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      Dawn Henley stepped out onto the balcony. The brisk, morning breeze on her face brought a smile to her lips. She pulled her soft robe around her to block the chill in the air. After sixteen years of raising her siblings, she was free.

      Everyone she grew up with on the small island village outside of Boston had married and started their own families.

      She tapped her fingers on the railing and wondered if a man could fit into her new plan. With a wave of her hand, she brushed off the idea and let out a chuckle. Dawn, you do not want to complicate your life with a man, she told herself.

      She’d held onto the family Bed & Breakfast, but dating had rarely played into the equation. Now with her brother and sister both grown, she wondered why she’d even tried. They’d both left, assuming it was her business now. She decided to sell and leave her home town for fun in the sun.

      A cold, light mist hit her in the face and she inhaled the salty air. Would she finally be able to relax and let go?
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      The air in the market shimmered faintly, heavy with the scent of ripe fruit and the salt-kissed breeze that slipped through the cracked windows. Dawn’s fingers brushed the rough, netted skin of a cantaloupe, testing its give beneath her touch. A faint hum pulsed through her—an instinct older than memory, one she’d inherited from the island itself. Out of the corner of her eye, a shadow shifted among the crimson gleam of the tomato bins. She froze, her breath catching as she glanced up.

      The man stood there, his sandy brown hair brushing his shoulders like strands of woven sunlight. His gaze wasn’t on the tomatoes he cradled absently in his hands—it was on her. A flicker of recognition tugged at her, sharp and fleeting, like a whisper from the tide. She’d seen him before, hadn’t she? In the bakery aisle, by the jars of preserves, his silhouette weaving through the store like a thread through a tapestry. Her pulse quickened. You’re imagining things, Dawn. He’s just shopping. The island was small; paths crossed. That was all.

      Still, her hands moved faster, snatching cantaloupes and honeydews, their cool weight thudding into her cart. She stole another glance. His smile curved, warm as a hearth fire, but something glinted beneath it—something that made the air prickle against her skin. She gripped the cart’s handle until her knuckles bleached white, the metal cold and unyielding, and wheeled toward the checkout. A shiver rippled down her spine, sharp as a gull’s cry, and she cast a quick look over her shoulder. He was still there, lingering, his eyes tracking her like a predator—or a memory.

      The sacker’s hands moved in a blur, bags rustling as Dawn’s gaze darted to the glass doors. Freedom lay beyond them. She seized the cart the moment he finished, her boots pounding the linoleum as she burst into the sunlit parking lot. Her lungs burned by the time she heaved the groceries into her trunk, the melons rolling with dull thuds. Slamming the car door, she jabbed the lock button, the click echoing in her ears like a ward sealing shut. The engine roared to life, and she peeled out of the lot, tires screeching.

      “Watch it!” a voice bellowed as she swerved onto the street, her heart lurching into her throat. Her eyes flicked to the mirrors—rearview, side, rearview again—searching for flashing lights or the glint of a familiar car. Nothing. Just the blur of clapboard shops and the endless gray ribbon of the road. She exhaled, shaky, her fingers trembling on the wheel. He made me jumpy. That’s all. But the unease clung to her, sticky as sea mist.

      At home, she hauled the sacks from the car, her arms straining under their weight. On her third trip, a shadow caught her eye—a strange car idling up the road, its shape unfamiliar against the jagged pines. Her breath hitched. She snatched the last bags and bolted inside, kicking the door shut with a bang that rattled the walls. The sacks hit the floor with a muffled thud as she fumbled for the lock, her sweat-slicked fingers slipping. Finally, it clicked into place. She pressed her back against the wood, its cool solidity grounding her as her chest heaved. In, out, Dawn. Breathe. The rhythm steadied her, a chant against the chaos.

      The kitchen beckoned, its worn oak table glowing faintly in the afternoon light—a light that always seemed too golden, too alive, as if the island’s magic seeped through the walls. She unpacked the groceries, her hands moving mechanically, but every few minutes she drifted to the front windows. Peering through the lace, she scanned the street. The strange car was gone, but the island’s whispers lingered in her bones. She’d been born here, raised on its shores, where the sea sang secrets and the wind carried warnings. She knew every face, every voice. That man—he wasn’t one of them.

      A sharp rap at the door jolted her, the knife slipping from her hand to clatter against the counter. She crept forward, heart pounding, and parted the curtain with a trembling finger. Leslie stood there, her dark curls haloed by the sun, concern etched into her frown. Dawn flung the door open, relief flooding her like a tide.

      “This door’s never locked during the day,” Leslie said, stepping inside, her voice soft but probing. “What’s going on?”

      Dawn pulled her into a fierce hug, the familiar scent of gardenia and salt grounding her. “I need coffee,” she muttered, releasing Leslie and leading her to the kitchen. “My nerves are frayed to threads.”

      Leslie set a tray of cookies on the table—crisp, golden rounds flecked with sea salt—while Dawn fumbled with the coffee pot, its gurgle filling the silence. They sat, the steam curling between them like spirits rising from the deep. Dawn twisted a napkin into knots, her voice low. “There was a man. I think he was following me.”

      Leslie’s lips pressed thin, her eyes narrowing. “I heard something yesterday at the Five & Dime. A man’s been asking about you.”

      Dawn’s hand stilled. “And?”

      “His name’s Jordan Butler.” Leslie tapped her temple, coaxing the memory. “Maybe kin to the old Butler family by the cove?”

      The coffee pot slipped from Dawn’s grip, brown liquid splashing across the lace tablecloth like spilled ink. She caught it mid-fall, but not before the stain spread, dark and accusing. Leslie leapt up, grabbing a cloth to stem the tide. “You know him, don’t you?”

      Dawn’s voice trembled, barely a whisper. “Jordan. High school. We… dated. Then his family vanished. No warning, no goodbye.”

      Leslie paused, water dripping from the cloth in her hands. “He broke your heart.”

      Dawn stared out the window, the sea glinting like shattered glass. “He was everything to me.” Her fingers traced the table’s edge, lost in the past. “I thought he’d be my forever—until he wasn’t.”

      Leslie rinsed the cups, her voice gentle. “Maybe he’s back to explain.”

      “After sixteen years?” Dawn snorted, snatching a paring knife to slice the melon, its juice pooling like blood. “I’m done with him. This place is sold—or will be soon. I’m leaving.” She waved the knife vaguely, encompassing the B&B, its creaking floors and salt-worn beams.

      But as she worked, the past clawed at her. Jordan’s green eyes, sharp as sea glass, haunted her. His wild hair, his reckless grin—they’d once set her soul ablaze. He’d been the island’s rebel, the boy who danced with the wind and laughed at the tides. She’d loved him fiercely, dreamed of a life woven with his. Then he was gone, and the island’s magic had dimmed for her.

      Now he was back, older, broader, his beauty sharpened by time. She hated that it still stirred her. She’d buried that girl, the one who’d believed in him. Her new life waited beyond the horizon. Jordan Butler would not unravel it.

      

      Jordan Butler leaned against his car, the market’s faded awning casting jagged shadows across his face. The island’s pulse thrummed through him, a song he’d forgotten until now. Dawn had been a vision in the produce aisle, her chestnut hair cascading like a river, her blue eyes catching the light like twin moons. Sixteen years had honed her beauty, but she hadn’t known him. Not at first. Her flight from the store—cart rattling, breath ragged—told him she’d felt something, even if it was fear.

      He drove the winding roads, the sea’s roar a constant companion, hoping to glimpse her again. The island’s magic tugged at him, its vines of memory twisting through his veins. He’d left as a boy, chasing fame with a guitar slung over his shoulder. The band had soared, then crashed, and when Penny died, the world had crumbled. Now, with two boys to raise, he’d returned to Swallow’s Haven, the only place that ever felt like home.

      The school bell rang, a sharp note cutting through the haze. His sons spilled out, their laughter bright as they raced to the car. They’d weathered their mother’s loss better than he had, but the weight of it still pressed on him. Penny had been the anchor while he drifted—rehearsals, tours, the endless grind of music. Now, alone, he needed roots. He needed help.

      Dawn flickered in his mind. She’d always been steady, a lighthouse in the storm. Today, she’d run from him, her eyes wide with something he couldn’t name. Had she recognized him? Or had he simply startled her, lurking like some fool? He needed to see her again, to explain, to ask. But he’d have to find a way that didn’t send her fleeing into the sea.

      The island whispered to him, its voice ancient and knowing. It had drawn him back, and it wouldn’t let him go so easily.
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