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​Chapter 1: The Place I Never Left
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The town looked exactly the same.

That was the first thing Elena noticed as she stepped out of the car, her boots hitting the pavement slower than they should have. Like if she moved too quickly, it would all become real.

The café on the corner still had its chipped white paint. The same crooked sign hung above the door, swaying gently in the late summer breeze. The air smelled like coffee and something sweet—vanilla, maybe.

Nothing had changed.

Except her.

Elena Hart tightened her grip on the strap of her camera bag, her fingers brushing over the worn leather. She’d been to dozens of towns since she left—cities full of noise and strangers and places where no one knew her name.

That was the point.

No memories. No history. No him.

Her chest tightened before she could stop it.

“Don’t,” she whispered under her breath, dragging her suitcase from the trunk. “You’re not here for that.”

She slammed the car door harder than necessary.

The sound echoed.

Too loud.

Too final.

For a moment, she just stood there, staring down the quiet street she once knew like the back of her hand. The same sidewalks she’d run down barefoot as a kid. The same streetlights she and—

No.

Elena exhaled slowly, forcing the thought away before it could fully form.

She wasn’t that girl anymore.

The one who believed in forever.

The one who waited.

The one who trusted.

A car passed by, snapping her back into the present. The driver barely glanced at her, and something about that stung more than it should have.

Good, she told herself.

That’s what you wanted.

To be forgotten.

To be nothing more than a stranger passing through.

The bell above the café door chimed softly as she stepped inside.

Warmth wrapped around her instantly, the scent of coffee stronger now, mixed with baked goods and something familiar enough to make her stomach twist.

Her eyes scanned the room out of habit.

Same wooden tables. Same soft lighting. Same—

“Elena?”

Her name hit her like a collision.

She froze.

Slowly—too slowly—she turned.

Behind the counter stood a girl she hadn’t seen in years, her dark curls pulled into a messy bun, her eyes wide with disbelief.

“Jess?” Elena’s voice came out quieter than she meant it to.

And just like that, the past cracked open.

“Oh my God.” Jess rushed around the counter, nearly knocking over a chair in the process. “Oh my God, it’s actually you.”

Before Elena could react, she was pulled into a hug.

It was warm. Familiar. Real.

And for a second—just a second—Elena let herself melt into it.

“You disappeared,” Jess said, pulling back just enough to look at her. “Like, actually disappeared. No calls, no texts—nothing. I thought you—”

“I know.” Elena offered a small, apologetic smile. “I’m sorry.”

Jess studied her for a moment, her expression softening.

“You look... different.”

Elena let out a quiet breath. “I get that a lot.”

It was true.

Not just the blonde hair that now fell in soft waves past her shoulders, lighter than it used to be from years under different suns.

It was everything else.

The way she held herself.

The way she guarded her eyes.

The way she didn’t quite belong anywhere anymore.

Jess seemed to notice.

But she didn’t push.

Instead, she grinned. “Well, you picked the right day to come back. You’re not gonna believe—”

The café door chimed again.

Elena didn’t turn right away.

She didn’t know why.

Maybe it was instinct.

Maybe it was fear.

Or maybe it was the sudden, suffocating feeling in her chest that made it hard to breathe.

Jess’s smile faltered.

And that was all it took.

Elena turned.

Time didn’t slow.

It stopped.

He stood just inside the doorway, one hand still on the handle, like he hadn’t fully decided to step in.

Luca Bennett.

Older. Broader. The boy she once knew carved into something sharper, harder.

But his eyes—

Those storm-gray eyes found hers instantly.

Like they never forgot how.

The world around them faded into nothing.

No sound.

No movement.

No years between them.

Just him.

Just her.

And everything they never said.

Elena’s heart slammed against her ribs, loud and unrelenting.

She hadn’t prepared for this.

Not like this.

Not so soon.

Luca didn’t move.

Didn’t speak.

But the look on his face—

It broke something open inside her.

Regret.

Shock.

Something dangerously close to hope.

“Elena...” he said, her name barely more than a breath.

And she hated that it still sounded the same coming from him.

Hated that it still felt the same.

Her fingers curled into fists at her sides.

Don’t fall back.

Don’t remember.

Don’t—

“You don’t get to say my name like that.”

The words came out sharper than she expected.

Good.

She needed sharp.

Needed distance.

Because if she let herself feel even a fraction of what was clawing its way up her chest right now—

She wouldn’t survive it.

Luca swallowed, his jaw tightening.

“I—”

“Don’t.”

Elena shook her head, taking a step back.

Then another.

Creating space.

Building walls.

Just like she had learned to do.

“You lost that right a long time ago.”

Silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating.

Jess looked between them, clearly caught in something she didn’t understand.

But Elena didn’t care.

Couldn’t care.

Because all she could see—

All she could feel—

Was him.

Standing there like nothing had changed.

Like he hadn’t shattered everything she once believed in.

Like he hadn’t walked away.

Elena forced herself to look away first.

“I’ll take a coffee,” she said, her voice steady now. Controlled. “Black.”

Jess hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, of course.”

Elena moved to the nearest table, setting her bag down with careful precision.

Her hands didn’t shake.

She wouldn’t let them.

She stared straight ahead, refusing to look back at the door.

Refusing to look at him.

But she could feel it.

His presence.

Heavy. Unavoidable.

Too familiar.

Too dangerous.

And when the chair across the room scraped softly against the floor—

When she felt him still there, still watching—

Elena realized something she hadn’t been ready to admit.

She never really left this place.

Not completely.

Because some part of her—

The part she buried, the part she tried to forget—

Had been right here the whole time.

Waiting.

For him.
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​Chapter 2: The Things I Never Said
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Luca didn’t breathe.

He wasn’t sure he could.

Elena Hart.

Standing ten feet away from him like she hadn’t just walked straight out of the past and into his chest.

For a second—just one—he thought he imagined her.

Because he had done that before.

Too many times.

Caught glimpses of blonde hair in a crowd. Heard a laugh that sounded almost like hers. Felt the ghost of her in places she hadn’t been in years.

But this—

This was real.

Painfully, undeniably real.

She looked different.

Not in a way that made her unfamiliar.

In a way that made it worse.

Her blonde hair fell softer now, lighter, like sunlight caught in motion. Her face was sharper, more defined—but her eyes...

God.

Her eyes were the same.

Hazel, warm and stormy all at once.

Except now they held something he had never seen directed at him before.

Distance.

And it hit harder than anything else.

“You don’t get to say my name like that.”

The words echoed in his head, sharper each time.

Luca swallowed hard, his hand still resting on the café door like it was the only thing keeping him upright.

She stepped back from him.

Like he was something to get away from.

That shouldn’t have surprised him.

He earned that.

Still—

It felt like a blade sliding between his ribs.

He forced himself to move, letting the door close behind him with a quiet click.

Every instinct screamed at him to go to her.

To close the distance.

To say something—anything—that might undo the years that sat heavy between them.

But his feet didn’t move.

Because he knew.

Knew that one wrong step, one wrong word—

And she’d walk out again.

And this time?

He wouldn’t survive it.

Elena sat at one of the small tables near the window, her posture straight, controlled.

Like she was holding herself together piece by piece.

She didn’t look at him.

Not once.

But Luca felt her anyway.

The way he always had.

Like she was stitched into him somewhere deeper than sense.

Jess set a cup of coffee in front of her, glancing between them like she was watching a storm roll in.

Smart girl.

That’s exactly what this was.

Luca dragged a hand through his hair, forcing his feet to finally move.

Not toward her.

Not yet.

He stepped up to the counter instead.

“Coffee,” he said, his voice rougher than usual. “Black.”

Jess blinked. “Since when do you drink it black?”

He didn’t answer.

Because the truth was simple.

Since she left.

The silence stretched too long.

Too loud.

Too full of things unsaid.

Luca risked a glance over his shoulder.

She hadn’t moved.

But her fingers tightened slightly around the cup.

He noticed.

Of course he did.

He always noticed.

Flashbacks didn’t come gently.

They hit him all at once.

Her laughter echoing down this exact room.

Her feet propped up on that same chair across from him.

Her stealing his coffee because she “hated the taste” but drank it anyway just to annoy him.

“You’re impossible,” he had told her once.

“And you love me for it,” she had shot back.

He had.

God, he had.

Luca clenched his jaw, forcing the memory down before it could drag him under.

That was before.

Before everything went to hell.

Before he made the choice that cost him her.

Jess slid his coffee across the counter, her expression cautious. “You gonna just stand there... or?”

Luca followed her gaze.

Straight to Elena.

His chest tightened.

“Yeah,” he muttered.

But his feet still didn’t move.

Because walking toward her meant facing it.

All of it.

The silence.

The anger.

The hurt in her eyes.

The truth he never gave her.

But then—

Elena shifted.

Just slightly.

And for a brief moment, her eyes flicked up.

Meeting his.

And everything else disappeared.

Again.

There it was.

Not just anger.

Not just distance.

Something deeper.

Something buried.

Something that looked a hell of a lot like the same thing tearing through him right now.

Hope.

Dangerous. Reckless. Stupid hope.

Luca exhaled slowly.

Then finally—

He moved.

Each step felt heavier than it should have.

Like he was walking straight into something that could destroy him.

He stopped just short of her table.

Close enough to see the faint tension in her jaw.

Close enough to hear the slight hitch in her breathing.

But still far enough to give her an out.

Always an out.

“Elena,” he said again, softer this time. Careful.

Her grip on the coffee tightened.

But she didn’t look up.

“That’s not my name to you anymore,” she replied quietly.

That hurt more than anything else.

More than the distance.

More than the years.

Because it meant she had erased him.

Or tried to.

Luca swallowed hard.

“You can hate me,” he said, his voice low. “You probably should.”

That got her attention.

Her eyes snapped up to his, sharp and guarded.

“Probably?” she echoed.

He let out a humorless breath. “Yeah. Probably wasn’t strong enough.”

Silence.

Heavy. Tense.

Then—

“Why are you here?” she asked.

The question hit him off guard.

He frowned slightly. “I live here.”

“No.” Her voice was firmer now. “Why are you here?”

Luca held her gaze.

Because he knew what she was really asking.

Why now?

Why show up?

Why not stay away like you did before?

His chest tightened.

“Because you are.”

The words slipped out before he could stop them.

Too honest.

Too real.

And judging by the way her expression flickered—

Too much.

Elena stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor.

“Don’t do that,” she snapped.

Luca’s brows pulled together. “Do what?”

“Act like nothing happened. Like you can just—just say things like that and it means something.”

“It does mean something.”

“It doesn’t!” Her voice cracked slightly, betraying the control she’d been clinging to. “You don’t get to mean things to me anymore.”

That landed.

Hard.

But Luca didn’t back down.

Not this time.

“Then why are you shaking?” he asked quietly.

Her breath caught.

Just for a second.

But he saw it.

Elena’s eyes flashed, anger rising fast enough to cover everything else.

“I’m not shaking because of you.”

“Then what is it?” he pressed, his voice still low, steady.

“Maybe it’s because I’m standing in the same place where you—”

She cut herself off.

Too late.

The damage was already there.

Luca’s chest constricted.

“Where I what?” he asked, softer now.

She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

“You don’t even remember?”

“I remember everything.”

And that—

That was the truth.

Every word. Every moment. Every second of the night he lost her.

Elena stared at him for a long moment.

Searching.

Like she was trying to decide if she believed him.

Or if she hated him too much to care.

Then she shook her head.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, stepping back again. “It’s done.”

“It’s not done.”

Her eyes snapped to his, fire burning now.

“It is for me.”

Luca stepped forward before he could stop himself.

Closing the space she just created.

“Then why did you come back?” he asked.

Silence.

Her breath hitched.

And for a second—

Just a second—

He thought she might answer.

But instead, she grabbed her bag.

“I didn’t come back for you.”

The words were sharp.

Final.

A lie.

He could feel it.

And before he could say anything else—

She walked past him.

Close enough that her shoulder brushed his.

Close enough that he could feel the warmth of her.

The familiarity.

The memory of something he lost.

The café door chimed again.

And then she was gone.

Luca stood there, unmoving.

His hands clenched at his sides.

His heart still trying to catch up.

She was back.

After all these years—

She was back.

And she hated him.

Luca let out a slow breath, dragging a hand down his face.

“Yeah,” he muttered under his breath. “That went well.”

Jess snorted softly behind the counter.

“Understatement of the year.”

He didn’t argue.

Because for the first time in years—

He felt something crack open inside him.

Something he thought was long gone.

Hope.

And no matter how much it hurt—

No matter how much she pushed him away—

Luca knew one thing for certain.

He wasn’t letting her walk away again.

Not this time.
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​Chapter 3: The Night You Left
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Elena didn’t stop walking until she couldn’t hear the café door anymore.

Didn’t stop until the sound of her own heartbeat drowned out everything else.

Only then did she slow.

Barely.

Her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag as she turned the corner, stepping onto a quieter street lined with trees that hadn’t changed in years.

Of course they hadn’t.

Nothing in this town ever did.

Except the people who left.

Except her.

Her chest ached.

Not sharp.

Not sudden.

Slow. Familiar.

The kind of pain that had been sitting inside her for years, waiting for the smallest excuse to come back to life.

And all it took—

Was him.

Elena let out a shaky breath, pressing her palm briefly against her sternum like she could physically push the feeling down.

“Get it together,” she muttered.

But her voice didn’t sound convincing.

Not even to her.

She kept walking.

Past the old bookstore.

Past the park with the rusted swings.

Past every place that held a memory she didn’t want to revisit.

But they came anyway.

Relentless.

Uninvited.

Her feet slowed as she reached the edge of the lake.

The water stretched out in front of her, calm and endless, reflecting the fading light of the sky.

This place...

This was where everything had started.

And where it ended.

Elena closed her eyes.

She shouldn’t be here.

She knew that.

But some part of her—

The part she tried so hard to bury—

Had brought her back anyway.

And just like that—

The memory came.

Years Ago

“You’re late.”

Elena stood at the edge of the dock, arms crossed, trying—and failing—to look annoyed.

Behind her, the lake shimmered under the moonlight, quiet and still.

She heard his footsteps before she saw him.

“Relax,” Luca’s voice came easily, like it always did. “You’d wait for me anyway.”

She rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips.

“Confidence doesn’t look good on you.”

“Yeah?” he stepped up beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed. “Good thing I don’t need it with you.”

Her heart did that thing again.

The stupid, fluttery thing she pretended not to notice.

“You’re impossible.”

“And you love me for it.”

She huffed, looking out at the water instead of at him.

But he didn’t let her get away with that.

He never did.

“Hey,” Luca said softly.

Her breath caught slightly at the shift in his tone.

When she turned to look at him—

He was already watching her.

Closer now.

Too close.

“Elena,” he said, quieter this time.

Her name sounded different when he said it like that.

Like it meant something more.

“What?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

For a second, he didn’t answer.

Just studied her like he was trying to memorize something.

And then—

“I’m leaving.”

The world tilted.

Just slightly.

Just enough.

“What?” she laughed, but it didn’t sound real. “What do you mean you’re leaving?”

“Tonight.”

The word hit like a slap.

Her smile dropped instantly.

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.”

Elena shook her head, stepping back.

“No. No, you don’t just—just say something like that out of nowhere. You don’t get to decide that without—”

“Without what?” Luca snapped, frustration bleeding into his voice. “Without asking you?”

“Yes!” she shot back. “Without telling me, Luca! Without—without giving me any kind of warning!”

“I’m telling you now.”

“That’s not the same thing!”

Silence cracked between them.

Sharp. Sudden.

“Why?” she demanded.

Luca looked away.

That was the first sign something was wrong.

Because he never looked away from her.

“Luca.”

“Don’t,” he said quietly.

Her stomach dropped.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t ask me that.”

Her chest tightened.

“No. You don’t get to do that either. You don’t get to just leave and not tell me why.”

“I can’t.”

The words didn’t make sense.

They didn’t fit.

Elena stared at him, searching his face for something—anything—that would explain what was happening.

“I thought...” her voice faltered. “I thought we told each other everything.”

“We did.”

“Then tell me this.”

He didn’t.

That was the moment something cracked.

Not all at once.

But enough.

“Say something,” she whispered.

Luca’s jaw tightened, his hands clenching at his sides.

“I’m trying to protect you.”

Protect her?

From
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