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​About The Author 

SANKULAHUB WRITES CONTEMPORARY romance that leans on emotional honesty, quiet suspense, and the kind of choices that change a life without ever needing to shout. Each story is built to feel intimate, modern, and human, with characters who earn their happily ever after through truth, patience, and brave love.
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Seren Wylie is thirty and newly hired as interim director of the Bellwether Clock Tower restoration, a woman who can solve other people’s problems in one phone call and still cannot name what she wants out loud.

Hale Anders is forty six and the most sought after restoration engineer in the region, a man with calm hands, strict boundaries, and a private vow that ends every job the same way, on the day the contract says goodbye.

Beckett Lane is the chair of the Bellwether Preservation Board, polished and impatient, the person who smiles while counting votes and treats deadlines like weapons.

Imani Cross is Seren’s best friend and legal counsel, sharp and protective, the one who hears the truth in Seren’s pauses before Seren does.

Rory Keene is the town’s event coordinator and unofficial historian, warm on the surface and prickly underneath, someone who thinks Seren is temporary and plans to prove it.

Evelyn March is a name that appears on Bellwether paperwork like a ghost signature, a benefactor nobody sees and everybody needs.
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Seren Wylie first heard the bell before she saw the tower.

It rolled through Wickerlow like a warning dressed up as tradition, a deep metal sound that seemed too heavy to belong to anything as ordinary as a Tuesday. The note vibrated in her ribs while she stood in the gravel lot behind the town hall with a folder pressed to her chest, trying to slow her breathing without looking like she was doing it.

Inside that folder were the last six months of somebody else’s failure, the kind you could chart in polite emails and unpaid invoices and meeting minutes that never used the word doomed even when everyone could taste it. On top was a single page with her name typed in clean black letters.

Interim Director appointment effective immediately.

Effective immediately meant the vote was tonight.

Beckett Lane had not said it like a threat on the phone. He had said it like a fact, with a friendly voice that did not bother pretending he cared whether Seren liked it. The Bellwether Clock Tower restoration had been stalled for forty two days. The town had lost two contractors, one grant, and most of its patience. If the board voted to demolish the tower and sell the land, there would be no project left to direct and no reason Seren had driven three hours to a place she had never heard of until last week.

She pushed the town hall door open and stepped into air that smelled like coffee and old paper. The building was small, the kind of municipal pride that showed its age in scuffed baseboards and framed photos of past mayors shaking hands with people who looked long gone. Voices drifted from the council chamber ahead, sharp and overlapping.

Seren walked toward them anyway, because that was the job. Walk into tension. Hold it steady. Pretend you are not the newest person in the room.

When she reached the doorway, she paused just long enough to take inventory.

Beckett sat at the center of the table in a crisp jacket, a pen between his fingers. To his right was a woman Seren recognized from the file as Rory Keene, the event coordinator, sitting with her arms crossed and her mouth set like she was daring someone to waste her time. Two other board members were there, older, quiet, watching. A few townspeople sat in the back rows with folded programs in their laps like they had come to a performance.

And then there was an empty chair at the far end of the table with a name placard already placed in front of it.

Hale Anders.

Seren’s pulse did not spike so much as go still for a second, as if her body had paused to listen. That name had been in the dossier too, written in a way that made it feel like a miracle, like a solution. Restoration engineer. High end contracts. One year engagements. A reputation for finishing impossible projects. A reputation for never staying.

Beckett looked up. His expression warmed by a degree, the way a person does when they can finally check an item off a list.

“Ms Wylie,” he said. “Right on time.”

Seren stepped into the room. Her heels sounded louder than she wanted on the polished floor. She kept her shoulders straight anyway.

“Seren,” she corrected gently, because it mattered that she could claim something in a room that already felt like it had decided what she was.

“Seren,” Beckett agreed, and slid a second folder across the table toward the empty chair. “We’re about to begin. You can sit there.”

Seren sat in the chair they had clearly set aside for her, a few feet from Hale’s empty seat. She placed her own folder on the table and did not open it yet. She let them see her hands were steady.

Rory glanced at Seren’s face like she was measuring the price tag on something she did not plan to buy. “You drove in today,” Rory said. It was not a question.

“I did,” Seren replied.

“And you accepted the interim role without touring the site.”

“I toured it,” Seren said. “Through photos, inspection reports, and the notes from your last three site meetings.”

Rory’s mouth tightened. “So you have not stood under the tower.”

“Not yet.”

Beckett lifted a hand as if smoothing a wrinkle that did not exist. “We can all agree that standing under it has not been the problem. We have stood under it plenty. We have poured money into it. We have hired and lost contractors. This has become an embarrassment.”

A murmur ran through the back row. Seren did not turn around to look. She could feel the town’s worry like heat.

“One more month,” Beckett continued, “and the grant we still have will expire. The board cannot keep bleeding time and reputation. Tonight we vote on one of two options. One is demolition and sale. Two is a final attempt at restoration with a hard timeline and a hard plan.”

Seren’s throat felt dry. “And you appointed me today because you want to vote for option two.”

Beckett’s smile was clean. “I appointed you today because the plan requires someone to run it who is not attached to the old decisions. Someone who can be held accountable.”

Rory’s chair creaked as she leaned forward. “Accountable means blaming,” she said, and for the first time her voice sounded less like irritation and more like fear. “The tower is the town’s heart. You want to cut it out and call it responsible.”

Beckett did not look at her. He looked at Seren. “Are you willing to accept that responsibility, Seren?”

Seren’s mind flashed through the email chain that had pulled her into this. A recruiter. A rushed call. A promise of autonomy. A warning that the board was split and tired and ready to walk away. Seren had said yes because she had needed a win, because her last job had ended with her being told she was excellent at fixing crises but not at preventing them. Because she had wanted a clean start.

She swallowed. “Yes.”

Beckett nodded as if he had expected nothing else. He slid a sheet of paper from his folder and turned it toward her. “Then you should understand the condition attached.”

Seren scanned the page. Her eyes caught on a line that made the room tilt slightly.

The Bellwether restoration is contingent on contracting Hale Anders as lead restoration engineer for a term of twelve months.

She looked up. “Contingent.”

Beckett’s pen tapped once. “We secured a private commitment to cover the gap in funding, but only if we bring in someone who can finish this. Someone with a track record. Mr Anders agreed in principle. He will be here.”

Seren kept her voice even. “You secured a private commitment from whom.”

Beckett’s smile held. “An anonymous benefactor.”

From the back row, a man coughed out a bitter laugh. Rory’s eyes cut to Beckett.

“Anonymous,” Rory repeated. “Sure.”

Seren felt a prickle of unease, not because anonymous money was unusual, but because it always came with a story somebody did not want told. And stories untold were the most dangerous kind, because they waited until you were standing on the edge of a decision to reveal themselves.

“Is the benefactor local,” Seren asked.

Beckett’s gaze did not change. “That is not relevant to the work.”

“It is relevant to expectations,” Seren replied. “To the kind of pressure we will be under. What happens when the person behind that money decides we are not moving fast enough.”

Rory made a low sound in her throat, something like agreement she did not want to offer.

Beckett’s pen stopped tapping. “Seren, you are here to deliver outcomes. The benefactor’s condition is Hale Anders. That is the best news this project has had in months.”

As if the name itself could quiet the room, the door behind Seren opened.

The air shifted. That was the only way Seren could describe it, as if everyone in the chamber had turned their attention the same direction without deciding to.

Seren looked over her shoulder.

A man stepped in carrying no folder, no laptop, nothing that made him look like someone coming to a meeting. He wore a dark coat and simple boots, the kind of practical clothes that did not need to impress anyone. His hair was a little wind pushed, like he had walked rather than driven from wherever he had parked. He paused just inside the doorway and took in the room with a stillness that felt practiced.

His gaze landed on the bell tower blueprint pinned to the side wall. Then it moved to Beckett. Then it moved to Seren.

It did not linger in a way that felt invasive. It settled, like someone placing a hand on a table to feel whether it was steady.

Beckett stood. “Mr Anders. Thank you for coming.”

Hale Anders did not smile. He nodded once, a small motion that still managed to feel like an answer and a boundary at the same time. His voice, when he spoke, was calm and low. “You said it was urgent.”

“It is,” Beckett said. He gestured to the empty chair beside Seren. “Please. We were just reviewing the terms.”

Hale walked to the table. Seren stayed facing forward, but she could feel him beside her, could feel the quiet weight of his presence like a wall that had not been there a moment ago. He sat, placed his hands on the table, and looked at the single page Beckett had slid toward him.

Seren watched him from the corner of her eye and forced herself not to read too much into how steady he was. Men like that always looked steady. The question was what they were holding down to appear that way.

Hale read in silence. He did not touch the pen Beckett offered. When he finished, he set the paper back on the table as if it might burn him if he held it too long.

“Twelve months,” he said.

“Yes,” Beckett replied quickly. “Fixed term. We need commitment.”

Hale’s eyes lifted. “I do fixed terms. I do not do open ended.”

Rory snorted softly. Beckett’s jaw tightened.

Seren turned her head slightly, just enough to meet Hale’s gaze. Up close, his eyes were not hard, just clear. The kind of clear that made lying feel pointless.

“I’m Seren,” she said.

“Hale,” he replied, as if the room did not already know.

“I want to finish this tower,” Seren said. “Not for optics. For the town. But I need to know what I’m agreeing to. Your file says you leave on the date you sign for.”

Hale looked at her for a beat. “That is accurate.”

Seren held his gaze. “Why.”

A hush spread. Even Beckett looked startled by the directness.

Hale did not flinch. He did not give a speech. He simply said, “Because promises matter.”

The words should have sounded simple. They did not. They sounded like a line drawn in concrete.

Beckett cleared his throat. “We can discuss motivations later. Right now we need to secure the agreement so the board can vote. The project cannot continue without this.”

Seren looked at the page again. Contingent. Anonymous benefactor. Hale Anders. Twelve months.

The bell outside rang again, louder this time, closer. Seren imagined the tower looming over town like a judge watching them argue about its fate.

She thought of her last job, the one she had left behind with a smile that had hidden how tired she was. She thought of the way she always said yes to the urgent thing because it was easier than admitting she did not know what she wanted long term. She thought of the way her life felt like a series of other people’s timelines.

Then she looked at Hale, and something in her chest tightened in a different way than fear. Not attraction. Not yet. Something like recognition, like he was also living inside a clock he had built himself.

“What do you need,” Seren asked him, quietly enough that it felt like it was only for them even though the whole room listened, “besides the twelve months.”

Hale’s gaze dropped to her folder, to the appointment letter on top, to the name typed in black. He looked back up.

“I need the director’s promise,” he said. “That the work stays the work. That you do not ask me to stay past the term. That you do not use the town’s hope to renegotiate my boundary.”

Seren’s stomach went cold. A promise like that would be easy to make in a room full of strangers. Harder to keep after a year of late nights and victories and the kind of closeness that work could create.

Beckett leaned forward. “That is entirely reasonable,” he said quickly. “Seren can agree to that.”

Seren did not look at Beckett. She kept her eyes on Hale.

“And if I cannot,” Seren asked, “if circumstances change.”

Hale’s expression did not change, but his voice lowered half a step. “Then you do not hire me. And the benefactor does not release the funds.”

Seren felt the room’s attention press closer. She could almost hear Beckett’s patience fraying.

Rory spoke before Beckett could. “So that’s it,” she said, bitter. “We save the tower by signing up for a countdown. Romantic.”

Hale’s eyes flicked to Rory, then back to Seren. “It is not romantic,” he said. “It is clean.”

Clean. That word hit Seren in a place she did not expect. Clean meant honest. Clean meant not pretending that feelings would not change anything. Clean meant no slowly moving the line until someone was trapped on the wrong side of it.

It also meant a year that ended no matter what.

Seren’s fingers curled around the edge of her folder. She thought of why she had taken this job. She thought of the vote tonight. She thought of the tower’s bell still ringing like a heartbeat insisting on being heard.

She made herself ask the question that mattered most. “And what do you promise?”

Hale’s gaze held hers. “I promise I will finish what I start. I promise I will not take more from this town than the work requires. I promise that if you keep your word, I will keep mine.”

A silence followed that felt like a door waiting to be opened.

Beckett slid a pen across the table toward Seren. “We need to move,” he said. “The vote is in twenty minutes.”

Seren stared at the pen. A pen was a small thing. It did not look like it could change a life. But she knew better. She had signed documents that ended careers, saved reputations, rewrote futures.

Hale did not reach for the pen. He waited. As if he had learned a long time ago that a decision made under pressure was still a decision, and still belonged to the person who made it.

Seren exhaled slowly. She could feel her own fear trying to disguise itself as logic. She could also feel something else underneath, a stubborn spark she had not let herself name in years.

Maybe she was tired of living by other people’s timelines.

Maybe she was ready to choose one that would force her to tell the truth.

She picked up the pen.

“I can promise the term,” Seren said, her voice steady in a way that surprised her. “I can promise not to trap you with hope.”

Hale’s eyes did not soften. But something in his stillness shifted, as if he had been bracing for a different answer.

Seren continued, because she could not stop herself now. “But I will not promise I will feel nothing. I cannot sign away reality. If this year changes things, I will tell the truth about it. And you will tell the truth too.”

Beckett’s brows drew together. Rory’s eyes widened slightly. The townspeople leaned forward as if they were watching the first scene of a play.

Hale stared at Seren for a long moment.

Then he reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small envelope. Plain. Sealed. On the front, in neat handwriting, were two words.

One Year.

He placed it on the table between them.

“If you want clean,” Hale said, “you start with that.”

Seren’s throat tightened. “What is it?”

Hale’s gaze did not move from her face. “My condition,” he said. “And my risk.”

Beckett leaned in, almost greedy. “What does it say?”

Hale did not look at him. “It is not for you.”

Seren stared at the envelope. Her heartbeat was loud in her ears now, a private bell. Curiosity rose sharp and undeniable.

“This is part of the contract,” Seren said.

“It becomes part of the story,” Hale replied, and his voice held something like a warning. “You open it only when you are ready to accept what it asks. If you open it tonight, you will commit tonight.”

Seren’s fingers hovered near the envelope without touching it. Two choices pressed against her at once. Sign the board’s paper and save the tower. Or open Hale’s envelope and step into something she could not yet see.

The bell outside rang again, and this time it sounded like the end of an argument.

Seren looked at Beckett, at Rory, at the waiting room full of people who loved a tower enough to show up and watch strangers decide its fate. Then she looked back at Hale.

“I’m ready,” Seren said, and she slid the envelope closer to herself.

Hale’s eyes held hers, unreadable.

Beckett opened his mouth to speak, but Seren lifted a hand slightly, stopping him without looking.

The room went quiet as Seren pressed her thumbnail under the seal.

The paper gave.

And whatever was written inside was about to turn twelve months into something neither of them could pretend was just work.
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​Chapter 1: The Envelope
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Seren did not read the paper out loud.

She pulled the single sheet from inside the envelope and held it close enough that only she could see. The room stayed quiet in a way that made every small sound feel exposed, the scrape of a chair leg, the hush of someone shifting in the back row, the faint hum of the old lights above them. Seren’s eyes moved across the lines once, then again, slower, because her mind refused to accept what it was being asked to accept.

It was not a demand for money. It was not a list of specifications for steel and stone. It was not even the usual kind of pressure that came with anonymous funding, a polite threat wrapped in civic language.

It was personal.

Seren’s throat tightened as she read the last sentence and realized the condition was not only about the tower. It was about her.

Hale watched her without trying to hide that he was watching. He did not lean in. He did not ask. He simply waited, as if the moment belonged to her and he would not steal it by forcing it forward.

Beckett’s patience snapped first. “Well,” he said, and the word had a hard edge under the polite tone. “Does it change anything that affects the vote?”

Seren’s fingers curled slightly around the page. She looked up, not at Beckett, but at the townspeople sitting behind him, and she saw the same thing in all their faces. Hope, but the careful kind. The kind people carried only after they had been disappointed enough times that hope started to feel like a foolish purchase.

She could not give them another empty promise.

Seren set the letter on the table, face down, and slid it toward Hale, stopping it short of his hand. “It changes the shape of what we’re doing,” she said. “Not the fact that we have to do it.”

Beckett leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “That is not an answer.”

“It is the only answer you’re going to get tonight,” Seren replied, and she heard her own steadiness with a small shock. She had walked into that room expecting to be tested. She had not expected to be dared.

Rory let out a breath that sounded like she had been holding it for days. “For once,” Rory murmured, “someone says no to him.”

Beckett’s jaw tightened at that, but he recovered quickly, turning his frustration into efficiency. “Fine. We proceed with the vote based on the contract terms already presented. Hale on a twelve month engagement. Seren as interim director. Private funding contingent. Hard timeline. Hard reporting. No drift.”

Hale’s gaze stayed on Seren. “You opened it,” he said quietly.

“I did,” Seren answered.

“And you understand what it means.”

Seren looked down at the face down page and felt the weight of it like a hand pressing against her ribs. “I understand that someone is trying to make me prove something,” she said.

Hale’s voice stayed calm. “And that I am not the person making you prove it.”

Seren met his eyes again. “Are you sure?”

Hale did not smile. “If you cannot trust that boundary, you should not sign.”

The word boundary landed in the room like a tool placed carefully on a table. Not romantic. Not soft. Useful. Real.

Seren turned her gaze to the board members. “Before you vote,” she said, “I want one thing on the record. If we choose restoration, we do not do it by lying to ourselves. The tower will not be saved by magic, by tradition, or by pretending the last forty two days did not happen. It will be saved by visible work, strict timelines, and honest communication. If this town is asked to believe in this, then this town deserves to know where we are every step of the way.”

Beckett opened his mouth, ready to steer the narrative back toward his control, but one of the older board members lifted a hand. “Let her speak,” he said, and the authority in his voice made Beckett sit back.

Seren felt the shift then. Not victory, not yet. Permission.

“We start tomorrow,” Seren continued. “We do a full site assessment in daylight. We identify the structural priorities and the public safety risks. We publish the schedule in plain language. We set weekly milestones. We invite the town to see progress with their own eyes. If we miss a milestone, we say it. If we need more time, we justify it. And if, at any point, it becomes impossible to finish responsibly, I will be the person who says so.”

The last line hurt to offer because it was the line that would make people hate her later if she had to say it. But she had learned the hard way that leadership without that line was just performance.

A murmur ran through the back row, not agreement exactly, but a softer thing. Recognition.

Beckett’s pen tapped once, then stopped. “Noted,” he said tightly.

The vote moved fast after that. Beckett read the motion. Rory argued for restoration with a fierce tenderness that surprised Seren, like Rory had been carrying the tower’s heartbeat in her own chest. Beckett argued for numbers and liability and reputation. The older members spoke in fewer words, like people who had already grieved and were deciding whether to dare themselves to hope again.

When the final vote came, Seren held her breath without meaning to.

Restoration won by one.

Someone in the back row started to clap and stopped, uncertain if it was allowed. Then another person joined, then another, and the room filled with cautious applause that sounded like people cheering for a fragile thing because they did not know how long it would last.

Seren did not clap. She sat still as the noise rose around her and felt a quiet pressure settle onto her shoulders. Not celebration. Responsibility.

Hale stood first. He did not look triumphant. He looked like a man who had just agreed to carry something heavy for exactly twelve months and not a day more.

Beckett pushed his chair back. “We’ll have the paperwork ready in the morning,” he said. “Seren, my office at eight.”

Seren nodded, then turned to Rory. “Site access,” Seren said. “Keys, security codes, whatever is needed.”

Rory’s eyes searched Seren’s face as if trying to determine whether she was about to be disappointed again. “I’ll meet you there,” Rory said. “Seven thirty.”

Seren’s phone buzzed in her pocket, a message from Imani that Seren had not had time to answer earlier. Did you survive?

Seren did not reply yet. She needed a quieter space to breathe before she let anyone in.

The room emptied in a blur of handshakes and murmured gratitude. Townspeople nodded at Seren as they passed, not familiar enough to call her by name yet, but grateful enough to try. Seren returned each nod, storing them away like small debts she planned to repay with progress.

When the last chair stopped scraping and the council chamber fell quiet, Seren realized Hale had not left.

He stood near the doorway, coat still on, as if he had never fully entered. His attention rested on the face down letter still on the table.

Seren reached for it and slid it into her folder without opening it again. “You can have it back,” she said.

Hale shook his head once. “It is yours now.”

Seren’s fingers tightened. “That feels like a trick.”

“It is not,” Hale replied. “It is a mirror. You can put it away. You can pretend it does not exist. But it will still be true.”

Seren lifted her chin, refusing to let irritation become fear. “Then tell me one thing,” she said. “Who is Evelyn?”

Hale’s expression did not change, but Seren saw something in his eyes that looked like a door closing gently. “Evelyn is not a conversation for this room,” he said. “Not yet.”

Seren’s stomach turned. “So you do know.”

“I know enough to do the work,” Hale said.

“That is not what I asked.”

Hale held Seren’s gaze. “And I answered what I could.”

Seren hated that the answer sounded reasonable. She hated even more that it sounded like the same kind of boundary she had just admired five minutes ago. Boundaries were clean, until you were the person outside them.

Seren picked up her folder and stood. “Tomorrow,” she said, forcing her voice into steady neutrality. “Seven thirty at the tower.”

Hale nodded. “Bring boots.”

Seren paused at the doorway, then looked back at him. “You said earlier you need the director’s promise,” she said. “That I do not ask you to stay past the term.”

Hale did not move. “Yes.”

“And I said I would not promise I feel nothing,” Seren continued. “Because I cannot sign away reality.”

Hale’s eyes stayed on hers. “Reality is not a contract.”

Seren’s breath caught, just slightly, because his words were sharp without being cruel. “Then what is it?”

Hale’s voice lowered. “A choice.”

Seren stared at him for a long beat, then stepped out into the hallway where the air felt cooler and the building smelled like old paint and winter coats. She walked out into the evening and immediately heard the bell again, deep and steady, as if the tower had been listening and had decided to approve.

Outside, the streetlights made small halos on the pavement. The town looked ordinary at a glance, with a few shops, a diner, a quiet road, and a winter sky. But Seren could feel the tension under it, the way you could feel a storm coming even before the wind arrived.

She climbed into her car and finally texted Imani back.

Alive. Barely. Call me later.

Imani replied instantly.

I am calling you now.

Seren smiled despite herself, then put the phone to her ear. “You are relentless.”

“That is why you keep me,” Imani said, and then her voice softened. “Tell me what happened.”

Seren started with the vote, then the contract, then the envelope. She did not read the letter to Imani, not because she wanted to hide it, but because she could not yet make the words fit comfortably in her mouth.

Imani listened without interrupting until Seren finally said, “He is... careful.”

Imani hummed. “Carefulness can be good. Carefulness can also be controlled.”

Seren stared through her windshield at the dark outline of the clock tower rising in the distance. Even at night, it was obvious where the town’s heart was. “I do not think he is controlling,” Seren said slowly. “I think he is refusing to be controlled.”

“That is still a kind of power,” Imani replied.

Seren looked down at her folder on the passenger seat. The envelope was inside, the opened seal folded neatly, as if it had always been meant to be reopened. “I walked into a job,” Seren said. “And it already feels like I walked into someone else’s story.”

Imani’s voice was gentle. “Then make it yours.”

Seren swallowed, because that was exactly what the letter had implied in a way she did not want to admit yet. “I will,” Seren said. “Tomorrow we start.”

After she hung up, Seren drove to the small rental she had secured at the edge of town, a one bedroom place above a closed antique shop. The key is stuck in the lock. The hallway smelled like dust and cinnamon. Her boots thudded on wooden stairs that creaked in protest.

Inside, the apartment was clean but sparse. A couch that looked like it had survived two decades of polite suffering. A tiny kitchen. A bedroom with curtains that did not quite meet in the middle.

Seren dropped her bag on the couch and stood in the quiet, letting the silence settle. Her phone buzzed again, this time an unknown number.

Seren hesitated, then answered. “Hello.”

A woman’s voice came through, calm and low, like someone who had practiced sounding gentle while holding sharpness in reserve. “Seren,” the voice said. “I hope I am not calling too late.”

Seren’s spine straightened. “Who is this?”

A pause. Not confusion. Choice.

“Someone who wants the tower to stand,” the woman said. “And someone who wants you to stand with it.”

Seren’s mouth went dry. “Are you the benefactor?”

Another pause, longer this time. “You opened the envelope,” the woman said, as if she already knew.

Seren’s grip tightened on the phone. “Yes.”

“And you read my condition.”

My. The word landed like a stone.

Seren forced herself to stay calm. “If this is Evelyn,” Seren said, “then you have a lot of nerve calling me after what you wrote.”

The woman’s breath sounded almost like a laugh, but it was not warm. “Nerve is what keeps old things from collapsing,” she said. “Tomorrow will be loud, Seren. You will be watched. You will be praised and doubted in the same hour. Hale will pretend he does not care what anyone thinks, but he will care more than he admits.”

Seren’s chest tightened with anger and something like unease. “Why are you doing this,” Seren demanded. “Why the secrecy. Why the conditions. If you want to help, help.”

The woman’s voice remained steady. “I am helping,” she said. “I am helping by ensuring that the person leading this restoration is someone who chooses him with open eyes, not because a town needs a hero.”

Seren’s mind spun, trying to connect the words to the letter, to Hale’s refusal to discuss Evelyn, to the way the board had accepted anonymous money like it was weather they could not control.

“You know him,” Seren said.

“I know what he becomes when someone tries to hold him,” the woman replied. “Do not try to hold him, Seren. Choose him, if you must. But do not hold him.”

Seren’s voice sharpened. “You are asking me to make a promise about a man I met tonight.”

“No,” the woman corrected softly. “I am asking you to make a promise about yourself.”

Seren stared at the dark window, at her reflection faintly visible in the glass. She looked tired. She looked older than she had felt this morning. “And if I refuse,” Seren asked.

A silence. Then, “Then the tower falls,” the woman said simply. “Not dramatically. Not in flames. It will fall in paperwork and weather and time. You will be the director who tried. Hale will leave. The town will learn what it already fears, that its heart can be sold.”

Seren’s hands went cold. “That is blackmail.”

The woman exhaled, and for the first time her voice sounded almost sad. “It is history,” she said. “This town has been losing quietly for years. I am offering one chance to win loudly.”

Seren’s jaw clenched. “Why me.”

“Because you are good at fixing crises,” the woman said, and Seren felt the hair on her arms lift. “And because you have spent years letting other people’s timelines decide what you deserve. I want to see what happens when you decide.”

Seren’s throat tightened. The words were too accurate, too intimate, too close to what Seren had been avoiding naming even to herself. “You do not know me,” Seren whispered.

“I know enough,” the woman replied. “Tomorrow, when you stand under the tower, look up. Listen to the bell. Then decide what kind of woman you are going to be for the next year.”

Seren wanted to argue. She wanted to demand a name, a face, a reason. But something in the woman’s certainty made Seren feel as if she was arguing with a wall built long before she arrived.

The line went silent.

Seren pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it, heart steady but heavy, like it had turned into something made of metal. She called back immediately.

The number was no longer in service.

Seren stood in the middle of the small apartment, the quiet pressing against her. She walked to her folder, pulled out the letter, and read it again, slowly, letting each line settle into meaning.

The condition was not simply that she would not ask Hale to stay. It was that she would not confuse need with love. That she would not use the tower as an excuse to demand a man become a different person than he was. That she would choose honestly, or not at all.

It was humiliating to have a stranger name her weakness with such precision. It was worse to realize the stranger might be right.

Seren placed the letter back into the folder and closed it. She walked to the window and looked out at the tower’s silhouette. Even at this distance, it seemed to loom. Not threatening. Waiting.

Seren pressed her fingertips to the cool glass and whispered, not to the tower, not to the town, but to the quiet part of herself that had been hiding behind competence for too long.

“One year,” she said. “Fine.”

Then she turned away, switched off the lights, and lay down in bed without taking off her sweater, because she did not trust sleep to be gentle.

When Seren finally drifted off, she dreamed of the bell ringing at midnight, and of Hale standing in the shadow of the tower with his hands in his pockets, watching the time pass as if he had already decided how the story ended.

In the morning, Seren woke before her alarm, sat up in the dark, and realized the dread was not about the work.

It was about the choice.

She dressed quietly, pulled on boots, and left the apartment before the town fully woke. The air outside tasted like cold metal. Her breath fogged in front of her as she drove toward the tower, the road empty, the sky pale with early light.

When she arrived, the tower rose above her, cracked stone and ironwork, beautiful in a way that made her chest ache. It looked older than its years, like something that had been asked to endure too much without being properly cared for.

Rory’s car was already there, parked crooked as if Rory had arrived in a hurry. Rory stood near the fenced perimeter holding a ring of keys and a clipboard, shoulders hunched against the cold.

“You came,” Rory said, and her tone held a surprise. She did not bother hiding.

“I said I would,” Seren replied.

Rory’s gaze flicked to Seren’s boots, then to her face. “You look like you did not sleep.”

Seren did not answer. She did not want to tell Rory that an anonymous woman had called her in the night and made the next twelve months feel like a test she did not agree to take.

A second car pulled up behind them, quiet and dark. Hale stepped out, coat buttoned, a thermos in his hand. He looked annoyingly rested, as if he had slept like a man who had already accepted his boundaries and did not argue with them in the dark.

He approached the gate and nodded at Rory. Then his gaze moved to Seren.

“You’re early,” Hale said.

“So are you,” Seren replied.

Hale’s eyes held hers for half a beat longer than necessary. “I do not like losing daylight,” he said.

Rory unlocked the gate with a sharp clink of keys. “Follow me,” she said. “And watch where you step. The last contractor tripped over a loose stone and tried to blame the town for it.”

Seren stepped through the gate, boots crunching on gravel. The tower loomed closer now, its face weathered, its clock hands frozen at a stubborn time. Seren looked up and felt something shift inside her, a quiet respect, and a quiet fear, because the tower was not only a structure. It was a promise people had been keeping long after the original reason was forgotten.

As they walked toward the base, Hale moved beside Seren without crowding her. He did not touch her. He did not even offer a hand when the ground dipped unevenly. But his presence was steady, and Seren found herself noticing it the way you noticed a railing after you had almost fallen.

“You spoke well last night,” Hale said.

Seren’s mouth tightened. “Do not compliment me for surviving a board meeting.”

“It was not a compliment,” Hale replied. “It was an observation.”

Seren glanced at him. “Then observe this,” she said quietly. “Someone called me last night.”

Hale did not change pace. “Who.”

“I think it was Evelyn,” Seren said, and watched the effect.

Hale’s jaw tightened slightly, the first visible crack in his calm. He did not stop walking, but his voice lowered. “What did she say?”

Seren’s stomach turned. “She said I would be watched,” Seren replied. “She said you care more than you admit. She told me not to hold you.”

Hale’s gaze flicked toward Seren, sharp for a moment. “And what did you say?”

“I tried to call back,” Seren said. “The number was gone.”

Hale’s expression held something Seren could not name, like frustration buried under restraint. “She should not have called you,” he said.

“And yet she did,” Seren replied. “So now I am asking you directly. What did I step into.”

Hale’s eyes stayed on the tower as they approached the shadow at its base. “You stepped into a town that needs this,” he said. “And a woman who believes she has the right to script other people’s choices.”

Seren’s throat tightened. “Do you know why she chose me?”

Hale did not answer immediately. Rory stopped ahead to open a heavy door at the base of the tower, metal groaning as it moved. A draft of cold air slipped out from inside, carrying the smell of damp stone and old rust.

Hale waited until Rory disappeared into the entrance. Then he spoke, low enough that the words felt like they belonged to Seren alone.

“She chose you because you are not from here,” Hale said. “Because you have no loyalty to the old stories. And because she thinks you will make the choice she wants.”

Seren’s mouth went dry. “And what choice is that?”

Hale finally looked at Seren fully. “To save the tower without asking anyone else to pay the price,” he said.

Seren’s chest tightened because it sounded noble, and impossible. “That is not how life works,” Seren said.

Hale’s gaze held hers. “That is why she is testing you.”

Seren stared at him, anger rising hot and clean. “I am not a project,” Seren said.

“I know,” Hale replied, and the steadiness in his voice made Seren falter, because it sounded like a promise he had made to himself.

Seren wanted to press harder. She wanted to demand names and history, to pry open the locked door Hale kept closing with calm words. But Rory’s voice echoed from inside the tower. “Are you coming or are you having a private therapy session out there.”

Seren took a breath, then stepped into the darkness of the tower, boots clicking against stone.

The interior was colder than outside. The air smelled like wet rock and ancient dust, like time itself had been stored here. Rory turned on a portable light, and the beam cut across stacked crates, rusted metal brackets, and a tangle of temporary supports that looked like a skeleton trying to hold itself upright.

Seren’s professional mind tried to take over. She started to catalog what she saw, cracks, water stains, stress points, places where the structure had been patched like a wound that never fully healed. But her personal mind kept pulling her back to the same thought.

One year.

Rory pointed toward a stairwell. “Up,” Rory said. “You want to see what you’re dealing with, you earn it with your legs.”

Seren started up first, steadying herself against the stone wall. The steps were uneven, worn by years of feet. Her breath grew louder in the narrow space. Behind her, Hale followed without speaking. She could hear him, not heavy, not careless, moving like someone who respected old things.

As they climbed, Seren felt the tower’s presence settle into her, not romantic, not mystical, just real. This was what the town had been living with. This frozen clock face, this silent bell, this structure that had been part of every birthday, every funeral, every parade, every ordinary day when people needed to look up and feel anchored.

Halfway up, Rory stopped at a landing and shone the light at a section of stone where the crack ran like a thin lightning bolt. “That’s the fear,” Rory said. “If it spreads, the town loses its landmark.”

Seren leaned in, careful. “Water intrusion,” Seren murmured. “Freeze thaw cycles. It has been ignored for too long.”

Rory’s voice sharpened. “It was not ignored,” Rory said. “It was fought. But nobody fought hard enough.”

Seren straightened and looked at Rory. “Who decided it was okay to let it get this far.”

Rory’s eyes flashed. “Everyone,” Rory said. “The board. The town. People like me who kept saying next season, next grant, next miracle. And then one day the miracle did not show up.”

Seren’s chest tightened because Rory’s honesty felt like grief, and grief was always heavier than anger.

Hale stepped closer to the crack, his gaze precise. “This is not the only problem,” he said.

Rory’s mouth tightened. “No,” Rory replied. “It is just the one we can see.”

Seren looked at Hale. “What else?”

Hale’s eyes moved along the stone, then up toward the ceiling above the landing. “The support beams are compromised,” he said. “And the bell mount is off alignment. The bell is pulling weight where it should not.”

Seren’s stomach dipped. “That is why the bell sounded wrong,” she said, remembering the way it had vibrated like a warning.

Hale glanced at her. “You noticed.”

Seren forced herself not to let that small recognition feel like praise. “I have ears,” she said.

Hale’s mouth almost softened, almost. “Good,” he said.

Rory snorted. “If you two are done flirting with structural damage, keep moving.”

Seren’s face warmed despite herself, not because Rory had accused them, but because the idea felt premature and dangerous. Seren turned and continued up the stairs, heartbeat steady but loud in her ears.

At the next level, the tower opened into a wider chamber. Light leaked in through narrow windows, pale and cold. The frozen clock mechanism sat like a sleeping animal, gears heavy and still. Seren walked toward it and reached out, stopping her hand an inch from the metal.

“This could run again,” Seren whispered.

Rory’s voice broke slightly. “It should run again.”

Hale stood behind Seren, not touching her, but close enough that she could feel warmth through the air between them. “It will run again,” Hale said. “If we do not lie to each other.”

Seren turned her head toward him. “Is that a warning,” she asked.

Hale’s gaze held hers. “It is a requirement,” he said.

Seren’s chest tightened with a mix of relief and irritation. Requirements were easier than feelings. Requirements had edges you could hold.

Rory walked to a window and looked out over the town. “They will watch,” Rory said softly. “Everyone. If you fail, you will not just fail a job. You will fail them.”

Seren stepped beside Rory and looked down at the quiet streets. A dinner. A school. A row of houses with porch lights still on. Ordinary life, depending on a tower that had stopped doing its most basic job, keeping time.

“I know,” Seren said.

Hale’s voice came from behind them. “Then we do not fail.”

Seren looked back at him. Something in his face made her pause, not attraction, not yet, but a recognition of pressure. The same pressure she felt, but carried differently. Seren realized then that Hale did care. He cared enough to say he did not.

Seren turned away first, because looking too long felt like stepping too close to a line she had not agreed to cross. “We need a plan by noon,” Seren said, forcing her mind back to work. “A public facing plan and an internal plan. I want milestones that mean something, not milestones that look good on paper.”

Hale nodded once. “We start with safety,” he said. “Then stabilization. Then restoration. Then beauty.”

Rory scoffed. “Beauty,” Rory repeated. “You talk like this is a love story.”

Hale’s gaze slid to Rory. “It is a promise,” he said. “Promises deserve beauty at the end.”

Seren felt the words land in her chest in a way she did not expect. She swallowed. “And what about the one year,” Seren asked quietly, unable to stop herself.

Hale’s eyes moved to Seren, and for a moment, the tower felt like it held its breath.

“One year is the term,” Hale said. “Not the measure of what happens inside it.”

Seren’s throat tightened because the answer was both comforting and terrifying. It implied that something could happen, something real, something neither of them could schedule. It implied that the term would not protect her from the truth.

Rory cleared her throat, breaking the moment. “If you are done staring at each other, the bell chamber is above,” Rory said. “You should see what you are actually holding up.”

Seren forced a breath and followed Rory up the next flight. Hale came behind her, steady, silent.

At the top, the bell chamber opened into cold air and exposed beams. The bell hung enormous and still, an iron mouth facing down as if it had been frozen mid warning. Rust streaks ran along the mount. The alignment was visibly off, the way Hale had said.

Rory shone the light upward. “That,” Rory said, voice tight, “is why I cannot sleep.”

Seren stared up and felt fear flicker sharp and undeniable. One mistake here did not just cost money. It could hurt someone. It could kill.

Seren looked at Hale. “Can you fix this,” she asked, and her voice came out smaller than she wanted.

Hale’s gaze moved over the mount, the beams, the bolts, the stress points. He did not rush the answer. When he finally spoke, his voice was calm but firm. “Yes,” he said. “But not by pretending it is fine. We close the area below. Immediately. Today.”

Rory’s eyes widened. “Beckett will fight that,” Rory said.

Seren’s jaw tightened. “Then Beckett can fight me,” Seren said, and felt something solidify inside her. “Safety is not a negotiation.”

Hale watched her, and Seren saw something in his eyes that looked like respect, quiet and real.

Seren looked away quickly. Respect felt too much like intimacy when you were standing in the shadow of a one year term.

Seren turned back to the bell. “We will close it,” Seren said. “We will tell the town why. We will not sugarcoat. We will be clear. If people are angry, they can be angry. At least they will be alive.”

Rory exhaled, a shaky sound. “Thank you,” Rory said, and the words were not polite. They were relieved.

Seren nodded, then stepped closer to the bell and looked up at the iron curve. She imagined it ringing again, clean and proud. She imagined the town lifting its face toward the sound and believing, finally, that time had not stolen everything.

Then Seren remembered the letter in her folder, and the midnight phone call, and the way Evelyn’s voice had said choose him with open eyes.

Seren felt anger rise again, but underneath it was something more complicated. Fear of being watched. Fear of being manipulated. Fear of wanting something she could not keep.

Seren turned to Hale. “We need to talk,” Seren said, voice low.

Hale’s gaze stayed steady. “About the work.”

Seren’s mouth tightened. “About the work,” Seren echoed, then added, “and about what else is attached to it.”

Hale’s expression did not change, but something in his stillness sharpened, as if he had been waiting for this moment since the envelope touched her hands.

“Not here,” Hale said.

“Then where,” Seren asked.

Hale looked past Seren toward the narrow window where the town stretched below. “Somewhere with air,” he said. “And somewhere you can walk away if you decide you should.”

Seren stared at him. The words sounded considerate, but they also sounded like he expected her to run. Like he had learned to anticipate people leaving.

Seren surprised herself by not wanting to run.

“All right,” Seren said. “After we lock down the site and you give me the safety list, we walk.”

Hale nodded once, as if agreement was not intimacy, as if it was simply another contract.

Rory shifted, watching them both. “If I see even one of you do something stupid,” Rory said, “I will throw both of you out of this tower myself.”

Seren managed a small breath that almost became a laugh, but she swallowed it down. “Noted,” Seren said.

They descended the tower in silence broken only by the sound of boots on old steps. When they reached the base, Seren could already see a few townspeople gathering near the fence, curious. A man in a work jacket pointed upward, talking to someone beside him. The town was waking, and with it, the pressure.

Seren stepped outside into the cold air, drew in a steady breath, and turned to Hale. “Give me the safety list,” she said. “Now.”

Hale opened his mouth, then paused, eyes narrowing slightly as he looked beyond Seren’s shoulder.

Seren turned and saw Beckett approaching fast across the gravel, phone in hand, face tight with controlled anger.

“Seren,” Beckett called, already too loud. “What is this I’m hearing about closing the site?”

Seren felt the moment click into place, like a gear engaging. This was the first test. Not the tower. Not Hale. Politics.

Seren stepped forward to meet Beckett before he reached the gate. “You are hearing correctly,” Seren said.

Beckett’s smile was thin. “You cannot do that without board approval.”

Seren held his gaze. “Watch me,” Seren said, and felt the words settle into her bones like the beginning of a new identity.

Behind her, Hale’s voice came low and steady, meant only for Seren, but Seren still heard it clearly.

“This is the year you choose,” Hale said. “Be careful what you choose first.”

Seren’s breath caught, not with fear, but with the sudden realization that she was standing between two kinds of power, Beckett’s public control and Hale’s private boundaries, and somewhere in the middle was her own choice, the one she had been avoiding her whole life.

Seren looked at Beckett and spoke in a voice that did not shake. “We close the area today,” Seren said. “And if you push back, I will tell the town exactly why you wanted to keep it open.”

Beckett’s eyes hardened. “You would turn them against me.”

Seren nodded once. “If you force me,” she said.

Beckett stared at her for a long beat, then smiled like a man who had just found out his opponent could actually fight. “Fine,” he said. “Close it. But you will explain it at the public meeting tonight. You and your engineer.”

Seren’s stomach tightened. The public meeting tonight meant scrutiny, questions, fear, anger. It meant Hale standing in front of the town, the man who did not like being held.

Seren glanced back at Hale, and for a moment, she saw the smallest flicker of resistance in his eyes.

Then Hale nodded once, calm returning like a mask. “Tonight,” Hale said.

Seren turned back to Beckett. “We will be there,” Seren said.

Beckett stepped back, still smiling. “Good,” he said. “Because the town does not just want a plan. They want a reason to believe you are not going to leave them with another broken promise.”

Seren felt the words hit like a blade, because they echoed the letter, echoed Evelyn, echoed the one year term.

Beckett walked away, phone already at his ear again, rehearsing the narrative.

Seren stood in the cold air and felt the day stretch ahead like a test she had not asked for, and yet could not refuse.

Hale stepped beside her, close but not touching. “Now you see it,” he said quietly.

Seren’s throat tightened. “I see too much,” Seren replied.

Hale’s gaze stayed on the tower. “Tonight will be worse,” he said. “They will ask for certainty.”

Seren looked at the town gathering near the fence, at the faces turning toward her, toward Hale, toward the tower as if it might answer for them.

Seren swallowed. “And what do we give them,” Seren asked.

Hale finally looked at her. “Truth,” he said. “And the kind of promise you can keep.”

Seren felt the letter’s words in her folder like a heartbeat. Choose him with open eyes. Do not hold him. Do not confuse need with love.

Seren did not know yet whether she could do any of that.

But she knew one thing with sharp clarity.

Tonight, in front of the town, with the bell above them and the clock frozen in time, she would have to decide what kind of promise she was willing to make.

And whether Hale would let her make it without walking away.
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​Chapter 2: Public Time
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By midafternoon, the yellow tape looked like a bruise around the base of the tower.

Seren stood just inside the fence line with a clipboard in her hand and the weight of a hundred invisible eyes on her back, even when nobody was there. The town had a way of noticing movement the way a body noticed pain. A new sign. A locked gate. A stranger’s car in a familiar space. Every small change rippled outward and returned with questions.

Rory had brought more tape, more cones, and a kind of grim satisfaction that Seren could almost respect. Rory moved like someone who had been warning people for months and was relieved to finally be proven right by a decision that did not compromise. Even so, Rory’s relief had edges. It looked like I had learned how to wear boots and keep walking.

Hale had handed Seren a safety report written in plain language, the kind that could be read by a person who had never studied engineering and still understood what mattered. He had written it quickly, neatly, and without drama. He had not tried to soften it to make it easier to swallow. He had simply told the truth.

Seren had read it twice, then looked at him and realized he was not the kind of man who used calm to hide chaos. His calm was the tool itself.

Now the tool was in her hands, and the town meeting was in four hours.

Beckett had
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