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    For the prodigals. May you find that the road back is shorter than the road away.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "You can never go home again, but you can build a new house on the old foundation." — Oakhaven Proverb
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Chapter One: The Prodigal Ghost
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The "Welcome to Oakhaven" sign was peeling, the gold leaf curling away from the wood like dead skin. Silas Thorne slowed his vintage Land Rover, the engine’s rattle echoing against the dense wall of hemlocks that lined the county road.

Ten years.

He’d spent a decade trying to scrub the smell of pine needles and damp earth from his skin, trading the quiet suffocation of a small mountain town for the sterile, glass-and-steel anonymity of Chicago. But as the familiar scent of woodsmoke and impending rain filled the cabin, Silas felt a low, grounding thrum in his chest. It wasn’t a homecoming; it was an extraction. Get in, settle his father’s estate, sell the Victorian nightmare on the hill, and get out.

"Easy, Silas," he muttered, his grip tightening on the steering wheel. "It’s just a town. It can’t swallow you if you don’t let it."

He rolled into the town square, which looked aggressively unchanged. The same chipped green benches outside the post office; the same flickering neon sign at Miller’s Hardware. But then he saw the bakery.

The Flour Shop had been replaced. In its stead was a sleek, charcoal-painted storefront with a minimalist sign: Rise & Grind. Through the large plate-glass window, the warm glow of Edison bulbs spilled onto the sidewalk.

Silas pulled over. His nerves were frayed from the twelve-hour drive, and he needed caffeine if he was going to face the ghosts waiting for him in the Thorne mansion.

The bell above the door chimed—a bright, silver sound. The air inside smelled of expensive espresso beans and something sweet, like cardamom and honey. Silas adjusted his glasses, his tailored wool coat feeling absurdly out of place in a town where flannel was a secondary skin.

"Be with you in just a second!"

The voice came from behind a massive espresso machine. It was deep, melodic, and sent a strange, cold jolt straight down Silas’s spine. He knew that voice. Or rather, he knew a younger, thinner version of it.

A man stepped out from the back, wiping his hands on a dark denim apron. He was broad-shouldered, his biceps straining against the rolled-up sleeves of a white henley. His hair was a chaotic mop of dark curls, held back by a leather cord, and his jawline was dusted with a neat, dark beard.

Silas froze.

The man stopped mid-stride, the rag falling limp in his hand. His eyes—the color of moss after a storm—widened. "Silas?"

Silas felt the air leave his lungs. "Elias?"

Ten years ago, Elias Vance had been a reed-thin boy with a stutter and a habit of hiding in the library stacks. He’d been the only person in Oakhaven who didn’t look at Silas Thorne like he was a ticking time bomb of privilege and tragedy. He’d been Silas’s best friend. His only friend.

Now, Elias looked like he could bench press the Land Rover parked outside. He looked solid. He looked grown. He looked... devastating.

"You’re back," Elias said. It wasn’t a question. His voice had lost the tremor Silas remembered, replaced by a grounded resonance that seemed to vibrate in the small space between them.

"Just for the estate," Silas said quickly, his professional armor snapping back into place. He hated how his pulse was hammering against his ribs. "I didn't know you stayed. I thought you were headed for Seattle. Architecture school?"

Elias’s expression shifted, a flicker of something—disappointment? Regret?—crossing his features before he masked it with a polite, professional smile. He leaned his elbows on the marble counter, and the proximity made Silas want to step back and lean in all at once.

"Plans change," Elias said softly. "The world keeps turning, even in Oakhaven. Coffee?"

"Black. Large. Please."

Elias turned to the machine. As he worked, Silas couldn't help but watch the way his back muscles moved under the thin fabric of his shirt. This wasn't the boy who used to share a single pair of headphones with Silas under the bleachers, listening to indie folk and whispering about escaping. This was a man who looked like he belonged to the earth, while Silas felt like he was floating in a vacuum.

Elias set the cup on the counter but didn't let go of it immediately. Silas reached for it, his fingers brushing against Elias’s thumb.

The contact was electric. Silas felt a sharp, sudden heat bloom where their skin met, and he jerked his hand back, nearly spilling the coffee. Elias didn’t flinch. He just watched Silas with an intensity that felt like an interrogation.

"You look different, Silas," Elias said, his voice dropping an octave. "Harder. Like you’ve been polished until there’s nothing left to grab onto."

Silas felt a flush creep up his neck. "It’s called being an adult, Elias. Most people do it."

"There’s growing up, and then there’s disappearing," Elias countered, a hint of the old, observant boy peeking through. He stepped around the counter, erasing the barrier between them. He was a good three inches taller than Silas now. "You didn't answer any of my letters. Not the first year. Not the fifth."

The guilt Silas had buried under layers of corporate ladder-climbing reared its head. "I had to move on. Oakhaven wasn't... it wasn't good for me."

"And is it good for you now?" Elias asked, his gaze drifting to the dark circles under Silas’s eyes.

"I'm here for two weeks. Three, tops. Then the house goes on the market and I'm gone for good."

Elias let out a short, dry laugh that didn't reach his eyes. He reached out, his hand hovering near Silas’s shoulder for a heartbeat before he tucked it into his pocket. "The Thorne house? You’re going to try and clean that place out by yourself?"

"I've managed a multi-million dollar firm's logistics, Elias. I
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