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    For all of us who have stood in the quiet aftermath and wondered if our story was already over…

For the ones who survived the dark seasons, who learned to live with ghosts, who watched the tide pull too much away…

May you remember this: love is never gone.

It waits—unexpected, unruly—

rising again with the perfect storm, returning on the next wave,

finding you in the chaos or in the calm that follows.



    



  	
        
            
            "Someone I loved once gave me

a box full of darkness.

It took me years to understand

that this, too, was a gift."

 

— Mary Oliver, The Uses of Sorrow
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Prologue — The Crossing
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The flight from Boston to Shannon was half empty. Selene took a window seat and turned her face to the glass, pretending to sleep.

Outside, the night was the color of slate, the clouds bruised by the light off the wing. Inside, the cabin hummed—the steady rhythm of engines, the murmur of strangers. Somewhere behind her, someone coughed. Someone else laughed softly. A child whispered a song that never found its tune.

Selene counted each sound like she was keeping score with the universe. As long as there was sound, there was life. Silence, she’d learned, could be worse.

She hadn’t wanted to leave Boston. Or maybe she hadn’t wanted to stay. Both felt like lies she’d told herself too many times to keep straight.

After the bombing, the city had become a map of absences—restaurants she couldn’t enter, streets she couldn’t walk, faces she couldn’t bear to remember.

People called her a survivor. She hated the word. It sounded like a medal for something she wished she could forget.

Demetria Byrne had found her at a remembrance event four weeks earlier—a miracle or a mistake; Selene still wasn’t sure which. The woman spoke with the quiet authority of someone who never asked for things twice.

You studied mechanical design once, didn’t you? Come to Kerry. Work the shipyard. You’ll be good at it.

A job. A change of sky. Something with rules and steel instead of people.

Now, as the plane crossed the Atlantic, Selene pressed her palms to the armrests, feeling the hum of the engines through metal and skin. Solid. Predictable. A sound she could trust.

When the flight attendant asked if she wanted breakfast, she shook her head. Food still turned her stomach—the body’s way of reminding her it didn’t belong entirely to her yet.

Her fingers brushed the small scar near her collarbone, the one no doctor had bothered to hide neatly. It pulsed faintly under her touch, a heartbeat of memory.

Somewhere below, Ireland was waiting—green, wet, too alive. A place that didn’t know her history, didn’t need her name.

She closed her eyes.

Maybe this time, she could build something that didn’t explode.
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Chapter 1 — The Offer
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Kerry, Ireland — May

The sea was restless again. Even from her office, Siobhan could hear it—the low, steady breath of the Atlantic against the docks below, as if the world were reminding her to exhale.

The glass wall behind her desk framed a view of the harbor, half-shrouded in mist. Fishing boats nudged one another lazily, their masts drawing fine lines through the pale morning sky. Spring had come late, as it always did in Kerry, but the air had softened; there was a scent of something finally growing.

She straightened a stack of contracts, purely for the sake of precision. All morning she’d been reviewing a fisheries merger for Maeve and Niamh O’Malley, making sure every clause fit as seamlessly as the women who now ran O’Malley & Byrne together. The ink on the documents was still drying when the knock came.

“Ms. Callaghan,” her assistant said, leaning in. “Demetria Byrne is here to see you.”

That gave Siobhan pause. Not one of the Byrnes. The Byrne.

Demetria rarely came to Kerry unannounced. When she did, something was about to shift.

“Send her in,” Siobhan said, smoothing her jacket.

Demetria entered with the quiet confidence of someone who didn’t need to announce her own gravity. Her presence filled the room as effortlessly as light through glass—precise movements, storm-grey suit, and icy blue eyes that took in everything without revealing what they thought.

“Siobhan,” she greeted, a faint smile at the corner of her mouth. “It’s been too long.”

“Demetria.” Siobhan extended a hand. “You’re in Kerry earlier than expected.”

“I wanted to see the shipyard for myself before the next phase,” Demetria said, taking a seat. “And to talk to you about that phase.”

Siobhan arched a brow, settling opposite her. “Should I be nervous?”

Demetria’s smile deepened—never quite reaching her eyes. “Only if you dislike being indispensable.”

They both knew what that meant.

The Byrne operations in Kerry were expanding—shipbuilding, fisheries, logistics. No longer a local enterprise. It needed one voice guiding it through law and ambition alike.

“You’ve done remarkable work for Maeve and Niamh,” Demetria said. “Helping them formalize guardianship of Bridget and Aislinn, and then the adoption—clean, compassionate, unassailable. They couldn’t have done it without you.”

Siobhan inclined her head. “They built the family. I just made sure the law recognized what already existed.”

“Modesty doesn’t suit you,” Demetria said mildly.

“Neither does flattery,” Siobhan replied. The shared glance that followed was quiet and fluent—two women speaking the same dialect of restraint.

Outside, wind brushed against the windowpane, scattering sunlight across Demetria’s shoulder. For a heartbeat, the silence felt companionable.

Demetria folded her hands. “I want you to take the role of Head Legal Counsel for all Byrne operations in Kerry—not just fisheries. The shipyard, the supply lines, every new contract. It’s time to have one voice at the helm.”

Siobhan’s pulse didn’t quicken, exactly, but there was a shift—a deliberate intake of air. The offer was logical. It was also personal. The Byrne empire didn’t hand out positions; it trusted you with pieces of itself.

“You’re certain?” she asked carefully. “There are others in your network with—”

“With less integrity?” Demetria interrupted gently. “Absolutely. And none with your mind. Or your discipline.”

Not flattery this time. Fact.

Siobhan looked down at the contract folder still open on her desk. The neatness of her life, she thought, could be rearranged with a single sentence.

“Before I answer,” she said, “tell me—how is Violet? Last I heard, she still couldn’t stand the smell of coffee.”

That drew the first real softness from Demetria—the kind that slipped past her boardroom armor.

“She still can’t,” she admitted. “But less often. Four months now. The doctors say everything looks strong.”

Siobhan smiled. “Good. I worried she might not rest.”

“She doesn’t,” Demetria said dryly. “But neither do I.”

“Some habits,” Siobhan murmured, “are harder to unlearn than others.”

They both laughed—quiet, knowing.

Outside, the sun fought through a thin veil of mist, brightening the room until the sea began to glitter.

Demetria rose. “Think about it. The offer stands, but not indefinitely. I’d like your answer before I return to Boston.”

“I imagine you always get your answer,” Siobhan said, standing too.

Demetria regarded her, composed, respectful. “Not always,” she said. “But I know when I’m talking to a woman who already knows hers.”

When she left, the scent of her perfume lingered—cedar, smoke, and a trace of citrus. Siobhan watched the door close, the echo of heels fading down the corridor.

She turned back to the window. The tide was turning.

And for the first time in years, Siobhan wasn’t entirely sure which way it would pull her.
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Chapter 2 — The Memorial
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Somewhere over the Atlantic, Selene drifted between sleep and memory. The hum of the engines blurred into a lower, older sound—the murmur of a crowd, the echo of footsteps on marble floors.

The hotel was unrecognizable. The Fairmont’s grand ballroom had been rebuilt with almost surgical precision—crystal chandeliers gleaming again, marble polished, the scent of lilies fighting to overwrite the ghost of smoke. It was meant to be a celebration of resilience. The city’s way of saying we’re still here.

Selene had almost turned back at the door.

She wasn’t supposed to be there. Survivors, families, benefactors—the polished tiers of Boston society showing their grief in coordinated colors. She wore black, not because it was required, but because it hid her shaking.

The memorial was quieter than she expected. There were speeches—too many—and soft music between them, piano notes that wove through the air like breath. When the lights dimmed for the remembrance reel, she froze. Her own name flickered in the credits near the end—Selene M. Duarte — Survivor, Table 12.

The word again. Survivor. She hated it more each time she heard it.

She didn’t notice Demetria Byrne until the applause began.

Demetria moved through the crowd like gravity incarnate—her presence part command, part silence. Violet was beside her, elegant even in mourning black, one hand resting gently over the swell of early pregnancy. They stood near the memorial display, where framed photographs had been arranged in soft light.

Selene knew she should leave. Demetria had been a client, once. Discreet. Her world had collapsed long before the bombing, but the memory of that transaction still carried a trace of shame.

She turned to go—and Demetria’s voice stopped her.

“Selene.”

Not a question. A statement of fact.

Selene hesitated, the polite mask forming out of habit. “Demetria.”

Violet looked up then. Her expression—not quite anger, not quite shock—was something far sharper: recognition edged with compassion. She glanced between them, and for a moment, Selene felt stripped bare under that gaze.

Demetria’s tone was quiet, but her presence filled the space. “I saw your name on the list. I had no idea. Had I known I would have reached out sooner.”

Selene almost laughed. “I appreciate the sentiment but even you could not have changed anything about my ....situation.”

Demetria’s eyes held hers—unwavering, clinical, assessing, and somehow not cruel. “You were injured,” she said, as though confirming something she already knew. “Badly.”

Selene nodded once. “I got lucky. If that’s what you call it.”

Violet shifted slightly, her voice gentle but steady. “It isn’t luck, what you carry. It’s weight.”

The kindness in that line undid her more than pity ever could.

Demetria studied her, her mind already moving—as it always did—toward structure, toward repair. “You studied mechanical design once, didn’t you?”

Selene blinked. “I am surprised you would remember that. But I did, yes. A lifetime ago.”

Demetria nodded. “We have recently expanded our business to Ireland in cooperation with my sister and her wife. Our new shipyard in Kerry is opening a new division. We need someone who understands systems—the logic beneath the steel. Someone who can rebuild.”

Violet’s eyes widened slightly. “Demetria—”

But Demetria didn’t look away, wouldn‘t be stopped. “You’re not working now, are you?”

Selene’s throat tightened. “No. Not anymore. Not since... well. This.”

Demetria nodded once, as if that settled the matter. “Then come to Kerry.” Her voice softened, just a fraction. “It’s quieter there. Work with the ships. Start over.”

Selene stared at her. “Why would you extend that offer to me? You don‘t owe me anything.”

Demetria’s answer was simple. “ I know I don’t. But you made a part of my life that was dark and lonely so much more bearable. I would like to extent the same courtesy. You have a need; I have the means. It’s as simple as that.”

There was no argument for that. Only silence.

Violet looked at her wife then—long, measured, but not disapproving. More like she was trying to see what Demetria saw. “You think the position will fit her?”

“Like a glove,” Demetria said. “And it will be good to get away from.... all of this.“.”

Violet’s hand slipped from her belly and found Demetria’s briefly—a gesture that said you’re impossible and I love you in the same breath. Then her gaze returned to Selene, softer now.

“Come to Kerry,” she said quietly. “The air is clean there. It’s a good place to start over.”

Selene didn’t trust her own voice enough to reply.

When she finally stepped back into the evening, the city’s chill caught in her lungs like glass. The lights of the hotel glowed behind her, gold and warm and unreachable.

It had taken her four weeks to pack one suitcase. Four weeks to believe Demetria and Violet might have been right.

Now, in the dark over the Atlantic, the memory faded like the lights of Boston beneath the clouds.

Demetria’s voice lingered, though—low, certain, impossible to forget:

Come to Kerry. Start over.

If only if were that simple. 
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Chapter 3 — The Descent
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The captain’s voice cut through the dark with the muted crackle of the intercom, announcing their approach to Shannon. Selene stirred, blinking against the thin blue light that seeped through the window. Below, clouds broke open to reveal a strip of coastline — green and gray and endless.

For a moment she wasn’t sure what had woken her: the change in pressure or the memory that came with it.

It had been almost seven years since she’d first met Demetria Byrne. Another lifetime. Another woman, really — one who still believed she could keep her heart in a safe box while selling pieces of intimacy to strangers who wanted to be seen. Demetria hadn’t been like the others. Her appointments had been rare, precise, controlled to the point of reverence. She never asked for more time than she booked, never blurred the rules. Yet within that structure, there had been... care.

Selene remembered the way Demetria used to listen — not to the words, but to the quiet between them. How she’d always noticed when Selene’s hands trembled, or when she went still at the wrong kind of touch. How she’d once said, You don’t have to pretend with me.

And for a while, she hadn’t.

Selene had cared for her — too much, perhaps. Not as a client, not as a transaction, but as a woman who carried her loneliness like a crown she couldn’t set down. There had been moments, brief and dangerous, when Selene thought she saw the real Demetria beneath the armor: the exhaustion, the hunger for control that came from needing the world to make sense.

That had been years before the bombing. Before Boston fell apart and so did she.

Now, as the plane tilted toward the Irish coast, Selene pressed her palm against the window and watched the sunlight spill over the ocean below. The water glimmered like cut glass — hard, brilliant, unyielding.

Ireland was waiting. So was whatever unfinished gravity still tied her to Demetria Byrne.
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Chapter 4 — The Shipyard
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The clang of metal against metal echoed through the yard — steady, rhythmic, alive. The shipyard pulsed like a living organism: cranes sweeping overhead, welders sending brief flares of light into the gray air, gulls circling low over the docks where half-built hulls waited like sleeping beasts.

From the glass balcony that overlooked the site, Siobhan Callaghan stood with her hands clasped loosely behind her back, watching the motion below. Even here, among the noise and grit, she carried a stillness that drew the eye.

Her mahagony hair, threaded with the first streaks of silver, fell in a wavy bob that framed her face with understated grace. It was a practical cut, yet styled with enough care to suggest a woman who noticed detail — and expected others to do the same.

Her face was kind, the sort that could soften even the most difficult conversations, but there was intelligence in every glance. Her olive brown eyes, warm and assessing, missed nothing. They could comfort or cross-examine with equal precision.

There was an unmistakable duality about her — Irish heart, English restraint — a blend that gave her voice both music and measure. When she spoke, her words carried the steady rhythm of reason, but beneath it all, one could hear the faint echo of empathy that made her more than just a solicitor. She was the rare kind of woman who could navigate a contract as deftly as a confession.

The morning wind tugged at the hem of her tailored coat, carrying with it the scent of brine and oil. She inhaled deeply, grounding herself. This — the work, the logic of structure and steel — had always been the one place she could keep chaos at bay.

“Ms. Callaghan?”

She turned. It was Liam, the yard supervisor — a compact man with windburned cheeks and a clipboard that seemed permanently attached to his hand.

“Yes?”

“Just wanted to let you know, the new hire from Boston’s arriving this morning. Ms. Byrne mentioned it last week — someone for the engineering division.”

Siobhan frowned slightly. “Boston?”

“Aye. She said the woman worked design before. Some kind of transfer Demetria organized herself. Supposed to start on the integration project — the new hull design prototypes.”

That explained the last-minute schedule reshuffle on Demetria’s itinerary. Siobhan folded her arms, the gesture neat, habitual. “Did Ms. Byrne give a name?”

Liam consulted his notes, squinting against the glare off the water. “Selene. Just Selene. No surname listed.”

The name caught in the air between them, small and unremarkable — and yet, for a reason she couldn’t quite place, Siobhan felt something in her shift. A faint, anticipatory awareness, like pressure before a storm.

“Right,” she said after a beat. “Have her escorted to orientation, then to my office once she’s signed in. I want to go over her placement personally.”

Liam nodded. “Of course.”

When he left, Siobhan turned back toward the docks.

From here, she could see the newest vessel under construction — a sleek steel frame rising out of scaffolding, the kind of ship designed to outlast storms. It was Demetria’s vision come to life: something strong, deliberate, and far more personal than she’d ever admit.

Siobhan watched the workers move across the hull, sparks flashing like stars in daylight. For a fleeting second, she saw her own reflection in the glass: upright, elegant, contained. The perfect professional façade.

But under that stillness, a quieter truth pulsed  the ache that came from having once built a life with someone and watching it vanish, leaving behind only precision as armor.

She pressed her palms lightly to the railing, feeling the vibration of machinery hum through steel. Somewhere in the distance, a car door slammed.

Siobhan straightened. The tide was shifting again.

And she, who had made a life out of control, found herself — for reasons she couldn’t yet name — waiting.
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Chapter 5 — The Arrival
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The doors of the plane opened with a hiss, and Selene stepped into the damp Irish air. The scent of rain and earth hit her first — green, raw, unfiltered. Fog rolled across the tarmac like something alive, blurring the outlines of the airport buildings. Overhead, the sky hung low and pale, the kind of gray that promised rain without hurry.

She inhaled slowly, her lungs stinging from the chill. After Boston’s sharp city wind, the softness of Ireland’s air felt foreign, almost intimate. She pulled her coat closer and followed the line of passengers through the quiet terminal, her practical boots clicking against tile that gleamed like wet stone.

Outside, a black car waited near the curb — old, the paint scorched in places, as if it had survived a fire and refused to be repainted. The driver stood beside it, holding a manila folder.

“Ms. Duarte?” he asked, accent roughened by the coast.

Selene nodded. “That’s me.”

He opened the back door. “We’ll head for Kerry straight off. Shipyard’s about an hour south, depending on fog.”

She slid inside. The seat leather was cracked, the smell faintly metallic — oil, salt, time. When the car lurched forward, she turned her gaze to the window and watched Ireland unfold.

The countryside was a tapestry of stone and green — low walls stitched across hills, cottages crouched under slate roofs, sheep scattered like stray clouds in the mist. The light was different here: silver instead of gold, soft instead of sharp.

For the first time since Boston, she let herself breathe without counting.

Her reflection ghosted faintly in the glass — a face she almost recognized.

Short, stylish brown hair, usually sleek or slightly tousled, framed her angular face. Her features carried that quiet symmetry that was neither overtly beautiful nor forgettable — the kind that lingered in a person’s mind because of expression, not perfection. Her figure was athletic, sculpted; she moved like someone who had once danced or fought — or both — and learned balance through loss as much as strength.

Her eyes were a deep brown, calm and assessing, the sort that saw more than they ever revealed. When she looked at people, they often found themselves standing straighter without knowing why.

The car followed the coastal road south. The ocean appeared in flashes between hills, steel-blue and vast, its edges blurred by mist. Villages gave way to open stretches of land where wind bent the grass in long, rippling waves.

The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “First time in Ireland?”

Selene nodded. “First time anywhere that quiet.”

He smiled faintly. “Give it a day. The quiet’ll start talking.”

She didn’t answer. She watched the fog instead — how it gathered and thinned like thought. Somewhere ahead, the shipyard waited.

As the road curved, the first cranes came into view: tall silhouettes against the pale sky, their arms poised like crosses over half-built ships. The sound reached her even through the closed windows — metal clanging, engines humming, men shouting directions through the wind.

The car slowed at the gate, tires crunching over gravel.

“This is it,” the driver said.

Selene leaned closer to the window. The yard was alive with motion — sparks from welding torches flaring like stars, ropes snapping in the breeze, scaffolding rising like skeletal ribs. Beyond it all, the sea glimmered, cold and relentless.

Her heart gave a strange, unfamiliar pulse — not fear, not hope, something in between.

The driver parked near a small building marked Administration. “They’ll be expecting you,” he said.

Selene nodded, fingers tightening around the strap of her bag. “Thank you.”

She stepped out. The wind met her head-on, damp and salt-heavy. She could taste the sea on her lips.

In the distance, a woman stood on a glass balcony overlooking the docks — dark hair shot with silver, her stance calm, commanding. Watching.

Selene couldn’t have said why, but she knew the moment mattered.

She squared her shoulders, adjusted her bag, and walked toward the door.

Ireland was colder than she’d imagined. But the air, at least, was clean.
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Chapter 6 — The Meeting
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From her office above the docks, Siobhan watched the world move with the steady rhythm of purpose — cranes turning, steel ringing, gulls cutting white arcs against the gray sky. It was a landscape she understood: ordered, deliberate, predictable in its chaos.

Then she saw the car.

It turned in through the gate, the sound of gravel crunching carrying even through the glass. The driver parked near the administrative building, stepped out, and opened the rear door. A woman emerged — slender, self-contained, wearing travel-worn black that seemed to catch the color of the mist.

Selene Duarte.

Siobhan didn’t know much about her, only the story Demetria had sent ahead in sparse, efficient phrasing: Boston based. Former mechanical designer. Place her with the integration division. But stories, she’d learned, often began long before paper caught up.

The woman stood still for a moment beside the car, her hand resting lightly on the door as though steadying herself against a world still moving. The wind caught her hair — short, brown, sleek except where it had tousled from the flight — and lifted it just enough to frame her face.

Even from this distance, Siobhan read a kind of discipline in the way she held herself: the deliberate stillness of someone who refused to show uncertainty. Yet beneath it, there was something more fragile — an exhaustion that looked too ingrained to be mere jet lag.

She watched Selene square her shoulders before crossing the yard. Not briskly, not tentatively, but with the measured gait of a woman accustomed to unfamiliar ground. Each step seemed considered — confident, but never careless.

Workers paused as she passed, not out of rudeness, but curiosity. She didn’t look like one of them. But she carried herself as though she intended to earn the right to belong.

Siobhan turned slightly, her reflection ghosting across the glass — her own posture as straight and contained as the woman below. She thought of what Demetria had said on the phone earlier:  She’ll be good at it. She understands systems. And when something’s broken, she doesn’t flinch.

Now, watching Selene cross the yard, Siobhan found herself believing it.

Something in the woman’s presence was ... quiet, but magnetic — like a chord held just below hearing.

Liam appeared beside Selene, a clipboard tucked under his arm, gesturing toward the upper offices. She nodded once, followed him toward the stairwell, her pace unhurried. The way she moved — athletic, balanced, as if each step came from habit rather than thought — struck Siobhan as the kind of grace that came from endurance, not vanity.

By the time they reached the landing, Siobhan had already decided she would meet her alone.

She stepped back from the window, letting the light fall behind her, and crossed to her desk. She straightened a folder that didn’t need straightening, checked her reflection in the dark glass of the monitor, and waited.

There was a knock. Firm, but polite.

“Come in,” she said.

The door opened.

Selene stepped inside. The first impression Siobhan had was of stillness — that rare, careful stillness of someone who measured the world before speaking to it.

Up close, the details sharpened: brown eyes steady but wary; posture impeccable, yet touched by fatigue; hands that bore the faint marks of work and small fading scars, not of vanity. She looked like someone who could rebuild a machine — or a life — if given the right tools and time.

“Ms. Duarte,” Siobhan greeted, her tone even. “Welcome to Kerry.”

Selene’s lips curved faintly, polite but guarded. “Thank you. Ms. Callaghan, I presume.”

Siobhan inclined her head. “You presume correctly.”

For a heartbeat, neither spoke. The air between them was filled only by the muted hum of the yard below — metal, sea, wind.

And in that silence, something unspoken passed between them.

Recognition, perhaps. Not of faces, but of damage carried well.
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Chapter 7 — Welcome To Kerry 
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For a long moment, the two women regarded each other across the room — two kinds of quiet meeting in one space.

Siobhan gestured toward the chair opposite her desk. “Please, sit.”

Selene obeyed with a small nod. Her movements were deliberate, controlled — the sort of composure that felt practiced, not effortless. When she placed her hands on the armrests, Siobhan noticed the fine scars along her knuckles, like faint threads of silver. The kind one earned by surviving work that didn’t forgive mistakes, or maybe something else entirely.

“You’ve come a long way,” Siobhan said, sitting down herself. “How was the flight?”

“Long indeed,” Selene replied, voice low but clear. There was a trace of Boston in it — softened by exhaustion, but still precise. “Quiet.”

“I imagine that’s a change.”

“It is,” Selene said, the corner of her mouth hinting at a smile that didn’t quite form. “But not an unwelcome one.”

Siobhan returned the faintest smile in kind. “You’ll find Kerry doesn’t hurry for anyone. Not even the Byrnes.”

“Or their counsel?”

That earned the first true spark of humor from Siobhan. “Especially not their counsel.”

For a heartbeat, the mood shifted — lighter, almost easy. Then it settled again, into the kind of poised conversation where every word carried weight.

Siobhan folded her hands on the desk. “Demetria sent me a note about your appointment, but she didn’t elaborate. Only that you’re to work with the integration division. Ship design and mechanics.”

Selene nodded once. “She mentioned the new line — the hybrid hulls. I’ve reviewed the blueprints she forwarded.”

“Good,” Siobhan said. “It’s ambitious work. The kind that leaves no room for errors. You’ll be working under Cillian Reade; he heads the complete design team.”

“I’ve read his papers,” Selene said, tone professional but cool. “Brilliant, but his load calculations are... optimistic.”

Siobhan arched an eyebrow, intrigued. “You’ve already found fault?”

“I prefer to think of it as early intervention,” Selene said.

Siobhan leaned back slightly, studying her. The composure. The intelligence. The faint edge of defiance that reminded her of someone she couldn’t quite name — until she realized it was herself.

“You speak your mind easily,” Siobhan observed.

Selene tilted her head. “Only when it matters.”

“It will matter often here.”

Their gazes met — steady, level, unflinching. Outside, the wind rattled against the windows; inside, neither woman moved.

“Demetria said you’d had a difficult few months,” Siobhan said carefully. It wasn’t prying, but it was close.

Selene’s expression didn’t change. “She’s not wrong.”

“And before that?”

Selene’s fingers brushed the armrest once, the motion deliberate. “Before that, I worked. I kept to myself. I was good at both.”

It wasn’t an evasion. It was truth distilled down to its simplest form.

Siobhan nodded slowly. “Then you’ll fit in here. This place rewards focus. The rest...” she gestured faintly toward the window, “...the rest tends to heal in its own time.”

Selene followed her gaze. Outside, mist rolled in from the sea, softening the hard lines of the ships below.

“I don’t expect healing,” she said after a moment. “Just work that makes sense.”

Siobhan looked back at her — the steady tone, the quiet armor of reason — and she felt that old, flickering spark of recognition that came when she met another woman who refused to break, even after the world tried.

“I can promise you that,” she said softly. “Work that makes sense.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. It felt almost companionable. Two survivors, two professionals, two women accustomed to navigating chaos with precision — now standing on the same ground.

Siobhan rose. “I’ll have Liam bring you the site schematics and a temporary badge. Once you’ve met your team, come back to me. I want your assessment by the end of the week.”

Selene stood too. “Understood.”

Their eyes met again — not in challenge this time, but in acknowledgment.

“Welcome to Kerry,” Siobhan said.

Selene’s voice was quiet. “Thank you, Ms. Callaghan.”

When the door closed behind her, Siobhan didn’t sit immediately. She remained standing, eyes fixed on the faint reflection in the glass — her own outline beside the disappearing figure of Selene Duarte crossing the yard below.

Something had shifted.

She couldn’t name it yet. But she could feel it — the way one feels the change in air before the tide turns.
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Chapter 8 — The House That Refuses To Forget
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By the time Siobhan drove home, the fog had begun to lift, leaving behind the kind of evening that made the world seem washed clean. The sky had opened in streaks of apricot and rose over the Atlantic, and the last of the sunlight caught in the wet grass that lined the narrow coastal road.

Her cottage sat on the edge of a low bluff, half-hidden behind wind-twisted hawthorn trees and the dark sweep of gorse. The path from the drive to the door was uneven, cobbled in old stone that gleamed when it rained. She had always loved the place — the quiet dignity of its whitewashed walls, the ivy that refused to be tamed, the small chimney that never quite stopped smoking in winter.

It had been their home once. Hers and Emma’s.

Now it was simply hers.

Inside, the air was cool and faintly scented with the lavender sachets Emma used to tuck into every drawer, a habit Siobhan had kept as a bittersweet reminder. She hung her coat on the peg by the door and exhaled slowly, the long rhythm of the day leaving her shoulders by degrees.

She toed off her polished boots, exchanged her fitted trousers for worn jeans, her blouse for a soft flannel shirt, and tied her hair back loosely with the same elastic she’d kept around her wrist all afternoon. She looked, for a moment, like another woman entirely — still strong, still self-possessed, but quieter. Human in the way that offices never allowed.

Her reflection in the hallway mirror gave her pause. Without the armor of her work, she could see the years that had passed written in small, honest lines at the corners of her eyes. They didn’t trouble her; they simply told the truth.

In the sitting room, she knelt by the fireplace, stacked kindling with the same methodical care she used for contracts, and struck a match. The flame caught quickly, licking upward through dry wood, filling the room with that clean, living sound of crackle and breath. Light moved across the old oak beams, settling into a warmth the cottage had missed.

The kitchen was small but well-loved — copper pots hanging above a deep farmhouse sink, a single vase of dried heather by the window. From that window, the sea stretched beyond the cliffs, a sheet of silver and shadow. The sunset bled over it now — slow, radiant, impossible not to watch.

She made herself turn away, setting water to boil.

Cooking was an act of discipline, not hunger. She’d promised herself, after Emma died, that she wouldn’t fall into neglect — wouldn’t let loneliness make her careless with the small things that still mattered. Food, for one. Fresh, real food. Something made with both hands, even if no one else would eat it.

Tonight it was a simple dish — whole-grain pasta tossed with olive oil, garlic, spinach, and sun-dried tomatoes. She chopped quietly, the rhythm of knife against board a metronome of thought. A handful of basil, a grating of Parmesan, a twist of black pepper. The smell filled the cottage, warm and green and alive.

As she stirred the sauce, her gaze drifted to the window again. The sun was almost gone, slipping below the horizon where the waves folded over each other in slow, endless conversation.

She remembered standing at this same window years ago — Emma beside her, hair still damp from the sea, laughter still caught in her voice. They’d been planning the future then, talking about holidays they’d never take, the garden they’d someday plant, the spare room that might hold a child’s laughter one day.

Emma had leaned against the counter, barefoot, wineglass in hand, teasing, You’ll turn into one of those women who cooks for everyone and eats nothing herself.

And Siobhan had laughed, said, Only if you promise to feed me later.

The ache that memory carried now was almost physical — sharp, precise, but strangely clean. She let it come, then let it pass. The cottage had learned to hold such things quietly.

The phone rang just as she was setting her plate on the table.

She glanced at the screen and smiled faintly before answering. “Demetria.”

“Siobhan,” came the familiar low voice, warm but edged with authority. “I hope I’m not calling too late.”

“You rarely do,” Siobhan said, easing into her chair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I wanted to check in,” Demetria said. “How did the day go? Did our new arrival make it in?”

“She did.” Siobhan twirled a forkful of pasta, watching steam rise from the plate. “On time, polite, self-possessed. You’ll be pleased to know she’s as professional as she is punctual.”

“That sounds like a compliment.”

“An observation,” Siobhan corrected. “She’s... interesting.”

“How so?”

“She carries herself like someone used to control — but not the easy kind. The learned kind. The kind you earn back after losing it.”

There was a pause at the other end. Then Demetria said softly, “That’s an astute reading.”

“Demetria,” Siobhan said, tone shifting just enough to signal intent, “what’s her story?”

Another pause. Longer this time. The faint sound of paper, or perhaps a sigh.

“I assume you mean professionally,” Demetria said finally.

“I mean,” Siobhan replied evenly, “whatever affects my capacity to do my job effectively. If there’s something I should know — a reason for her transfer, for your personal involvement — I’d rather hear it now than from someone else.”

“Her background is... complicated.”

“Complicated how?”

“She’s worked in design before, as I mentioned. Then she stopped. There were circumstances that made it impossible for her to continue. I thought this might give her a chance to start again.”

“Circumstances,” Siobhan repeated. “That’s vague, even for you.”

Demetria hesitated. “If Selene wants you to know, she’ll tell you herself. It’s not my place.”

Siobhan set down her fork. “I’m not asking to be her friend, Demetria. I just need to know if there’s something professionally that raises red flags.”

“Nothing that affects her competence,” Demetria said after a moment. “But there are parts of her past that... aren’t mine to disclose. You’ll have to ask her yourself.”

The tone made it clear that further questions would find no purchase.

Siobhan leaned back in her chair, watching the last traces of light fade into the sea. “You’re putting a great deal of faith in her.”

“I have reason to,” Demetria said simply.

“She means something to you.”

“Not in the way you think,” Demetria replied, and there was something in her voice — a shadow, a softness quickly sheathed. “Just take care with her. She’s steady, but the ground under her isn’t.”

Siobhan let out a quiet breath. “I take care with everyone you send my way.”

“I know.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The line carried only the faint sound of waves — Demetria probably stood on her terrace in her farmhouse by the bay.

“Thank you, Siobhan,” Demetria said at last. “For trusting me enough not to ask more.”

“I’ll have to, won’t I?”

“You will.”

The call ended with that quiet certainty.

Siobhan set the phone down beside her plate. The pasta had gone cool, but she took another bite anyway, if only for the comfort of the motion.

Outside, the tide pulled at the rocks below the cliff, the sound deep and familiar. The house felt too large for one person, too full of echoes. Yet in its stillness, she found something she hadn’t expected — not peace, exactly, but purpose.

She stood, cleared her plate, and rinsed it under the tap.

Tomorrow, there would be work. New people. New questions.

But tonight, there was only the sea, the fire, and the faint ache of memory — the kind that lingered, like the scent of salt and smoke in an old house that refused to forget.
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Chapter 9 — Taking Inventory 
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The sound of rain woke her before the alarm did — a soft percussion against the small windowpane of her rented room. For a moment Selene lay still, eyes open to the pale ceiling, the weight of unfamiliar quiet pressing down. The air smelled faintly of salt and detergent, of wet grass from the garden outside.

The bed-and-breakfast was modest, clean in the way small coastal inns are when run by women who care: lace curtains, floral bedding, a kettle that never fully cooled. It was the kind of place that tried to feel like home, and failed only because home was a word she hadn’t been able to hold onto for years.

She swung her legs out of bed carefully. Mornings were the hardest. Her right leg ached before her foot even touched the floor, the scar tissue pulling faintly where skin and nerve still remembered the fire and where metal sheathed the bone underneath. The limp was small but real, a ghost of pain that faded only once she began to move.

The bathroom light was too white, too honest. She turned on the  small shower and waited for the mirror to fog before she stepped out of her clothes. Steam rose, softening the edges of her reflection, but not enough.

She stood there for a moment, forcing herself to look.

The scar at her collarbone, small and pale now, caught the light like a misplaced vein of silver. Beneath it, the larger one — the one that never stopped startling her — began at her right hip and ran in a jagged, surgical path down her thigh, ending just above the knee. It was still red in places, angry and uneven, the kind of mark that told a story she never volunteered.

Turning slightly, she caught the faint gleam of the burns that mapped her back — uneven, textured, ghost-pale against olive skin. She could reach some of them when she applied the healing salve. The rest she had long since given up trying to reach at all.

Her body was a topography of what had been taken and what had survived.

The steam began to blur her image again, and she stepped under the water. Heat stung at first, then settled into something close to relief. She washed slowly, methodically, as if reassembling herself piece by piece.

When she was done, she wrapped herself in a towel and faced the mirror again — this time for the face.

There was still beauty there, though it had thinned into something sharper. Her features were angular now, more defined than soft; her short brown hair clung damply to her temples, darker with moisture. She ran her fingers through it, coaxing the natural waves into a rough order. Her eyes — deep brown, reflective, calm when she needed them to be — betrayed the truth of her sleeplessness. They looked older than the rest of her.

The counter held a row of amber prescription bottles, neatly aligned beside her toothbrush. Small white labels printed with the names she hated reading aloud: sertraline, prazosin, diazepam (as needed), among others. The therapist had said they’d help her sleep, stop the flashbacks, keep her anchored.

She picked one up, turned it in her hand, and set it back down.

The hesitation was ritual by now. Some mornings she took them. Some mornings she didn’t. It was the difference between numbness and noise — between drifting through the day like fog or feeling every crack in her own armor.

Her hands, when she reached for the towel again, caught the light — faint lines of pale scar tissue crossing the backs of her fingers, her palms. Most people assumed they were from tools, machinery, design work. They weren’t. They were from glass, a thousand tiny pieces of it that had battered her in the explosion.

She pulled on her clothes deliberately, each layer a small act of order. Black jeans. A dark green sweater — soft, breathable, practical. Boots sturdy enough for the uneven ground of the shipyard. A dark jacket she’d bought secondhand that looked weatherproof and unbothered by travel.

When she was done, she looked at herself in the mirror again, not searching for beauty or even strength. Just for recognition.

She saw neither.

The night had been restless — like all nights. Dreams that weren’t quite dreams but echoes, replaying fragments she couldn’t stop: the heat, the screaming, the weight of dust and plaster. She’d woken twice, breath shallow, hand clutching the bedsheet as if anchoring herself in the present.

Now, morning dulled the edges, but not the fatigue.

She smoothed her short hair once more, then took one long look at the line of pills on the sink and slipped only a single one into her pocket. Today that would have to do.

Her reflection offered no judgment, only quiet acknowledgment.

Downstairs, she could already smell the innkeeper’s coffee, hear faint laughter from a radio in another room. Outside, the sky was still gray, but the rain had stopped. Somewhere beyond the hills, the shipyard waited — the clang of metal, the smell of salt and work, the place she was meant to rebuild herself into something that might last.

Selene shouldered her bag, adjusted the strap against her still-tender shoulder, and stepped out into the cool morning air.

She limped only slightly.

The day, at least, was waiting.
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Chapter 10 — Begin Again 
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Selene decided to walk.

The distance from the bed-and-breakfast to the shipyard was little more than a mile and a half, an easy stretch by most measures, but it mattered: the movement, the rhythm of her body finding its pace, the slow loosening of the stiff leg that protested each new day until she convinced it to yield.

The road wound through the countryside like a ribbon of wet slate. On one side, low stone walls separated the fields; on the other, the land lifted toward green hills that rolled until they met the silver shimmer of the Atlantic. The air was cool, damp, clean — the kind of morning that smelled faintly of rain and salt, but promised light later.

A flock of sheep grazed near the edge of the lane, their wool still darkened by the night’s drizzle. Two lambs chased each other in uneven circles, bleating, clumsy and full of joy. Selene slowed without meaning to, watching them. Something about their unguarded energy made her chest ache in a way that wasn’t entirely pain.

She breathed in deeply, filling her lungs with the freshness of it — the softness of early spring, the world half-awake. Boston had been noise and sharpness, city wind against glass; Kerry was quieter, slower, as if the land itself took time to think.

Her limp eased as she walked. The motion warmed the muscle, loosened the scar’s pull. With each step, the stiffness receded into a manageable whisper. The path curved upward toward a rise, and from there she saw the coast open wide below her: cranes, docks, and the skeletal lines of ships rising from scaffolding. The sea stretched behind it all, pewter under the morning light.

She stopped for a moment, hand shading her eyes, letting the wind tangle through her short brown waves. This was where she would begin again, she told herself. Not start over — that implied something clean, something new. This was simply beginning again with what was left.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and continued down the slope toward the gates.

––––––––
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FROM THE UPPER BALCONY that wrapped around the shipyard offices, Siobhan Callaghan stood with a cup of tea cooling slowly between her palms. The wind from the sea tugged at the lapels of her blazer and lifted the faintest edge of her hair — dark mahogany brown, threaded with silver, arranged with the same precision she brought to her work.

She’d been reviewing contract clauses in her head, the language of liability and compliance looping like a litany, when a figure appeared along the distant rise of the road.

Selene Duarte.

At first just a silhouette against the green, moving with unhurried steadiness, then sharper as the morning light shifted. Siobhan watched her descend the slope toward the yard, boots dark against the pale gravel, coat brushed by the wind. From this distance, she saw the faint irregularity in the woman’s stride — not enough to be called a limp, but a hesitation, a rhythm slightly out of sync. Injury, perhaps. Or habit.

Her eyes followed the movement almost unconsciously, reading the shape of it the way she read gestures in a courtroom. The walk spoke of endurance more than weakness; each step a quiet refusal to yield.

Siobhan sipped her tea and frowned at herself. She had no reason to study the woman so closely.

Yet she found her attention lingering — on the contrast of Selene’s dark waves against the pale morning, on the way her complexion caught the light with a warmth that seemed foreign here among the sea-washed Irish faces. South American, perhaps. Or some blend she couldn’t place — a richness of tone that didn’t belong to this climate.

Not your concern, she told herself firmly, shaking her head once. Curiosity was a luxury she couldn’t afford — not with someone who worked under her, not with Demetria Byrne’s newest project.

She set her cup down on the railing and straightened. The wind caught at her jacket — charcoal wool, perfectly cut — and she smoothed it automatically, fingers brushing over the fine silk of her blouse. Even here, surrounded by the clang and hiss of industry, Siobhan dressed like the law she embodied: crisp, measured, unyielding. Black trousers pressed to a knife’s edge, low heels suitable for the office but impractical for anything else, and a thin silver chain at her collar that caught the light when she turned.

From above, she watched Selene approach the gates, exchange a word with the security guard, then disappear into the maze of cranes and scaffolding. The moment was ordinary. Routine. And yet it felt like the start of something that refused to name itself.

Siobhan took another sip of her tea. It had gone cold.

She exhaled, turned back toward her office, and closed the balcony door behind her.
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Chapter 11 — A Name On The Door 
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The scent of the place hit her first — oil and sea salt and heat, the smell of metal being forced to yield. The air carried weight here, the kind that clung to your skin and settled in your lungs, equal parts work and weather. It was the soundscape of industry — the rhythmic clang of hammers, the low drone of engines, gulls crying over the docks like restless witnesses.

Liam met her at the gate, clipboard tucked under his arm, his grin ready but not careless. “Morning, Ms. Duarte,” he said, offering a quick handshake. “Hope you didn’t have trouble finding us.”

“I walked,” Selene replied. “It’s hard to miss the noise.”

“That’s one way to navigate,” he said with a chuckle. “Come on, I’ll show you where you’ll be stationed.”

They started across the yard.

The shipyard spread wide along the curve of the bay, the Atlantic at its back and the green hills rising on the inland side. Cranes loomed like skeletal giants against the pale sky, their cables glinting in the light. Sparks flared from the welding stations, small blue suns that blinked out as fast as they appeared.

Men and women in reflective vests moved in coordinated chaos — calling over the wind, trading jokes, passing parts. The ground beneath their boots was slick with salt and sawdust, and the air smelled faintly of grease and seaweed.

Selene took it all in quietly, her gait steady despite the faint drag in her right leg. The limp faded as the muscles warmed, the pull of scar tissue easing with every step.

It wasn’t the first yard she’d worked in — she’d started in places like this, years ago, back when her life had followed plans and not accidents. She had studied design on the Pacific Coast — San Diego, or maybe Seattle, depending on which version of her past she allowed herself to remember. Her early career had been practical: clean drafts, precision models, mechanical efficiency. Order.

Then her mother had died; her anchor. The woman who had once left Columbia for a better life in the United States and who had done everything in her power to raise Selene and her older brother and give them a better life. After her mother‘s death Selene had been lost, and desperate, mourning the kind of loss that shifts gravity itself. She didn’t think about it often; she’d learned to step around the memory the way one avoids a hole in the floor.

After that, Boston had been a detour that turned into exile. A friend had suggested it. “You need a change,” they’d said. She’d gone without a plan and, as fate would have it, stumbled sideways into the kind of work no one plans for.

The agency had come later — by chance, by desperation, by some strange mix of both. It had offered structure, rules, anonymity — things she could understand. She had told herself she could keep her heart in check, that it was just logistics, just another system to manage. Until Demetria Byrne.

She pushed the thought aside and focused on the path ahead.

––––––––
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LIAM LED HER TOWARD the main office building. “You’ll have a workspace on the second floor,” he said, “right next to the design labs. Demetria wanted you where the plans come together.”

Inside, the corridor smelled faintly of polish and coffee. The floor vibrated with the deep thrum of machinery from below.

When they reached the final door, Liam stopped and stepped aside.

Her name was there.

Selene M. Duarte — Engineering Division, Design Lead

She froze for a second, caught by surprise. It wasn’t vanity, exactly — more disbelief. It had been years since her name had belonged anywhere official, anywhere respectable.

Liam noticed the hesitation. “Ms. Byrne doesn’t put names on doors unless she means them to stay,” he said, smiling faintly.

Selene let out a slow breath and opened the door.

The office was compact but bright, the large window framing a view of the docks. A desk, a drafting table, shelves lined with blueprints and manuals. The faint smell of varnish and sea air drifted through the slightly open vent.

She set her bag down, her fingers brushing the polished edge of the desk. For the first time in a long while, the space in front of her wasn’t a borrowed room or a temporary arrangement. It was hers — or could be, if she wanted it to be.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Liam said. “I’ll show you the floor.”

“I’m ready.”

––––––––
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THEY STEPPED OUT INTO the din again.

The noise of the shipyard was relentless — hammer, wind, water. The great hull that dominated the bay glimmered under scaffolding, raw steel ribs catching the light. Workers clambered over its frame like ants on the skeleton of some sleeping god.

“This one’s K-7,” Liam said, pointing. “Prototype for the hybrid fleet. You’ll be working closely with Cillian and his team — structure, propulsion alignment, mechanical systems integration. Fancy words for ‘make it not fall apart.’”
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