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Chapter One – The Return to the Harbor
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The sea always remembered.

Even after years away, its scent was the same — salt, wind, and the faint sweetness of kelp drying on the docks. When Daniel stepped off the ferry and set foot on the worn cobblestones of Saint Alden’s Harbor, it was as though the tide itself sighed in recognition. The gulls wheeled overhead, crying into the gray-blue sky, and the masts of moored boats clinked softly in rhythm with the water.

He hadn’t been back in nearly a decade. The harbor had changed — new cafés, new sails, a new rhythm — and yet, underneath, everything was the same: the hum of the waves, the smell of varnished wood, the low laughter of sailors spilling from the tavern at dusk.

Daniel pulled his duffel closer and began walking, each step echoing against memories he’d tried to forget. He told himself this was just a visit, a week at most — long enough to settle his father’s old affairs, long enough to say goodbye properly. But even as he told himself that, his heart tugged toward the pier, to the place where he’d once learned what it meant to love.

That’s where he saw him.

Elias stood by the water, coiling a thick rope around a wooden post, his sun-worn hands steady and sure. His hair was longer now, threaded with copper, and his skin carried the bronze of the open sea. But Daniel would have known that posture anywhere — the quiet focus, the strength hidden in gentleness.

For a moment, Daniel froze. The years collapsed like waves breaking on the shore.

Elias looked up, eyes meeting his across the distance. They were the same shade of storm-gray as the sea just before rain. He blinked once — then again — and for a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

“Daniel?” Elias’s voice was soft, uncertain.

Daniel’s throat tightened. “Hey, Eli.”

The name came out like an exhale, like an echo of another life.

Elias stepped forward, wiping his hands on a rag. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you here again.”

“Neither did I,” Daniel admitted. “Guess the tide brings back everything eventually.”

A small smile flickered across Elias’s face — familiar, heartbreaking. “You still talk like a poet.”

“And you still work the docks,” Daniel said, glancing toward the boats. “I thought you’d have your own by now.”

Elias shrugged. “Maybe I like belonging to the water more than owning it.”

The silence between them stretched — full, charged, and not entirely comfortable. The last time they’d seen each other, it had been on this same dock. A storm that night had carried away more than boats. It had taken words they never said.

Daniel looked out at the horizon, where the sea met the sky in a silver blur. “I didn’t come to stay,” he said quietly.

“I know,” Elias replied. “But maybe... stay long enough for a drink?”

Daniel hesitated — long enough to notice the way Elias’s eyes softened, the way the light from the water reflected in them like forgiveness.

“Just one,” Daniel said, though something deep in his chest already knew better.

They walked toward the old tavern at the corner of the pier, the one that had weathered every storm since before they were born. The smell of brine and citrus filled the air, and as the sun dipped behind the horizon, the harbor lights came alive — golden, flickering, familiar.
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