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PROLOGUE


[image: ]


The Boracay night rested against the hotel windows like a listening presence.

Outside, the sea moved slowly beneath the moon, whispering to the shore as if repeating a secret neither of them could yet understand.

Inside the room, Troy wrapped his arms around Mira.

She leaned into him, not lightly, not playfully but as though she had finally reached a place she had been running toward for a very long time.

“We’re married,” she whispered.

The words sounded fragile in the quiet.

“After everything... I still can’t believe it.” She continued.

Troy smiled faintly and rested his chin against her hair.

“It’s real,” he said softly. “And my parents have already left for Canada. No more conditions. No more distance between us and them.”

Mira closed her eyes.

For years, she had lived under their silent judgment. Their hesitation had followed her like a shadow she could never outrun. She had learned to smile in front of them while feeling invisible inside their home.

Yet somehow, almost suddenly, they accepted her.

Not politely. Not reluctantly. But completely.

Even now, she could not explain why.

“I kept thinking they would never approve of me,” Mira murmured. “But in the end... they did.”

“They saw who you really are,” Troy answered gently.

Mira’s fingers tightened slightly against his shirt.

“And still,” she whispered, her voice trembling, “you married me... even after what I told you before the wedding.”

Troy did not move. He had known. Long before this night. Before the vows. Before Boracay.

Before everything became official and irreversible.

“You trusted me enough to tell me the truth,” he said quietly. “That mattered more to me than anything else.”

Mira lowered her gaze.

“I wanted to give you my.....my purity....I had protected for so long,” she said. “I thought I would bring it with me to our wedding day. I believed it was the only gift worthy of you.”

Her voice weakened.

“But I lost it to someone before that day came.” She sobbed.

The confession felt old now but the weight of it had never disappeared.

“I was afraid you would walk away,” she continued softly. “I thought you should.”

Troy’s arms tightened around her.

“I never planned to leave,” he replied.

Mira pressed her forehead against his chest.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “For believing me. For staying. For marrying me even when I didn’t feel I deserved it.”

“I didn’t marry a memory,” Troy said quietly. “I married you.”

Mira exhaled slowly, trying to let the guilt finally loosen its hold on her heart.

“I’m just grateful,” she whispered. “Grateful that we’re here now. That after everything... you’re still beside me.”

Troy held her closer.

“We’re where we’re meant to be,” he said.

Yet for reasons she could not explain, Mira suddenly felt a faint chill move through the quiet room as if the past they believed they had already faced was still somewhere nearby.

Listening. Waiting.

She rested against his heartbeat anyway.

Because tonight, for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to believe that love might still be stronger than whatever secrets the ocean kept beyond their window. 
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The Beginning of Everything

The atmosphere was serious inside Troy’s family’s mansion.

“You cannot marry her,” his father said directly.

“She is Catholic, Troy. You belong to Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo.” His mother spoke next.

Troy stayed calm.

“I love her,” he replied as he hugged Mira.

“Love is not enough.” His father’s voice became firmer.

“It is enough for me,” Troy answered.

“The woman you marry must belong to our church or she must convert.” His mother sighed.

Mira lowered her head. She expected this kind of conversation.

“I am not marrying a religion,” Troy said quietly. “I am marrying a person.”

His father stood up from his chair.

“Just stop seeing her!” He said in a harsh tone.

“No.”  Troy shook his head.

Silence filled the room.

“I am choosing her,” he continued. “Because I love her.”

After they left the mansion, Troy and Mira walked slowly along the quiet road outside the gates. Neither of them spoke at first. The evening air felt heavy with things left unsaid.

Finally, Troy stopped.

“I’m sorry,  Mira,” he said quietly.

She looked at him but did not answer immediately.

“My family are devoted members of Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo,” he continued. “In our religion, anyone who wants to marry a member is expected to convert. That is what they believe. That is what they want from you.”

Mira listened carefully.

“I don’t fully agree with that,” Troy admitted. “But I grew up in that faith. I was raised to follow my parents. I don’t want to disobey them.”

Mira took a slow breath.

“The Catholic Church is not like that,” she said gently. “We believe people should choose freely. Love should not force someone to change their faith just to be accepted.”

Troy looked at her with deep emotion.

“I love you so much,” he said. “Sometimes I think the only way for us to be together is to leave everything behind... and marry quietly in a Catholic church.”

Mira’s heart began to beat faster.

For a moment, she felt happiness she could not hide.

But it was followed quickly by worry.

“I don’t want you to fight with your family because of me,” she said softly. “I don’t want them to feel that I took you away from them.”

Troy reached for her hand.

“You didn’t take me away,” he said. “I chose you.”

Mira smiled sadly but gently.

“God has His own ways,” she replied. “Maybe one day your parents will understand. Maybe one day they will accept us without anger.”

Troy held her hand more tightly.

“I hope that day comes soon,” he whispered.

And for a moment, under the quiet evening sky, they stood together between love and uncertainty—believing that faith, somehow, would lead them forward.

After that conversation, everything inside the house changed.

Meals became quiet. Conversations became shorter. Even simple greetings sounded distant.

But Troy did not stop seeing Mira.

And Mira did not stop praying.

Every night before sleeping, she knelt beside her bed.

“Lord,” she whispered, “please help them understand. I don’t want to separate Troy from his family.”

She never asked Troy to choose her over them.

Mira was twenty-two years old and stood about five feet seven inches tall, pretty, graceful in posture and naturally elegant in the way she carried herself. She was known in their parish as a devoted Catholic who faithfully served at the altar and actively participated in church life. Her faith guided her daily actions, and many admired her sincerity, kindness, and quiet dignity.

She dressed modestly and preferred simple clothing that reflected her gentle character, yet her simplicity only made her beauty more noticeable. She spoke softly, treated others with respect, and remained committed to her values, including preserving her purity and saving her virginity for marriage.

Mira was also intelligent, responsible, and skilled in managing household duties. She helped her mother regularly and believed that caring for a home and family was part of loving others. 

Because of her faith, modesty, beauty, discipline, and strong sense of responsibility, many people considered her the kind of woman any man would hope to marry and any family would be proud to welcome.

Troy, on the other hand, was the kind of man people noticed the moment he entered a room.

He was tall, athletic, and carried himself with quiet confidence. His movements were calm but purposeful, and there was something steady in the way he spoke that made others listen. 

Many women admired him—not only because of his appearance, but because he was intelligent, disciplined, and respectful. He was the kind of man families trusted and the kind of man friends depended on. To many, he seemed almost impossible not to admire.

But there was a time when Troy’s life followed a very different path.

Years earlier, during college, he had fallen deeply in love with Karla. She was his schoolmate—bright, determined, and someone who understood his dreams before he even spoke about them. 

However, life moved faster than they expected.

When Troy received an opportunity to work overseas, he chose his career. He believed distance would not change what they had. He believed love could wait. He even took her first time.

He was wrong.

While he was away building success in another country, Karla slowly built a different life. She eventually married and later began working in a company together with her best friend, Kitchie. By the time Troy returned home years later, she was no longer part of his future, only part of his memory.

He never blamed her. Instead, he blamed himself.

Since then, something inside him had changed. He no longer believed that love could survive neglect. He no longer believed that time always waited for people to return.

That was why meeting Mira felt different. With her, he did not want distance.

With her, he did not want delay.

With her, he did not want another mistake.

So when he finally had the chance to choose again, Troy made a decision that surprised many people around him. Instead of returning overseas where greater opportunities waited, he chose to stay and work in their family business.

He chose to stay near her.

He chose to stay where love could grow instead of disappear.

Sometimes, late at night, Troy would remember Karla—not with regret, but with understanding. She had taught him something important without even trying.

Love does not always wait for the right time.

Sometimes it disappears while people are busy preparing for it.

That was why, when he looked at Mira now, there was always something deeper in his eyes—something quiet and determined.

He was no longer the same man who once let love slip away.

This time, he intended to protect it.

Even if he did not yet realize how much protecting Mira would eventually cost him. 
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Between Desire and Devotion

The days after Troy and Mira’s walk outside his family’s mansion felt like a tender, fragile bubble, one they protected from the outside world. Every meeting, every touch, every shared smile was carefully measured, yet full of warmth that neither wanted to let go.

Mira often arrived early at the parish, sometimes simply to kneel quietly by the altar, praying not only for Troy’s family to accept her but also for the patience to navigate the growing love she felt for him. 

She whispered her prayers softly. “Lord, help me love him rightly. Help me honor what I have promised You.”

Troy would appear soon after, often carrying a small bouquet—lilies or daisies, sometimes even roses. “I got these for you,” he said with a gentle smile, extending the flowers.

Mira’s fingers brushed his as she took them, and her pulse quickened. “You shouldn’t have,” she said softly.

“I wanted to,” Troy replied simply. His gaze lingered on her longer than the flowers. For a heartbeat, time seemed to stop.

They would walk together along quiet streets, hand in hand, letting their fingers tangle, their bodies brush, and the closeness ignite a warmth neither could hide. Troy often pulled Mira close to whisper in her ear, his lips brushing the soft skin near her jaw.

“You smell like lilies,” he murmured one afternoon as they walked beside a calm river. “I want to kiss you, Mira. Just once.”

Mira turned her face slightly, pressing her lips together. “Troy... you know I can’t,” she said, the tension in her voice betraying her calm exterior. “I promised myself I would wait until marriage.”

Troy’s jaw tightened subtly, a flash of frustration in his eyes. “I know, Mira. But every time I’m near you, it’s like the world disappears. I... I want you. I need you.”

She held his hands, pressing them against her chest, letting him feel the rapid beat of her heart. “I know... I feel the same,” she whispered. “But we have to respect what we promised God. Our love doesn’t have to be measured in... physical acts.”

Troy sighed and rested his forehead against hers, closing his eyes. “I just hate waiting sometimes,” he admitted. “It’s so hard when all I want is you.”

“And I hate feeling this pull, Troy,” Mira replied, her voice trembling slightly. “But the Church teaches us that true love is patient and pure. The Catholic faith reminds us that our bodies are temples, gifts to be honored.”

“Sometimes,” Troy muttered, “I don’t understand why your faith makes such a difference. I love you, Mira. Why can’t that be enough?”

She smiled faintly, brushing a strand of hair from his face. “Troy... the Catholic faith follows the true teachings of Christ. We are called to love fully, yes, but also wisely. To respect life, marriage, and the sanctity of the body. It’s not about rejecting you—it’s about valuing what we have. Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo doesn’t emphasize that same balance. They demand absolute conformity. Here, we choose freely, guided by Christ, not by obligation.”

Troy frowned, running a hand through his hair. “I get frustrated sometimes,” he admitted, his voice low. “Sometimes I feel like your faith is a wall between us.”

Mira cupped his face in her hands. “It’s not a wall, Troy. It’s a foundation. It protects us from regret later. From choosing what feels good in the moment instead of what’s right in the long run.”

He pressed his lips briefly to hers, just a soft brush. “I love that about you,” he murmured. “But sometimes I just... want more.”

Their shared glances often turned into soft, lingering touches. Troy would tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, trace circles on her palm, or hold her waist as they danced lightly to the rhythms of the city streets. 

Mira would lean into him, her heart racing, but always retreat gently when Troy’s desires escalated toward intimacy he could not yet claim.

One evening, they found themselves sitting side by side on a park bench, the moonlight painting silver edges on their faces. Troy’s hand found hers again, holding it firmly but tenderly.

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he confessed, voice low and urgent. “Sometimes I dream about being with you... all of you.”

Mira’s breath caught. “Troy...” she whispered, her cheeks warm. “I want you too. But I have to wait. I can’t... not yet.”

He pulled her closer anyway, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, holding her gently but insistently. “Why does waiting feel so cruel?” he asked, almost to himself.

“Because love tests us,” Mira said softly, leaning her head against his chest. “Because God’s teachings are sometimes the hardest to follow. But I... I want to honor it. I want to honor us. I want to honor Him.”

Troy exhaled slowly, frustration and longing mingling. He pressed a kiss to her temple, lingering there. “I respect you,” he said after a pause. “Even if it kills me a little inside.”

“And I respect you too,” Mira replied. “Even if it makes me ache to say no sometimes.”

Their love was filled with small, burning frustrations—longing gazes, hands brushing, soft kisses on cheeks or temples—but every denial, every refusal, deepened their emotional connection. They learned to express desire without crossing boundaries, to savor intimacy without surrendering their convictions.

On Sundays, Mira would lead Troy through her world of faith, guiding him gently through the Mass, explaining the significance of rituals, prayers, and the sacraments. 

Troy, in turn, shared stories of his childhood inside the Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo, his experiences, and the strict discipline his faith demanded. The differences sometimes ignited frustration.

“I still don’t understand why confession is part of your faith,” Troy said one afternoon, frowning. “It seems... freeing but is it really necessary? You can just unburden yourself, start fresh.”

Mira smiled softly. “We have confession, Troy. But it’s not just about absolution. In the Catholic Church, it’s about truly facing your sins, repenting, and receiving guidance. That is what makes it real. Christ Himself guides us. That’s the advantage—our faith teaches love, mercy, and freedom in choice. We follow His true teachings, not just rules.”

Troy exhaled, still frustrated but thoughtful. “I suppose... that’s something I’ve never experienced. Maybe that’s why I sometimes feel distant from it.”

“And that’s okay,” Mira said, squeezing his hand. “We can share what we believe without losing each other. Love doesn’t mean we must be the same in everything.”

Evenings were often the most intimate. Troy would pull Mira close on the couch, wrapping his arms around her waist, stroking her back, nuzzling her neck. Mira would shiver under his touch, heart racing, but always remind him softly, “Not yet, Troy... please wait until we are married.”

His lips would press to hers briefly, soft and desperate. “I’ll wait,” he said, even as his fingers lingered on the curves of her body. “I want to... but I can’t.”

She would sigh, resting her head on his chest, feeling his heartbeat match hers. “I know,” she whispered. “And I love you for respecting me.”

There were nights when frustration flared. Their bodies pressed close, hearts yearning, and yet, faith and promises held them apart. Troy would groan softly, exasperated, while Mira would murmur, “Please... I need to wait.” Each refusal felt like both a challenge and a gift.

But even in the tension, their love deepened. Every kiss, every embrace, every shared laugh built a bond beyond the physical. They knew each other’s hearts intimately. They knew the strength of their emotions, the fire of their desire, and the depth of their commitment.

One rainy afternoon, Mira and Troy shared a quiet moment on the veranda, the drops tapping rhythmically against the roof. Troy held her close, her body pressed against his, her hair damp from the rain.

“Do you ever regret waiting?” he asked softly, his lips brushing the top of her head.

“Never,” Mira replied without hesitation. “I may ache, but I trust it’s right. Our love is stronger because of it.”

Troy exhaled, closing his eyes, resting his forehead against hers. “I love you more than I can say,” he whispered. “And I will wait... even if it kills me inside.”

They lingered there, bodies entwined in a gentle embrace, hearts beating together, minds at once exhilarated and tormented by love. The world beyond the veranda ceased to exist. Only their love, faith, and desire filled the space between them.

Despite the differences in religion, despite the frustration of waiting, despite the aching desire to be fully united, Troy and Mira grew closer with every passing day. 

Their love was tender, fiery, patient, and pure. And in the quiet spaces between their embraces, in whispered confessions of longing and devotion, they discovered a love that transcended faith, tests, and temptation—ready to endure anything the world might throw at them.

If they truly understood that every moment of restraint could let temptation shatter their love and Troy’s deepest longing, they might have surrendered to each other already.
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The Acceptance

Months later, something unexpected happened.

One evening......

Troy returned home expecting another argument. Instead, his parents were waiting for him in the living room.

His father spoke first.

“We cannot stop you from loving her.”

Troy looked surprised.

“So we will allow your relationship.” His mother continued.

Relief filled him immediately.

“Thank you,” he said sincerely.

“We trust you,” his father added. “And we hope she is worthy of that trust.”

Troy believed them. He felt hopeful again. 

After that, Mira began visiting the mansion more often.

At first, she felt nervous walking across the large marble floors. Everything inside the house looked expensive and carefully arranged.

One afternoon, she removed her slippers near the entrance.

Troy’s mother noticed.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“I don’t want to dirty your house,” Mira answered politely.

“You are not dirt, Mira.” His mother smiled slightly.

That sentence meant a lot to her. Her prayers were answered.

Little by little, she began to feel more comfortable visiting the house. She joined family dinners, birthday celebrations, and afternoon tea gatherings. She believed she was slowly becoming part of the family.

One afternoon....

Andrea, Troy’s cousin, arrived at Troy’s family mansion with a guest.

The household staff immediately welcomed them inside, and soon everyone gathered in the living room. Andrea stood beside a tall, well-dressed man whose calm presence quickly drew attention.

“This is Edward Malano,” Andrea said proudly. 

Troy’s parents exchanged surprised but pleased looks.

“Of course we know him,” Troy’s father said warmly. “Mr. Malano is very well respected in business.”

“And also very active in Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo,” his mother added with approval.

Edward smiled politely.

“It’s an honor to visit your home,” he replied.

Andrea then turned toward Troy and Mira.

“This is my cousin Troy,” she said, “and this is Mira.”

Edward stepped forward and shook Troy’s hand first.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” he said.

“Hopefully good things,” Troy answered lightly.

Then, Edward turned to Mira.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

Mira smiled politely as she shook his hand—but something in the way he looked at her made her uncomfortable.

It was only for a moment. But she noticed it. No one else did.

Troy laughed as he looked at Andrea.

“So this is the reason you’ve been staying late at work,” he teased. “Edward seems like a good catch.”

“Stop joking.” Andrea laughed and gently pushed his shoulder.

Edward smiled professionally, but he did not respond to the comment. Instead, he joined the conversation as Troy’s parents began asking him questions about his work and business projects.

The discussion continued naturally.  Edward spoke clearly and confidently, and it was easy to understand why he was respected in both business circles and church communities.

Still....every now and then...his eyes returned to Mira.

She noticed. No one else did.

She lowered her gaze and stayed quiet. She did not want to misunderstand anything, and she certainly did not want to create unnecessary tension inside Troy’s family. So she kept her thoughts to herself.

After some time, Andrea invited Edward to walk with her toward the veranda.

“I’m glad you came today,” she told him.

“So am I,” Edward replied.

Andrea smiled.

“It’s actually a good time for you to visit. Things have finally changed here.”

“What do you mean?”  Edward asked.

“Troy’s parents finally accepted Mira,” Andrea explained.

Edward looked surprised.

“What’s the story?” He asked.

“At first, they were hoping Troy would marry Dona. You know her—she’s also a member of Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo.” She said.

Edward nodded slightly.

“Our parents even paired Troy and Dona together when they were still children,” Andrea continued. “Everyone thought they would end up together.”

She laughed softly.

“But now the situation is different. Troy finally got what he wanted.”

Andrea stepped a little closer to Edward as she spoke, clearly enjoying the conversation.

“Sometimes people just need time to understand what’s best,” she added.

Edward did not answer immediately.

Instead, his eyes moved again—quietly, almost unconsciously—toward the living room where Mira was sitting beside Troy.

Andrea continued speaking, unaware.

“You know,” she said playfully, “someone like you shouldn’t stay single for long.”

Edward smiled politely but his attention was no longer on her words.

Across the room, Mira felt his gaze again. It made her uneasy. Still, she said nothing.

When Mira returned home that evening, the small house felt unusually quiet. The sky outside had already turned dark, and only the soft yellow light from the kitchen window welcomed her as she entered. Her mother, Sophia, was preparing dinner when she noticed the gentle smile on Mira’s face.

“You look happy,” Sophia said, setting aside the vegetables she was cutting. “Did something good happen?”

Mira placed her bag on the table and sat down across from her mother.

“Yes, Mama,” she answered softly. “Troy’s parents finally accepted me.”

Sophia paused for a moment. Her expression slowly softened, and she sat beside her daughter.

“They accepted you?” she repeated.

Mira nodded.

“They even invited me again to their house. They were kind to me today. I think they are really trying to understand me now.”

Sophia smiled gently, though there was something thoughtful in her eyes.

“If your father were still alive,” she said quietly, “he would be very happy for you.”

Mira’s smile faded slightly. She had heard those words many times before, but tonight something inside her stirred.

“Mama,” she asked carefully, “why don’t we have any picture of Papa?”

Sophia froze for a brief second before turning back toward the stove. The silence stretched longer than usual.

“You know what happened,” she finally said. “The typhoon in Legazpi City destroyed everything we owned. Our house, our belongings... even the small things we tried to save.”

“But not even one picture?”  Mira asked softly.

Sophia shook her head.

“You were still a baby when he died,” she replied. “After that storm, nothing was left.”

Her voice sounded calm, but there was a heaviness beneath it.

Mira lowered her gaze. Somehow, the explanation felt complete—and yet incomplete at the same time.

She decided not to ask more.

Instead, she spoke again after a short silence.

“Mama,” she said gently, “I told Troy that I want to get married in a Catholic church.”

Sophia turned back to her immediately.

“And what did he say?”

“He agreed,” Mira answered. “But he also said that if his parents really insist that I convert to Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo... then I might do it. Just for the wedding.”

Sophia’s expression changed at once.

“Mira,” she said slowly, “what do you mean?”

Mira hesitated before continuing.

“We talked about it,” she explained. “Troy said that maybe I could convert first so we could marry peacefully. Then after a year, we would leave together and convert to Catholic again.”

For a moment, Sophia did not speak.

The silence inside the house suddenly felt heavier than before.

“Mira,” she said again, this time more firmly, “it is not that simple.”

“What do you mean, Mama?”  Mira looked surprised.

Sophia walked closer to her and lowered her voice.

“You must be careful,” she said. “Iglesia ni Jesu Cristo is not just like other churches.”

“They are still Christians, Mama.”  Mira frowned slightly.

Sophia shook her head slowly.

“They are powerful, or they believe” she whispered. “And very protective of their members. Very influential. Once someone enters, leaving is not always easy. They are a hostile religion. They believe they are the true church and all others are apostates.”

Mira stared at her mother, confused.

“But Troy said—”

“Troy grew up inside that world,” Sophia interrupted gently. “He may not fully understand what it looks like from the outside.”

Her voice became quieter.

“Some people even say they act more like a brotherhood... or a secret society... than a religion.”

“Mama...”  Mira felt a small chill run through her.

“I am not telling you what to do,” Sophia continued carefully. “I only want you to think before making a decision. People with influence inside that group can change lives without warning.”

The wind outside suddenly moved against the walls of the house, making the windows tremble slightly.

For reasons she could not explain, Mira felt uneasy.

She tried to smile.

“Troy loves me,” she said softly. “He would never let anything happen to me.”

Sophia looked at her daughter for a long moment.

“I know he loves you,” she replied quietly.

Then she added in a lower voice—

“But love is not always stronger than the world people belong to.”

The room fell silent again.

And for the first time that night,  Mira felt as if something unseen had quietly entered their conversation—and refused to leave. 
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