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Dedication

For the ones who walked away once,

and found the courage to come back.

For second chances, small towns, and love that refuses to quit.

— M.Q.
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Prologue
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Ten Years Ago – Manhattan, NY

The rain came down like it knew something she didn’t.

Nora Grayson stood on the edge of the penthouse balcony, barefoot and trembling in her silk dress, her fists clenched around the straps of the suitcase by her side. Her makeup had long surrendered to the downpour, mascara trailing down her cheeks like smudged ink on parchment. She didn’t wipe it away. She was tired of pretending she wasn’t falling apart.

Inside, the soft clink of glass and laughter from polished mouths echoed behind her like a cruel joke. The benefit gala was still going strong, all champagne and hollow smiles. The kind of world she didn’t belong to—never did, never would.

Except for him.

Her gaze drifted upward, as if looking through the sky would bring him back. Grayson King. His name sounded like royalty, and for all intents and purposes, he was. Heir to the KingTech empire. Billionaire golden boy. And the man who had once looked at her like she was the only thing in the world that made sense.

Now she was about to walk out of his life without explanation.

Because if she told him the truth, he would stay.

And if he stayed, he’d hate her for it later.

She heard the door open behind her and froze. Footsteps—heavy, familiar, sure—approached, even as her heart begged him not to come.

"Nora." His voice was low, edged with confusion, with worry. “What the hell are you doing out here?”

She didn’t turn around. Couldn’t. If she saw his eyes, she might not leave.

“I was just... getting some air,” she lied softly, gripping the handle of her suitcase tighter.

Grayson’s coat was draped around her shoulders before she could argue, warm and smelling like him—amberwood and storm. “You’re soaked.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Doesn’t matter.”

"It does to me."

He moved closer, and she felt his warmth press up against her back. A steady hand landed on her hip, grounding her, his thumb grazing the sliver of skin where the dress had shifted. It would have thrilled her hours ago. Now, it broke her.

“Talk to me, Nora. You disappeared during the speech. Is something wrong? Did I do something?”

No. You did everything right. That’s the problem.

She inhaled, steadying herself. This was it. The moment she’d rehearsed a hundred times in her head. Only it never sounded this hard when it was just her and the mirror.

“I have to go.”

His hand stiffened. “Go where?”

“Home. Back to Vermont.”

Grayson’s laugh was soft and disbelieving. “You haven’t called it that since we left high school. What’s going on?”

“I’ve been offered a position. At the hospital. It’s what I always wanted.”

“You turned down six interviews to be here with me.”

“I know.”

“So why now?” His voice cracked, and it almost undid her. “Why tonight?”

Because I’m late.

Because I threw up this morning and cried in the bathroom for an hour.

Because your mother cornered me and told me I’d never be enough for you.

Because I can’t drag you down with me.

She turned at last, her eyes meeting his—those ocean-deep eyes that once made her believe in forever.

“I just... I need something that’s mine, Grayson. Away from all of this.”

“You’re mine,” he whispered. “Aren’t you?”

Her lips quivered. “Not anymore.”

Silence fell like a guillotine between them. A storm of emotion flickered across his face—confusion, pain, disbelief. Then, slowly, his jaw tensed.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

He stared at her for what felt like eternity. His fingers slipped from her skin as if it burned him now. “Did someone say something to you? Was it my mother? My father? I’ll deal with them, Nora. You just have to stay.”

“It’s not them.” She forced a smile, even though it felt like bleeding. “It’s me. I need to do this.”

“For how long?”

She hesitated. “For good.”

The words gutted him.

“You said you loved me,” he murmured.

“I do,” she said. “That’s why I’m going.”

He stepped back like she’d slapped him.

And maybe she had.

The rain surged again, thunder rolling above the Manhattan skyline. She looked at him once more—memorizing the way his hair clung to his forehead, the storm in his expression, the disbelief in his hands that hung uselessly at his sides.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, and turned away.

She didn’t wait for him to follow.

She knew he wouldn’t.

And somewhere between the raindrops and her breaking heart, Nora Grayson disappeared from his life—with a secret in her belly, a lie on her lips, and the last first kiss still burning on her mouth.

Ten years later, she’ll see him again.

But this time, she’s not the girl who ran.

And Grayson King isn’t the boy who begged her to stay.

Now, he’s a billionaire with a broken heart and a grudge that just might cost them everything.
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Chapter 1
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Present Day – Maple Ridge, Vermont

There was something about small-town mornings that couldn’t be bottled.

The scent of percolating coffee drifted from the diner across the street. Frost still clung to the edges of car windshields; even as golden light filtered through the birch trees that lined the sleepy main road. And above it all, there was the hum of something familiar—like the town itself was just stretching awake.

Nora Grayson leaned against the counter at Maple Ridge General Hospital, one hand wrapped around a chipped ceramic mug, the other clutching a clipboard that had already seen three coffees and a bite of jelly donut this morning. She was on her third twelve-hour shift this week, but it wasn’t the exhaustion that weighed on her.

It was the letter in her coat pocket.

"Still pretending that's tea in there, Nurse Grayson?" Dr. Patel asked with a smirk as he walked past, flipping through a chart.

“Absolutely,” Nora replied, lifting the mug in mock salute. “My mother raised a lady.”

He snorted. “A lady with caffeine dependency. Got it.”

She smiled, but the moment he disappeared down the hall, her shoulders slumped again.

The hospital had been bleeding money for years. Small rural facilities like theirs often did. The nurses had known something was coming—the fewer supplies, the budget meetings, the whispers. But no one expected the letter that arrived yesterday from the Board.

It had said the hospital was being bought.

Privatized.

Saved, they claimed—but no one knew at what cost.

New ownership. Full transition by end of month. Operational continuity to be ensured.

Nora didn’t like corporate speak. It felt like sugar dust on a poison pill.

“Mom!” a voice called behind her, small but urgent.

She turned as Sophie ran in, pink backpack bouncing, cheeks red from the morning chill.

Nora’s heart lifted just like it always did when she saw her daughter—her entire world wrapped in eight years of mischief and wonder.

“Hey, monkey,” she said, crouching. “What are you doing here? I thought you had music today.”

“I forgot my recorder.” Sophie wrinkled her nose. “Again.”

“You really hate that thing, huh?”

“It squeaks. It’s evil.”

“Well, I’ll agree with you there.” Nora stood and rifled through the lost-and-found drawer behind the counter. “This is the third time this month, missy.”

“I know.” Sophie grinned. “Maybe if I forget it ten times, they’ll ban it from school.”

“Oh, that’s your strategy?”

“I get it from you,” she said sweetly.

Nora paused, hand hovering above a box of disposable gloves. Something about that—I get it from you—hit deeper than it should have. She was always cautious when Sophie echoed her. Always aware of the silent space where a father should’ve been.

Not that Sophie ever asked. Not directly. She just... observed.

Before Nora could answer, the hospital intercom buzzed overhead. “Staff, please be advised: the new hospital owner and benefactor will be on-site this afternoon. Administrative meeting in conference room B at 3 p.m.”

Nora’s stomach dropped.

She glanced at Sophie, who had gone still.

“Does that mean the hospital’s gonna change?”

Nora hesitated, then forced a calm smile. “Maybe. But change can be good. Especially if it helps keep things running.”
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