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  Introduction

  
  




She was the girl he was never allowed to love.

Arlo and Miley grew up in a world where choices were never really choices—and love was the most dangerous mistake of all.

They found each other anyway.

On a quiet dock by the lake, away from the eyes that watched them, they built something they were never meant to have.

Until one night… she disappeared.

No goodbye.

No explanation.

Just gone.

Five years later, Arlo hasn’t stopped looking.

And when he finally finds her—

she’s not the same girl he lost.

She’s hiding.

Running.

And still trying to protect him from a truth that could destroy them both.

But this time—

he’s not letting her go.

Because some loves don’t fade.

They wait.

They fight.

And they burn everything in their way.
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🖤 CHAPTER 1 — The First Time I Saw Her

The lake was quiet.

Not empty.

Just… still.

Arlo liked it like that.

It was the only place that didn’t feel like it belonged to anyone else.

No noise.

No people.

No expectations.

Just water.

And the old dock his father said he wasn’t supposed to go near.

Which was exactly why he went.

The wood creaked under his trainers as he stepped onto it, his hands shoved into the pockets of his hoodie, his gaze fixed on the water like it might move if he stared long enough.

It never did.

That was the point.

Everything else in his life did.

Too fast.

Too loud.

Too unpredictable.

But this—

This stayed the same.

Arlo moved to the edge, sitting down like he always did, his legs hanging over the side as he stared out across the lake.

Quiet.

Still.

Safe.

Or at least—

It was supposed to be.

“You’re not meant to be here.”

The voice wasn’t loud.

But it cut straight through the silence.

Arlo stilled.

Slowly—

He turned his head.

And saw her.

She stood a few feet behind him, her arms crossed loosely like she wasn’t sure if she should stay or leave.

Like she didn’t belong here either.

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“I was here first,” he said.

She tilted her head.

“That doesn’t make it yours.”

A pause.

Then—

“It kind of does.”

That made something flicker across her face.

Not annoyance.

Not quite.

Something quieter.

Something that looked almost like—

Amusement.

She stepped closer.

Careful.

Like she was testing the space between them.

“You always come here?” she asked.

Arlo shrugged slightly, turning his attention back to the water.

“Sometimes.”

A lie.

He came here all the time.

But she didn’t need to know that.

Not yet.

The wood creaked again as she stepped onto the dock, the sound louder this time in the silence.

Closer.

Arlo didn’t look at her again.

But he was aware of her.

Too aware.

The way she moved.

The way she hesitated before sitting down beside him.

Not too close.

Not far either.

Just—

Enough.

“You’re Arlo.”

It wasn’t a question.

His jaw tightened slightly.

He glanced at her again.

“How do you know that?”

She didn’t look at him.

Just stared out at the water like he had been.

“People talk.”

A pause.

“They say you don’t talk much.”

Arlo huffed quietly.

“They say a lot of things.”

She smiled faintly at that.

Small.

Barely there.

But real.

And for some reason—

That caught his attention more than anything else.

“You’re Miley,” he said.

Now it was her turn to look at him.

Surprised.

“How do you know that?”

A pause.

Then—

“People talk.”

That made her smile properly this time.

And something about that—

Something about the way it changed her face—

Made something in his chest shift slightly.

Unfamiliar.

Unexpected.

He didn’t like that.

So he looked away.

Silence settled between them again.

But it wasn’t uncomfortable.

Not exactly.

Just—

Different.

“Your dad told you not to come here, didn’t he?” she said after a moment.

His eyes flicked back to her instantly.

“How do you—”

He stopped.

Because that wasn’t a guess.

That was something she knew.

Her expression shifted slightly.

Not guilty.

But careful.

“Mine did too,” she said quietly.

A pause.

The air changed.

Subtly.

But enough.

Arlo frowned slightly.

“Then why are you here?”

She looked back at the water.

Her voice softer now.

“Because it’s the only place they don’t watch.”

Silence.

Real silence.

The kind that meant something.

Arlo’s expression hardened slightly.

“They watch you?”

A small shrug.

“Sometimes.”

Like it wasn’t a big deal.

Like it was normal.

It wasn’t.

He knew it wasn’t.

His parents watched things.

People.

Movements.

But not like that.

Not like they were watching her.

A thought flickered in his mind.

Uncomfortable.

Unwelcome.

“Why would they watch you?” he asked.

She didn’t answer straight away.

Her fingers curled slightly against the edge of the dock.

And for the first time—

She looked unsure.

“They don’t trust me,” she said finally.

Another pause.

“Or you.”

That—

That made him sit up slightly.

“What does that mean?”

Miley turned her head, meeting his eyes fully this time.

And whatever was in her expression—

It wasn’t soft anymore.

It wasn’t curious.

It was something else.

Something heavier.

“Your family and mine…” she started.

Then stopped.

Like she wasn’t sure how much to say.

Or if she should say anything at all.

Arlo’s jaw tightened.

“What about them?”

A long pause.

Then—

“They don’t like each other.”

“That’s not a big deal.”

“It is when people get hurt.”

The words landed heavier than they should have.

Because she didn’t say them like a warning.

She said them like a fact.

Arlo frowned.

“That doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

Miley looked at him for a second.

Really looked at him.

And something in her expression softened again.

Just slightly.

“You don’t know that,” she said quietly.

Silence stretched between them again.

But this time—

It felt different.

Tighter.

Like something had shifted into place that neither of them could undo.

Arlo looked back out at the lake, his jaw set slightly.

“They can’t tell me where I can and can’t go,” he said.

A pause.

“Or who I talk to.”

Miley’s lips curved faintly at that.

“You sure about that?”

He didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah.”

Another pause.

Then—

“You don’t listen to them either.”

It wasn’t a question.

He could tell.

She shook her head slightly.

“No.”

Something about that—

That small, simple answer—

Made something settle between them.

Not agreement.

Not exactly.

But understanding.

The kind that didn’t need explaining.

The kind that just—

Existed.

Arlo leaned back slightly on his hands, his eyes drifting back to the water.

“You can come here,” he said after a moment.

Miley glanced at him.

“What?”

“This place,” he added, nodding slightly toward the lake.

“You can come here.”

A pause.

“If you want.”

Another pause.

Then—

“It’s quiet.”

Miley watched him for a second.

And then—

She smiled again.

Soft.

Real.

“Okay,” she said.

Simple.

But it felt like something more.

Like a decision.

Like the start of something neither of them fully understood yet.

The lake stayed still.

The dock creaked quietly beneath them.

And somewhere in the distance—

Something was already beginning to go wrong.

They just didn’t know it yet.
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🖤 CHAPTER 2 — The Place That Became Ours

The lake didn’t feel the same anymore.

Not after that day.

Not after her.

Arlo stepped onto the dock, his eyes scanning the space without meaning to.

Like he expected her to be there.

Waiting.

She wasn’t.

His jaw tightened slightly as he moved forward, sitting down at the edge like he always did, his legs hanging over the water.

It was quiet.

Still.

But now—

It felt like something was missing.

A creak behind him.

Soft.

Familiar.

Arlo didn’t turn.

“You’re late,” he said.

A pause.

Then—

“I didn’t say I was coming.”

Her voice.

Miley.

A small smirk pulled at the corner of his mouth.
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