
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Gardener’s Embrace
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CHAPTER ONE — Among the Blossoms
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The countryside stretched endlessly under a pale spring sun. Rolling hills were dotted with wildflowers, the scent of fresh earth mingling with the crisp air. Marco trudged along the dirt path leading to the old greenhouse, hands stuffed nervously in his pockets.

At twenty-four, he had spent most of his life tucked into quiet routines, his shyness a constant companion. Yet something about this summer, this place, felt different—alive, charged, and full of possibility.

As he pushed open the greenhouse door, the scent of soil and blooms enveloped him. Rows of verdant plants lined the narrow aisles, and in the center, Ivan knelt, hands in the earth, tending a bed of vibrant tulips.

Ivan looked up as Marco entered. Confident, radiant, and unafraid, he had an ease that made Marco’s chest tighten. “You’re here early,” Ivan said, voice warm and teasing. “I didn’t expect you until the afternoon.”

Marco cleared his throat. “I... wanted to help. Thought I could start learning the ropes.”

Ivan stood, wiping his hands on a cloth, and smiled, that easy, magnetic grin. “I’m glad you did. There’s plenty to do, and I could use a hand—and maybe someone to share the view with.”

Marco’s cheeks warmed. He stepped closer, trying to ignore the rapid beat of his heart. Working alongside Ivan, he felt an unexpected courage. Each glance, each brush of Ivan’s fingers on a leaf, made him more aware of the pull between them.

They worked side by side in silence at first—planting seedlings, pruning branches, watering the soil. But as the hours passed, their conversation flowed naturally, laughter spilling between the rows of flowers. Ivan’s confidence complemented Marco’s caution, his warmth coaxing the younger man from the shadows of his reserve.

By late afternoon, Marco realized his hands were dirtied, his back tired, but his heart was light and aflame. And as Ivan leaned down to hand him a watering can, their fingers brushed, lingering just a moment too long to be accidental.

Marco’s breath hitched. Ivan noticed. “You okay?” he asked softly, eyes searching his.

Marco nodded, voice barely audible. “I... I think I’m... happy.”

Ivan’s smile deepened, gentle yet knowing. “Good. Because I think this summer might just be unforgettable.”
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CHAPTER TWO — Sunlit Paths
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The next morning, Marco awoke to the soft sounds of birdsong and the faint rustle of leaves outside his small cottage window. The countryside had a quiet magic to it—sunlight spilling across the hills, dew glistening on the grass, and the promise of a day full of discovery.

He dressed quickly and made his way to the greenhouse, anticipation fluttering in his chest. The memory of yesterday lingered—Ivan’s warm smile, the brush of his hand, the easy laughter that had made Marco’s pulse quicken.

When he arrived, Ivan was already at work, kneeling in the flowerbeds with the sun catching in his dark hair. The sight stole Marco’s breath for a moment, and he had to remind himself to speak.
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