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CHAPTER 1: THE REHEARSAL
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The mist in Haven’s Point didn’t just obscure the view; it trespassed. It curled around the cedar pillars of The Cliffside Inn, settling heavy and wet against the glass, turning the twilight into a bruised shade of violet.

Violet Quinn stood in the entryway, her reflection ghostly in the windowpane. She checked her silhouette with the critical eye of an architect inspecting a load-bearing wall for cracks. Her hair, a sharp, geometrical bob the color of obsidian, was unmoving. Her dress, a slip of emerald silk that plunged dangerously low in the back, was less clothing and more a defiant statement. It was armor. In Chicago, this level of polish was a requirement; here, amidst the flannels and rain-slickers of the Pacific Northwest, it was a weapon.

She took a breath, tasting the salt and woodsmoke that permeated the lobby, and steeled herself. She was thirty-two years old, successful enough to have been featured in *Architectural Digest* twice, and she was terrified of walking through a set of double doors.

*Get a grip, Vi.*

She pushed the doors open.

The private dining room was a cavern of warmth, paneled in dark, varnished fir and lit by an constellation of beeswax candles. The noise hit her first—the clatter of silverware, the roar of a fire in the stone hearth, and the raucous laughter of Sophie, the bride-to-be.

Sophie was holding court at the head of the long table, wine glass dangerously tilted, her cheeks flushed with the kind of chaotic joy Violet had never been able to replicate. Beside her, Mark, the groom, looked at Sophie as if she were the sun and he was happy to burn. They were loud, messy, and undeniably in love.

Violet moved into the room, her spine rigid, her expression arranged into a practiced, cool indifference. She navigated the crowd of guests—old college friends, wealthy locals, Mark’s rowing buddies—accepting air-kisses and murmuring polite nothings.

Then, the room seemed to tilt.

He was standing near the fireplace, one arm resting on the mantle. Daniel Cole.

Ten years. It had been ten years since she had packed her life into three boxes while he was at work, leaving a note that said *I can’t breathe* on the kitchen counter of the apartment they couldn’t afford.

Time had not softened him; it had weathered him like driftwood. He was broader now, filling out his dress shirt in a way that suggested the fabric was under duress. He wore a charcoal vest, but no jacket, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms corded with muscle and dusted with dark hair. His beard was scruffy, a deliberate rebellion against the formality of the event, framing a mouth that Violet remembered tasting like bourbon and desperate promises.

As if feeling the weight of her gaze, Daniel turned.

His eyes, that piercing, shifting hazel, locked onto hers. The ambient noise of the room—Sophie’s shriek of laughter, the clinking glass—dropped away. Violet felt a phantom sensation, a distinct *thrum* beneath her ribs, as if a dormant machine had been kicked into gear.

He didn't smile. He didn't frown. He just looked at her, a heavy, resigned acknowledgement of her presence. He looked like he knew exactly what she was wearing, what she was thinking, and exactly how cold her hands were.

Violet broke the contact first, turning sharply toward the bar. Her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against the silk of her dress. She ordered a gin martini, dry, no garnish. Something that would burn.

*He’s divorced,* Sophie had whispered on the phone months ago, a warning disguised as gossip. *Since last year. He’s... different, Vi.*

Violet took a sip of the gin, letting the ice numb her lips. She wasn't different. She was just more expensive. She had built a life of clean lines and empty spaces, designing penthouses that looked beautiful in photographs but felt cold to the touch. It was safe. It was controlled.

"Violet! You made it!"

Mark’s voice boomed as he descended upon her, enveloping her in a crushing hug that threatened to wrinkle the silk.

"Hello, Mark," she said, extracting herself gracefully. "You look... rested."

"And you look like you own the place," Mark grinned, oblivious to the tension radiating off her. "Come on, we’re sitting down. You’re at the head table, obviously. Maid of Honor privileges."

Violet allowed herself to be shepherded to the long table. She saw the seating card before she reached the chair. *Violet Quinn*. And directly across from it: *Daniel Cole*.

Of course. The Best Man.

She sat, smoothing her dress over her thighs, keeping her eyes fixed on the centerpiece of white roses and driftwood. The chair opposite her scraped back. The scent of him—sawdust, rain, and a subtle, musky cologne—invaded her personal space before he even sat down.

"Violet," Daniel said. His voice was a low rumble, a sound she felt in her stomach more than she heard with her ears.

She looked up. Up close, the damage was visible. Fine lines fanned out from his eyes; his hands, resting on the white tablecloth, were scarred and calloused—the hands of a man who restored things that were broken.

"Daniel," she replied, her voice clipped. "It’s been a long time."

"A decade," he corrected gently. He picked up his water glass, his eyes never leaving her face. "You cut your hair."

"It’s more professional."

"It’s severe," he said, not as an insult, but as an observation. "It suits you. Or the version of you that you’re selling, anyway."

Violet stiffened. "I’m not selling anything."

"Everyone here is selling something, Vi," he murmured, glancing around the room where smiles were tight and laughter was carefully calibrated for public consumption. "We’re in Haven’s Point. If you aren’t pretending, you aren’t polite."

Before she could retort, Sophie clinked a fork against her glass.

"Okay, okay! Save the roasting for the wedding!" Sophie yelled, swaying slightly. "I just want to say... I love you guys. Especially my Violet, who flew all the way from her ivory tower in Chicago, and Daniel, who built the gazebo we’re getting married in!"

Applause rippled through the room. Daniel didn't acknowledge it; he just took a long swallow of his dark beer. Violet clapped politely, her smile fixed and hollow.

Dinner was an exercise in torture. Under the table, the space was cramped. Twice, Daniel’s knee brushed against hers. Each time, Violet recoiled as if burned, pulling her legs tight against the chair. He didn't apologize. She wasn't sure he even moved away.

She could feel the heat coming off him, a contrast to the drafty chill of the lodge. It was maddening. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to look at him and feel nothing but the relief of a bullet dodged. Instead, she looked at his hands breaking a roll of bread and remembered how those broad, rough thumbs felt pressing into her hips.

The memory was a betrayal. She shoved it down, drowning it with another glass of wine.

By the time the third course arrived—some sort of salmon with a reduction that tasted too sweet—the air in the room felt thick enough to choke on. The joviality was suffocating. Sophie was now sitting on Mark’s lap, feeding him dessert. It was a display of intimacy so open, so unguarded, that Violet felt nauseous.

She stood up abruptly.

"Excuse me," she murmured to no one in particular. "I need some air."

She didn't wait for a response. She walked quickly toward the French doors at the back of the room, the click of her heels swallowed by the thick rugs.

Outside, the terrace was a reprieve. The wind had picked up, whipping off the ocean below. The roar of the waves crashing against the rocks of Whisper Cove was deafening, a chaotic natural violence that made sense to her. It was cold, damp, and lonely.

Violet walked to the stone railing, gripping it until her knuckles turned white. The mist instantly clung to her bare skin, dampening the silk, frizzing the perfect line of her bob. She shivered, but she didn't retreat. She needed the cold to freeze out the heat Daniel had ignited in her blood.

The door behind her opened and closed. She didn't turn. She knew the cadence of those footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate.

Daniel came to stand beside her, leaning his forearms on the stone rail, staring out into the black void of the ocean. He wasn't wearing a coat. The cold didn't seem to touch him.

"You're freezing," he said.

"I'm fine," she snapped, staring straight ahead.

"You're shaking, Violet."

"It’s the adrenaline. Weddings make me anxious."

"Weddings make you cynical," he corrected. "Intimacy makes you anxious."

Violet turned on him then, her eyes flashing. "Don't psychoanalyze me, Daniel. You lost that right ten years ago."

"I didn't lose it," he said calmly, turning to face her. The shadows cast by the venue lights cut across his face, highlighting the sharp angle of his jaw. "You took it away. You ran."

"I left to build a life."

"You left because you were scared that if you stayed, you’d be happy. And happiness is the one thing you can’t control."

"That's arrogant," she hissed, though the truth of it stung like the salt spray.

"Is it?" He stepped closer. The space between them evaporated. He was close enough now that she could see the flecks of gold in his hazel eyes, close enough to feel the radiating warmth of his body blocking the wind.

He didn't touch her. He respected the invisible electric fence she had erected around herself, but he stood right at the warning line.

"I’m not looking for a fight, Vi," he said, his voice dropping, rough with a fatigue that mirrored her own. "And I’m not looking for a wall to crumble. I know you. You’re fortified. You’re untouchable."

"Then why did you follow me?" Her voice wavered, betraying her.

"Because you look at me like you’re starving," he said. The words were a physical blow. "And I know I’m looking at you the same way."

Violet’s breath hitched. She wanted to deny it. She wanted to slap him and storm back inside to the safety of polite society. But her body was betraying her













d2d_images/cover.jpg
CLARA N. ROSE





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





