bellamy slowly lowered the newspaper.

“...You’re becoming insufferable.”

Evan smiled faintly to himself.

The bookstore, Moonlit Pages, had existed longer than most buildings in Amberveil. The wooden floors creaked constantly, the ceiling leaked during heavy rain, and half the books smelled older than the town itself.

Evan loved it.

He carefully stepped down from the stool.

The bell above the bookstore door suddenly rang.

A gust of ocean breeze entered first.

Then someone else.

“Whoa...”

Evan looked up instinctively.

Luna stood near the entrance holding her silver camera again, sunlight falling softly across her hair.

Her eyes moved slowly around the bookstore with visible amazement.

“This place is beautiful.”

Mr. Bellamy immediately folded his newspaper.

“Young lady,” he announced proudly, “you are the first intelligent customer this week.”

Evan sighed quietly.

“You said that to the last customer too.”

“Yes, but she bought three books.”

Luna laughed softly.

The sound blended naturally into the warm atmosphere of the bookstore.

She stepped farther inside carefully, almost as if afraid touching something might disturb the peace.

“I didn’t know bookstores like this still existed,” she admitted.

“They barely do,” Mr. Bellamy replied dramatically. “Modern society is collapsing.”

“You say that every day,” Evan muttered.

“Because modern society keeps collapsing every day.”

Luna smiled again.

Then her gaze drifted toward the shelves.

Hundreds of books surrounded them in uneven rows, stacked imperfectly like old memories refusing to stay organized.

“You can look around,” Evan said quietly.

“Are you sure?”

“We’d go bankrupt if customers only stared at the entrance.”

“That’s fair.”

She wandered slowly between shelves afterward, fingertips brushing lightly across book spines while sunlight followed her movements through the windows.

Evan tried returning to work.

Tried.

But every few moments, his eyes drifted back toward her unconsciously.

Luna examined books the same way she photographed sunsets.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Like details mattered.

Mr. Bellamy noticed immediately.

“Interesting.”

Evan frowned slightly.

“What is?”

“You’re observing.”

“I’m working.”

“You haven’t turned a page in three minutes.”

Evan closed the book in his hands.

“You’re imagining things.”

The old man grinned knowingly behind his glasses.

Before Evan could defend himself further, Luna returned carrying a small stack of books against her chest.

One poetry collection.

One photography book.

One old novel with faded blue covers.

Mr. Bellamy looked delighted.

“A customer with taste.”

“I’m trying,” Luna replied.

As the old man began wrapping the books carefully in paper, Luna glanced toward Evan.

“Do you have recommendations?”

He blinked once.

“For books?”

“No, for fishing equipment.”

Mr. Bellamy burst into laughter immediately.

Evan looked mildly offended.

“...Right.”

Luna hid a smile behind the books she carried.

Something warm settled briefly in the atmosphere.

Small.

But real.

Evan walked toward one of the shelves near the back corner.

After a moment of hesitation, he pulled out a thin novel with worn edges.

“This one.”

Luna accepted it carefully.

“The Summer Window,” she read softly.

“My mother used to like that book,” Evan said before thinking.

The words surprised even him.

He rarely talked about his parents.

Especially casually.

Luna looked up quietly.

“Then it must be important.”

Evan shrugged lightly.

“It’s slow.”

“I like slow things.”

The answer came naturally from her.

And somehow—

Evan understood exactly what she meant.

Mr. Bellamy finished wrapping the books with unnecessary elegance.

“That’ll be twenty-two dollars and your eternal loyalty to independent bookstores.”

Luna laughed while reaching into her bag.

As she searched for her wallet, several small photographs accidentally slipped out onto the counter.

Polaroids.

Evan’s eyes caught them instinctively.

Ocean waves.

Clouds.

A street cat sleeping beneath flower pots.

And one photograph—

The hill facing west during sunset.

Luna quickly gathered them.

But not before
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