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For those who believe in second chances

and the courage it takes to stay.
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Chapter One

[image: ]




Lily

The bell above the café door chimed, sharp and unwelcome—just like the man who walked  in behind it.

I looked up from the espresso machine and froze.

Ethan Cross stood there like he’d never left Maple Creek at all. Tall. Broad shoulders wrapped in a tailored coat that screamed city money. His dark hair was still annoyingly perfect, his jaw still sharp enough to cut through ten years of resentment.

Of all the mornings. Of all the towns.

My grip tightened around the porcelain cup in my hand. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Ethan’s gaze lifted, locking onto mine, and something unreadable flickered across his face. Surprise, maybe. Or guilt. Hard to tell when he’d always been good at hiding behind that calm, controlled expression.

“Lily,” he said slowly, like he was testing the sound of my name. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “I own it.”

His brows rose. “This place?”

“This place,” I echoed. “The one you’re standing in. Blocking the door.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips—the same smile that used to make my heart trip over itself. Now it just made me want to throw a mug at his head.

“I’ll take a coffee,” he said. “Black.”

Of course he would. Ethan Cross never did sweet.

I turned back to the machine, pretending I couldn’t feel his eyes on me as I worked. Ten years ago, he’d left without a goodbye. No explanation. One minute we were making plans; the next, he was gone, chasing ambition while I picked up the pieces he left behind.

Maple Creek remembered. I remembered.

I slid the cup across the counter harder than necessary. Coffee sloshed dangerously close to the rim.

“That’ll be three dollars,” I said.

He reached into his wallet, then hesitated. “I didn’t mean to surprise you.”

“Funny,” I replied. “That’s exactly what you’re doing.”

Ethan exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m back for business. It’s temporary.”

Temporary. The word scraped something raw inside me.

“Good,” I said. “Then you won’t be here long enough to cause trouble.”

His gaze darkened, the smile fading. “I never meant to hurt you.”

I finally looked at him fully then, really looked. Older. Sharper. Still dangerous to my peace.

“You don’t get to explain now,” I said quietly. “You lost that right when you left.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The café buzzed softly around us, unaware that the past had just walked back in and ordered a coffee.

Ethan picked up the cup, his fingers brushing mine briefly.

The contact sent a spark up my arm—unwanted, undeniable.

“Looks like Maple Creek hasn’t changed much,” he said.

I met his gaze, steady and unyielding. “Some of us did.”

He held my stare a second longer than necessary, then nodded. “I guess we’ll see.”

As he turned to leave, a knot tightened in my chest.

Because something told me Ethan Cross wasn’t just back for coffee.

And whatever he wanted this time, it was going to cost me more than I was willing to pay.
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Chapter Two
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Ethan

Walking into Lily Harper’s café was a mistake.

I knew it the second I saw her behind the counter—older, sharper, more beautiful than memory had prepared me for. The years hadn’t softened her. They’d forged her into something steadier, stronger. And the look she gave me? That one still hit straight to the chest.
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