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Chapter 1: In the Dark
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Morning light filtered through Lola Ward’s bedroom curtains, casting a warm glow. She blinked her eyes open and stretched languidly beneath the covers, feeling her muscles awaken with the promise of a new day. It was a ritual she had grown fond of in the seclusion of her mountain home—a simple pleasure that never failed to ground her.

“Good morning, Uncle Preston,” she called out, sauntering into the kitchen where he stood by the stove. The air was thick with the aroma of frying bacon and freshly brewed coffee, and Lola couldn’t help but smile at the familiar scene. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

“Morning, Lola,” he replied, flipping a strip of bacon onto a plate. His voice was deep and gravelly, yet it held a soothing quality that had always comforted her. “Well, we’ve got some chores to take care of around here, but I thought you could go for your usual hike first.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she agreed, pouring herself a cup of black coffee and taking a seat at the table. “It’s such a beautiful day outside; I don’t want to waste a single moment of it.”

As they shared breakfast, Lola’s thoughts drifted to her connection with nature—it was something that had only grown stronger since she’d started living with Uncle Preston Ward. There was something about the stillness of the woods, the melody of birdsong, and the whisper of the wind through the trees that called to her as nothing else could.

Lola had no memories beyond those of the cabin that she and Uncle Preston lived in, only the stories he told of her past. Her life seemed to start and end within its four walls. “What does the world beyond here look like?” she asked, absently tracing the wood grain of the table with her finger.

“It’s a good question,” he replied, a hint of sorrow shadowing his gaze. “The world is vast and filled with many wonders, but it’s also a dangerous place.”

She took a tentative sip of her hot coffee and said wistfully, “I wish I could see it someday.” She pushed a lock of long, brown hair from her face to eat breakfast.

“One day perhaps you will,” Ward said, his face betraying the cheer in his voice.

***
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DR. PRESTON WARD LOOKED at his creation sitting across the breakfast table from him. To any observer, Lola would appear to be a vibrant young woman of nineteen. She was brilliant and curious with a human level of compassion. Her integrity and firm grasp of morality were perhaps overdeveloped, but he had been careful to program strict guardrails to ensure self-discipline when operating independently of human oversight.

Ward had worked on a covert government project to develop robots capable of operating in environments hostile to humans, such as space. They could withstand far harsher conditions with endurance well beyond that of mortal beings. Lola was the result of years of research in android development.

He had blended her synthetic body with organic components. On the surface, she was indistinguishable from a human. She could eat and drink with normal body functions and had enhanced senses, with exceptional hearing and vision across a broader spectrum and range of frequencies than humans. If deprived of food or water, her internal power source would sustain her indefinitely.

Some features had not yet been activated. He had programmed all the androids to be versatile and competent in every field. They could perform any task required of them and were combat-ready. When a situation developed, the need would elicit the ability and unlock the required skill set.

Lola was the picture of innocence, trust, sincerity, and kindness. Ward knew this would have to change. At some point, this precious creature would interface with society. To function as a human, she would require experiences that would allow her to fully develop her personality. He dreaded that she would eventually face the malevolence and sorrows of the world, knowing it would change her into a cunning machine, capable of hate and revenge.
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LOLA HELPED CLEAN UP the kitchen before she left the cabin and embarked on her hike, her spirits lifted with each step. The forest surrounded her like an old friend, its branches rustling softly in the breeze as if whispering secrets only she could hear. It was a warm, sunny day, and she turned down the familiar path that led to her favorite swimming spot—a small, secluded pond nestled in the deep shade of trees.

As Lola stood at the water’s edge, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was amiss. She glanced around, her eyes scanning the shadows cast by the trees, searching for any sign of movement. But there was nothing out of the ordinary, only the same serene landscape she’d grown to love.

She dismissed her unease and waded into the water, letting its cool embrace envelop her. As she swam, the whisper of the wind grew louder, and she saw a shadow amid the thick leaves of the surrounding undergrowth. She thought she caught a brief flash of light and the blurred outline of a person.

“Is somebody there?” she called out, treading water, and peering into the woods beyond. But there was no reply—only the echo of her voice and the hushed murmurs of nature.

Despite herself, Lola couldn’t shake the sense that someone or something was watching her. It was a feeling that clung to her like a cold shiver, sending tendrils of unease down her spine. There was rustling in the bushes.

“Show yourself!” she demanded, her voice wavering despite her best efforts to sound bold. But the woods remained silent. Lola suspected she was letting her imagination run wild and that not every shadow was a secret threat, but then she saw a small red dot of light bouncing off her breast.

Feeling exposed and terrified, Lola scrambled out of the water, her heart pounding against her ribs. Her fingers trembled as she grabbed her clothes and hastily dressed, frantic. The breezes now seemed to carry whispers of sinister intent, mocking her vulnerability, and the trees loomed menacingly above her like dark sentinels.

“Please, just let me get back to the cabin,” she whispered under her breath, her voice quivering with fear.

As she sprinted back toward the safety of her uncle’s home, her breath caught in her throat, strangled by the terror that enveloped her. The shadows danced and twisted around her, conjuring nightmarish images in her mind. It was the first time she had ever felt such cold dread in this secluded mountain haven.

“Uncle Preston!” she gasped as she burst through the front door, her wild eyes immediately seeking his familiar presence. “Something ... I felt ...”

But she hesitated, biting her lip as she struggled for words. How could she explain what had happened without sounding utterly foolish? She had seen no one. Just the little dot of red light.

“Child, you’re shaking,” Ward observed, his brow furrowing with concern as he took in her disheveled appearance. “What’s wrong?”

“I ...” Lola faltered, her mind racing as she considered her options. Should she tell him about the incident at the lake? Would he think her mad, or worse yet, would he dismiss her fears as childish imagination? Would he forbid her to go on her daily hikes? She didn’t want to be confined to just the cabin.

“Speak, Lola,” he urged gently, his deep voice tinged with worry.

“Nothing,” she whispered, her gaze flitting away from his piercing stare. “I thought I saw something in the woods, but it was probably my imagination.”

“Are you certain?” he pressed, his keen intellect shining through his eyes as he searched her face for the truth. “You know you can tell me anything, child.”

“I know,” she replied softly, forcing a shaky smile. “It’s just ... I’ve never felt so scared before, Uncle. I must have panicked.”

“Sometimes, fear is just a figment of our minds, my dear.” He drew her into a comforting embrace. “Sometimes it’s justified. You must learn to trust your instincts and find the courage to face it.”

Lola allowed herself to be enveloped by his warmth, the steady beat of his heart a soothing balm against her frazzled nerves. She couldn’t help but wonder if this strange encounter was the danger her uncle had spoken of earlier.

“Promise me, Uncle,” she whispered. “Promise me you’ll keep me safe.”

“Of course, my child,” he murmured, his voice filled with fierce protectiveness. “No matter what may come, you have my word.”

Lola clung to him for a moment but realized that even her uncle had limitations against these odds.

“Come on. I need your help in the shop for a while.” Ward picked up a stack of notes and diagrams before heading out the door.

They lost track of time, working until the sun had dipped low, casting long shadows across the wooden floor.

“What is this invention you’re working on, Uncle?” She looked at the maze of sliding and interlocking components. The contraption folded into a plain wooden box that looked much like a closed-in bench seat.

“An important project I’ve been working on with my dear friend and colleague, Dr. Sarah Lee,” Ward said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I needed something to keep me busy, so I’m building the housing for a portable teleportation device.”

“You’ll have to tell me more about it.”

“I was planning to later. We still have a few details to work out—power supply and such.”

“I might be able to help with that,” Lola said thoughtfully, handing her uncle a spanner from the tool rack. Her fingers brushed the cold metal surface, and she thought of how she might use it as a weapon if necessary. She looked around the shop and smiled at the collection of tools. Only a fool would attack her in here.

“I’m sure you will. Thanks, Lola.” Ward tightened the final bolt. “Very productive day.”

“Anything to keep my mind off ... things,” she admitted, attempting to shake off the lingering dread that clung to her like a second skin.

Ward looked at her for a moment, his eyes filled with concern. They continued to work in companionable silence while Ward folded up his device and put away his tools. Lola swept the floor of metal filings and wood shavings.

With the last rays of sunlight fading into twilight, Lola left the workshop and tended to her chores. She fed the chickens, gathered firewood, and helped prepare the evening meal, each task a familiar dance that anchored her to the world around her. As she moved, she kept her senses alert, searching for any sign of the presence from earlier that day.

By the time supper was ready, darkness had enveloped the small mountain home. Lola and her uncle sat down to a bowl of venison stew, the food offering warmth and comfort against the encroaching night. 

After dinner, Ward shared plans for the teleporter with Lola. “These should keep you busy for a while. Strictly top secret, mind you.”

Lola laughed. “My head is buzzing with ideas already.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to those for now. This old man is ready to take a break.”

Many a night they had sat by the fire sharing stories and laughter, but Lola had a growing curiosity, a gnawing urge tugging at the edges of her thoughts.

“Uncle,” she began hesitantly, once they had settled by the fire, its flickering flames casting eerie patterns on the walls. “Before you turn in for the night, tell me more about my parents.”

Ward’s face clouded over; for a moment, he hesitated, then sighed, his expression softening. “What would you like to know, Lola?”

“Where did they come from? Who were they?” she asked, gripping the rough fabric of her apron tightly in her hands.

“Your parents were ... extraordinary,” he said, staring into the dancing flames. “They were brilliant scientists, driven by a desire to create something truly remarkable.”

“Why did they live up here, away from everyone?” Lola asked, her eyes wide with fascination.

Ward’s words were slow and deliberate. “We live here for reasons that are best left unspoken for now.”

“Unspoken?” she echoed, a knot of frustration forming in her stomach. She didn’t have any memories of her childhood, only what Uncle Preston had told her. “But I want to know everything, Uncle! I deserve to know who I am and where I come from.”

“Patience, my child.” He reached out to squeeze her hand. “When the time is right, I promise I will tell you all that I can.”

Lola stared into her uncle’s eyes, searching for some hint of deception or evasion. But all she found was love, and beneath it, a deep, unyielding determination. She knew she could trust him, and yet the questions still burned within her, threatening to consume her if left unanswered.

“You can’t keep me in the dark forever, you know.”

“Not my intention, Lola,” he replied, his voice thick with emotion. “I only wish to protect you from the dangers beyond these walls.”

Sitting by the hearth as the fire crackled and popped, Lola knew there must be dark secrets about her past, secrets that could put her in danger.

They watched the hungry flames lick around the logs as they sat in silence, each lost in their thoughts. The weight of unresolved questions hung heavily in the air, and Lola could no longer contain her curiosity.

“Uncle Preston,” she began cautiously, “I can’t sleep after what happened today. Please tell me the truth about everything. I’m nineteen. I’m old enough to know.”

Ward sighed deeply, his shoulders sagging with the heaviness of his decision. He stared into the fire for a moment before finally meeting Lola’s gaze, resignation etched across his face.

“Very well, I suppose it is time you knew,” he said quietly. “You are unlike other humans and have no biological parents. You were created by people who loved you all the same. You came not from a womb, but from a lab. You’re an android.”

“A lab?” Lola’s eyes widened in shock, and she felt a wave of nausea. Her heart raced. She realized it was not truly a heart at all, but a complex mechanism that mimicked one.

“Your line of androids was groundbreaking, something never seen before,” Ward continued. “But there were those who sought to exploit this technology. They wanted to study you, dissect you, and use your design to build an army of androids for their twisted purposes.”

Fear gripped Lola’s thoughts as she processed her uncle’s revelation. She had always sensed something different about herself—the texture of her skin, the steady vibration within her chest where a heartbeat should have been, the soft humming sound that seemed to emanate from deep within her.

“Can they find me here?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“We’ve stayed hidden thus far,” Ward reassured her. “But always be vigilant, Lola. Our lives depend on it.”

As frightening as this new understanding was, it also brought with it a strange sense of clarity. Her entire life suddenly made sense—her unique intellectual abilities, the secrecy surrounding her past, and her uncle’s fierce determination to protect her.

“Thank you for telling me,” Lola said, her voice trembling.

“Nothing is more important to me than your safety, my dear,” he replied, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. “Remember, no matter what happens, I will always be here for you. Come with me. I want to show you something.”

Lola nodded, grateful for understanding at last. She followed him up to the attic room above.

In the dim light of the attic, dust motes danced like restless spirits around Lola as she ascended the creaky wooden stairs. She had been to the attic many times before, but he led her to a far corner and opened a hidden door panel, revealing a small room she didn’t know was there. The air was thick with the scent of aged leather and crumbling paper—a veritable treasure trove of knowledge waiting to be unlocked.

“Uncle Preston,” she called out, her voice echoing through the shadowy space, “I want to learn everything I can about who I am and how to protect myself.”

“Of course. After all, knowledge is power, my dear,” he answered from behind a towering stack of books. He emerged, his face lined with concern, but his eyes bright with determination. “But now you will also have to live with knowing how dangerous the existence you’re facing truly is.”

Lola swallowed hard, acknowledging the gravity of their situation. She watched as her uncle selected a series of books from various shelves, each volume bound in weathered leather and laden with secrets.

“Begin here,” he said, placing them before her. “These texts contain fundamental principles of science, mechanics, and robotics. They will give you an understanding of your inner workings.”

As she flipped through the brittle pages, Lola marveled at the intricate diagrams and complex equations. She felt both humbled and awestruck by the genius that had created her. But alongside this newfound wonder came a creeping sense of dread—the lurking reality that she was not truly human.

“Uncle, are there others like me?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice steady.

“Yes, if any have survived,” he replied gently. “A cruel and bitter woman has destroyed many of them. Remember the name Rowena Thorne—she is your sworn enemy and on a mission to wipe out your kind.”

“Then I must stay away from her,” Lola whispered, steeling herself for the challenges ahead. She struggled with an inner conflict as she considered this new information. “Or I must destroy her first. It’s within my rights to defend myself.”

“Indeed,” Ward agreed, placing a hand on her shoulder. “For now, focus on learning. Your superior abilities, combined with knowledge, are your best weapon.”

“How many enemies are there?” Lola asked.

“Many. It is impossible to know. But it would be wise to assume they could hide in the shadows everywhere, searching for you.”

Lola nodded, her resolve strengthening with each passing moment. She would immerse herself in the information hidden in their attic and emerge armed with the tools she needed to face the world and her enemies.

“I will be prepared,” she murmured, her fingers tracing the contours of a complex schematic. “I won’t let you down.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” he replied, his voice tinged with both pride and sorrow.
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Chapter 2: Mysterious Stranger
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It rained through the night. The next day, it turned foggy and cold. It was late afternoon when Lola grew tired of reading and went into the woods for her daily hike, her boots sinking slightly into the damp earth as she inhaled the rich scent of decay that filled the air. The twisted branches above her stretched out like gnarled fingers, reaching for the gloomy sky as if seeking solace from the oppressive atmosphere.

Her normal sense of well-being had disappeared since the incident at the swimming hole. A new sadness filled her heart. She wasn’t human but a freak to be caught and dissected. Every rustle of the leaves made her wary. Her favorite activity seemed devoid of pleasure, and the entire world had changed overnight. 

Lola knew she couldn’t trust anyone now, and yet she yearned to go beyond this hidden refuge and Uncle Preston. She harbored an unspoken desire for companionship. The loneliness of her soul echoed among the surrounding trees, searching for a single ray of sunshine.

“Uncle Preston always warned me about wandering too far,” she murmured, running her fingertips across the rough bark of a nearby tree trunk, but the forest whispered back at her, calling her deeper into its embrace.

“Perhaps I’ll find a clue to who or what is out here,” she mused to herself. She pressed forward, driven by the need to find evidence of who had been spying on her. The world was now a dark and forbidden place, but knowledge was power. If the enemy could spy on her, she could spy on them as well. Emboldened by the cover of fog, Lola pressed on.

As she ventured deeper into the woods, Lola noticed a figure standing amid the shadows cast by the towering trees. She squinted her eyes, trying to make out any features. He was tall and slender, shrouded in darkness like a specter from one of her favorite gothic novels. A mixture of fascination and fear washed over her, sending her pulse racing. She hoped he didn’t notice her silent approach.

“Who could he be?” she wondered, her thoughts a whirlwind of possibilities. Though she knew it was dangerous to approach this stranger, something about him still compelled her all the same. He seemed at home in the woods, not at all like some government spy. The thought of returning home to her empty existence, with only Uncle Preston’s loving but overprotective company, seemed even more unbearable. The thirst for adventure had won over her fear for the moment.

“Hello?” Lola called out hesitantly, her voice wavering with uncertainty. She took a few tentative steps toward the enigmatic figure, her heart pounding in her chest. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I’m just ... I’m lost.” That may have been the first lie Lola had ever told. She knew exactly where she was.

“I’m Lola,” she continued, her voice barely more than a whisper. She swallowed hard, feeling the weight of her own vulnerability bearing down on her.

For a moment, the man remained as still as the ancient trees surrounding them. Then, he inclined his head in acknowledgment. Lola stepped closer, her heart aching with equal parts fear and longing.

The mysterious man remained silent; his gaze was now riveted on her.

As Lola drew closer, she noticed his eyes—so dark they were almost black. They seemed to hold an ocean of secrets, promising knowledge and understanding that surpassed anything she had ever known. “Do you live around here?”

“Not too far. I’m Luther. Good to make your acquaintance,” he replied, his voice low and melodic. “I’ve seen you in these woods before, but was afraid I might frighten you.” He stepped closer and extended his hand in greeting.

She took the hand he offered, and her heart skipped an elated beat. Making contact with another person was exciting. Lola got lost in a swirl of strange new emotions. As they stood together in the forest, Lola sensed that somehow their fates were irrevocably entwined.

“Lola Ward.” Suddenly, she felt awkward and at a loss for words. “I live in a cabin over that way.” She pointed in the direction behind her. “With my uncle.”  

“Luther Brave. I live over that ridge,” he replied. A smile danced across his eyes. “I thought you were lost.”

Lola blushed, her gaze drawn to the strong lines of his face, the way his dark hair framed his high cheekbones. They both laughed. Luther’s laughter seemed to resonate through the very bones of the earth. The air surrounding him crackled with an energy she could not quite comprehend, drawing her inexplicably toward him.

But then doubt crept in, like a venomous serpent ready to strike. This man was a stranger after all, and she was alone in the woods. Her hands trembled, betraying her inner turmoil as she considered what danger he might pose. What if this were a clever trap? What if he wished to do her harm?

“Something troubles you,” Luther observed, his tone tinged with concern.

“I don’t know if I can trust you,” Lola whispered, her fear and vulnerability exposed like an open wound. “I know nothing about you.”

“Trust is earned, not given.” His eyes were kind, and his voice was soothing. “And I understand you must be cautious, Lola. The world can be a rather cruel and dangerous place.”

“Then why do I feel this ... connection to you?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Perhaps it is fate,” he mused, his eyes never leaving hers. “Or perhaps it is simply the magic of meeting one another.”

In the silence that followed, Lola’s thoughts battled for dominance—fear clashing with curiosity, desire locked in combat with doubt. And through it all, Luther Brave stood before her, fueling the passion within her heart.

“Were you at the lake while I was swimming yesterday?”

“No.” He studied her face. “Why do you ask?”

“I could swear someone was watching me. It gave me quite a scare,” Lola confessed. “I supposed it was just my imagination, but then I saw a red dot of light on my skin.”

“Well, you certainly weren’t imagining that. You should be more careful about these woods, Lola,” Luther said with a furrowed brow. “I have recently seen strangers around this area and a few search drones overhead.”

“What are they looking for?” Lola asked. Her eyes clouded with suspicion. If it was not Luther at the lake yesterday, then who?

“I plan to find out, but they can’t be up to any good,” he replied, his voice low and cautious. He gestured for her to walk with him, their footsteps crunching on leaves as they ventured back into the woods. “Let’s get out of plain view.”

“Tell me more about yourself,” Lola uttered with his hand in hers. It was a new sensation for her, sensual.

“You first,” he said, his lips curving into a subtle, enigmatic smile.

Her attraction to him was undeniable. Lola hoped he felt the same way. “I have lived with my Uncle Preston since my parents died in a car wreck. We lead a simple life and have everything we need, but to be honest, it’s a little lonely.”

“I know what you mean.” Luther gazed deep into her eyes. “I live by myself and can’t tell you how happy I am to get to know someone. Well, not just anyone. I mean you in particular,” he said, stumbling over the last few words.

“Who are you really?” she asked, her voice trembling like the leaves rustling above. Something told her he was hiding a secret behind those obsidian eyes. “Why are you living all alone in these woods?” Lola inquired, her gaze fixed on his. His story echoed her own.

“I think I’ve found it.” Luther allowed the corner of his mouth to upturn in a sly half-smile. “I’m drawn to the unknown, the mysterious—beautiful things just beyond my reach.”

“Then we are kindred spirits,” Lola whispered, warmth spreading through her at the thought of sharing a connection with him.

“Truly,” Luther agreed, his eyes meeting hers with an intensity that left her breathless.

The shadows lengthened and deepened, shrouding the forest floor in twilight hues. Lola’s heart throbbed stronger within her chest—a caged bird yearning for freedom—as she regarded the enigmatic figure before her. “Well, it’s getting late. Uncle will be worried, and I really should get back.”

“Of course. Let me walk you home?” he asked, offering his arm in a gallant gesture.

As she tentatively placed her hand upon his forearm, a shudder of electricity coursed through her—a mixture of excitement and trepidation. “I’d like that very much. Thanks.”

Their conversation flowed effortlessly, touching upon subjects both mundane and profound, as they strolled beneath the canopy of trees.

“Your curiosity is insatiable,” Luther observed, his voice tinged with admiration. “But I must ask—does it not frighten you to come out here alone?”

“It does now,” she confessed, her pulse quickening at his proximity. “But I can’t let fear stop me. And right now, my curiosity is greater.”

“Then let us explore together,” he said as they reached the clearing above the cabin. “See you tomorrow?”

“Absolutely. I’ll pack a picnic lunch, and we can make a day of it.” Lola gave him a warm smile.

Luther gave her a brief hug and a kiss on her forehead before turning back. Lola couldn’t help but feel she was on the brink of discovery—one that may well change her life forever. But for now, she was content to revel in the mystery of Luther Brave, the enigmatic stranger who had captured her heart.

The path was shrouded in mist, tendrils of fog clinging to the trees as Lola raced along the winding path back to her cabin. Her heart pounded with exhilaration as she thought of Luther, of gazing into his dark eyes and feeling an instant connection. It was as though she had known him forever.

She burst through the cabin door, breathless. “Uncle Preston! I met someone in the woods today.”

Her uncle looked up from the fireplace, his brow furrowed in concern. “It’s late, and I was worried about you. Who did you meet, child? It’s not safe for you to talk to strangers.”

“He’s really nice,” Lola insisted. “His name is Luther Brave. He lives deep in the forest and knows these woods better than I do.”

“I can’t believe you would do this after what I told you,” Ward said sharply. “You must promise me you won’t take chances like this again.”

Lola bit her lip, torn between her devotion to her uncle and the magnetic pull she felt toward Luther. “But Uncle Preston, I’ve been so lonely. And Luther—we’re friends now.”

Ward’s expression softened. He crossed the room and enveloped Lola in a hug, his calloused hands cradling the back of her head. “I only want to keep you safe, little one. The world outside is very dangerous for you. Dark and cruel.”

“Luther’s not dangerous. He walked me home and everything.” Her eyes pleaded with her uncle for understanding. “He knows there are people lurking out in those woods, like the one spying on me yesterday. He’s seen their drones and doesn’t trust them. Luther is not one of the bad guys.”

Ward sighed, resignation in his voice. “I understand how lonely this life must have been for you. If you promise to be careful, I suppose you may continue your friendship with this Luther. But you must keep me informed. No secrets, Lola.”

Lola hugged him tightly, relief flooding through her. “Thank you, Uncle Preston. You won’t regret this; I’ll feel safer with him around.”

She went to bed that night with a smile on her face, dreaming of dark eyes and the handsome man of the forest. Her heart swelled knowing that she would see Luther again soon.

The next morning, Lola packed a picnic basket with fresh-baked bread, cheese, fruits, and a flask of lemonade. Humming softly to herself, she felt happier than she had in a long time.

When the basket was ready, she set off on the winding forest path toward the point they had agreed to meet, ignoring the voice in the back of her mind that sounded suspiciously like her uncle’s warnings. The sun filtered through the canopy above in golden beams, dappling the undergrowth with shadows.

After a half-hour’s walk, she emerged into the small clearing where a big rock stood. He was sitting on the rock whittling a piece of wood, his eyes lighting up when he saw her.

“You came.” A smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. He wiped the sweat from his brow with a ragged sleeve.

“Of course.” She held up the picnic basket. “And I brought us lunch.”

“A picnic sounds lovely. There is a little secluded clearing nearby with the most beautiful waterfall you’ve ever seen. It’s my special place, and I can show you if you like.”

“I’d like that very much.” She grinned, falling into step beside him as they set off down another winding path.

They hiked for a time in comfortable silence, simply enjoying
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