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The radio crackled to life at 4:38 AM.

Callum Roberts was already awake, staring at the ceiling, his mind running through the day's roster and equipment checks. Sleep had become a transaction these days—just enough to function, never enough to dream.

"Station 12, we've got reports of smoke off Junction Road. Possible brushfire." The dispatcher's voice came through clear and measured.

Callum swung his legs over the edge of the bed, muscle memory taking over as he reached for the uniform he'd laid out the night before. Three years of solo parenting had turned preparation into religion.

"Copy that. Engine 12 responding." He kept his voice low, conscious of the thin walls separating his quarters from where his crew slept.

The station stirred to life around him. Boots hitting floors, murmured voices, the rhythmic snap of suspenders. Callum moved down the hallway, his palm trailing the cool wall, a habit formed long before grief had recalibrated his world.

"Morning, Cap." Ramirez nodded, already halfway into his turnout gear. The kid was always first up, eager to prove himself.

"Ramirez." Callum's nod was economical as his gaze swept the room. "Diaz, Garcia, Wilson—let's move."

They loaded up with the quiet efficiency that came from hundreds of drills and real calls. No wasted movement, no unnecessary words. The garage door lifted, revealing the pre-dawn darkness of Bayshore Cove, street lamps still glowing against the navy sky.

Callum climbed into the front seat of Engine 12, the leather worn smooth under his palm. He'd sat in this same spot for eight years now, first as lieutenant, now as captain. The engine roared to life, vibrating through the soles of his boots.

"Dispatch says it's near the old Palmer property," Wilson said, checking the tablet mounted to the dash. His voice was steady, the way it always was. Dependable Wilson with four kids and a garage band.

"Probably kids," Diaz muttered from behind them. "Remember last summer? All those campfires."

Callum kept his eyes on the road, the familiar curves of Junction Road unfolding in the headlights. "Let's not jump to conclusions."

The smell hit them first—wood smoke with an acrid undertone of burning brush. Then the glow, orange against the hillside, small but determined.

"Looks contained," Wilson said.

Callum surveyed the scene as they pulled up. The fire had caught in a dry patch of brush about fifty yards off the road, working its way up the slope. Not immediately threatening any structures, but with the dry spell they'd been having, it wouldn't take much for it to spread.

"Diaz, Ramirez—establish a perimeter. Wilson, get us hooked up. Garcia, check the wind direction." The commands left his mouth without conscious thought, each word precise and calm.

They moved as one unit, hoses unfurling, the pump engaging with a mechanical whine that had become as familiar to Callum as his daughter's breathing.

The fire fought back, sparks catching in the breeze, but they had it surrounded within minutes. Callum worked alongside his men, feeling the heat against his face, the weight of the hose in his hands. This was the easy part. Fire followed rules. It responded to pressure, to smothering, to the removal of fuel. It was predictable in its hunger.

Not like grief, which played by no rules at all.

"Cap, I think we've got it." Ramirez's voice pulled him back to the present.

Callum blinked, realized he'd been staring into the dying flames. "Good work. Let's do a sweep, make sure we didn't miss any hot spots."

They worked methodically, boots crunching over charred earth. The sky lightened around them, gray seeping into black, revealing the contours of the land. Callum's radio crackled with updates from dispatch—no other incidents, no reports of injuries.

"Looks like it was probably a campfire that wasn't properly extinguished," Wilson said, kicking at the blackened remnants of what might have been a log. "Damn lucky the whole hillside didn't go up."

Callum surveyed the damage—maybe a quarter acre burned, nothing that wouldn't recover with the spring rains. "Pack it up. We'll file the report when we get back."

The ride to the station was quiet, the adrenaline ebbing, leaving behind the familiar hollow in his chest. Dawn had broken fully now, painting the sky in watercolors above the pines. In another life, he might have pointed it out to Megan, might have pulled over just to watch the colors change. Now, he registered it only as increased visibility, a tactical advantage.

"Anyone need coffee?" Diaz asked as they pulled into the station bay. "I can make a run before shift change."

"I'm good," Callum said, already mentally ticking through the paperwork waiting on his desk. "But grab some for yourselves if you want."

He completed the incident report with all the necessary details—time, location, resources deployed, estimated damage. Chief Branigan would review it later, but there was nothing remarkable to note. Just another call, another fire contained.

When he stepped out of his office, the day crew had arrived, the station humming with fresh energy. Callum nodded to them, exchanged information with the oncoming captain, and headed for his truck. His shift was over, but the day was just beginning.

The drive home took exactly seven minutes in the early morning traffic. Callum counted them off, an old habit from when he and Megan would race to see who could get home faster—him from the station, her from the hospital where she'd worked as a nurse. Seven minutes. Six if he hit the lights right.

His house sat back from the road, shaded by two massive oak trees that were hell on the gutters every fall. The porch light was still on, golden against the white siding. He'd forgotten to turn it off again. The sight of it burning in daylight always left him feeling wasteful, exposed.

As he pulled into the driveway, he spotted Nancy Andrews gathering her things on the porch. His overnight sitter waved when she saw his truck, relief visible on her face even from a distance. 

"Morning, Callum," she called as he approached, her voice hushed. "Sorry, but I've got to run—early shift at the hospital today.”

"Thanks for staying late," he said, reaching for his wallet. "I know the call came in right at your cutoff time."

Nancy waved him off. "Don't worry about it. But I really do have to go." She shouldered her bag and hurried to her car, calling over her shoulder, "She had a bit of a rough night—bad dream. Nothing major."

Callum watched her drive away, then unlocked the front door. The house was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the steady tick of the clock above the stove. He set his keys in the ceramic dish Ellie had made at summer camp, a lopsided circle painted with wobbly pink hearts.

Callum stood still for a moment, recalibrating. At the station, he was Captain Roberts, steady and certain. Here, he was just Callum, a father trying not to buckle under the weight of being someone's entire world.

The house was quiet except for the hum of the refrigerator and the steady tick of the clock above the stove. 

"El?" His voice sounded too loud in the stillness.

No answer. He glanced at his watch—6:47 AM. She wouldn't be up for a little bit, if he was lucky. Moving through the kitchen, he started the coffee maker, the ritual as automatic as breathing. Three scoops of grounds, fill the water to the line, press start. He stood watching the dark liquid drip into the pot, letting the familiar scent center him.

A soft sound from the living room caught his attention.

Ellie lay curled on the sofa, her small body nearly swallowed by the cushions, one arm wrapped around the stuffed elephant she'd had since birth. A quilt—one of Megan's, blue and yellow patchwork—was tangled around her legs.

Callum's chest tightened. She wasn't supposed to be down here. She was supposed to be in bed, in her room with the glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to the ceiling, the ones Megan had arranged in actual constellations because "if we're going to do it, we might as well do it right."

He crouched beside the couch, his hand hovering over Ellie's shoulder. In sleep, the resemblance to her mother was unmistakable—the same delicate arch of eyebrows, the same slight part to her lips. Sometimes it hurt to look at her, like staring at the sun.

"El," he said softly, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead. "Wake up, kiddo."

Her eyes fluttered open, confusion giving way to recognition. "Daddy? You're home?" Her voice was husky with sleep.

"Yeah, I'm home. What are you doing down here?"

Ellie pushed herself up, the quilt sliding to the floor. "I had a bad dream. I came to find you, but you weren't here." Her lower lip trembled slightly. "I didn't want to go back upstairs by myself."

Guilt sliced through him, sharp and familiar. "I'm sorry, El. There was a fire call. I had to go."

"Was it a big fire?" Her eyes widened, fear and fascination warring in her expression.

"No, just a small one. We put it out quick." He kept his tone light, matter-of-fact. No need to scare her with details.

"Did people get hurt?"

"No, nobody got hurt. It wasn't near any houses." Callum stood, his knees protesting the movement. "Let's get you upstairs. You've got school today."

Ellie yawned, stretching her arms above her head. "Can I have pancakes?"

The question was so normal, so everyday, that Callum felt something in his chest loosen slightly. "Sure, we can do pancakes." He glanced at his watch again. "But quick ones, okay? We don't want to be late."

He carried her upstairs, her sleep-warm weight against his chest a grounding presence. Her room was a riot of color against white walls—drawings taped up haphazardly, books stacked on every surface, the organized chaos of a six-year-old's world.

"Get dressed," he said, setting her down on the edge of the bed. "I'll start breakfast."

Downstairs, Callum moved through the kitchen with practiced efficiency. Pancake mix from the pantry, milk from the fridge, one egg. He whisked it all together, listening to the sounds of Ellie getting ready above him—the creak of floorboards, water running in the bathroom.

The first pancake hit the hot griddle with a satisfying sizzle. Callum watched the bubbles form and pop, waited for the edges to set before flipping it. He'd never been much of a cook before, had been perfectly content with toast and coffee. But kids needed real food, regular meals. So he'd learned, reading recipes with the same concentration he gave to fire safety protocols.

"I'm ready!" Ellie announced, skipping into the kitchen in mismatched socks, a purple dress, and a green cardigan. Her hair was half-brushed, sticking up in the back.

"Come here," Callum said, turning away from the stove. He ran the brush through her hair, working out the tangles as gently as he could. "How do you want it? Ponytail? Braid?"

"Braid, please." She stood patiently as his fingers worked through the familiar pattern. Three sections, over and under, the way Megan had shown him. "Will you be home for dinner tonight?"

"Should be. It's not my shift." He secured the end of the braid with an elastic from his wrist. "Mrs. Peterson will pick you up from school, remember? I've got that budget meeting with the town council."

Ellie's face fell slightly. "Oh. Right."

"But I'll be home by six," he added quickly. "We can have spaghetti."

"With garlic bread?"

"Definitely with garlic bread." He turned back to the stove, flipping the pancake onto a plate and pouring more batter onto the griddle. "Now eat up before these get cold."

They ate at the kitchen table, Ellie chattering about her class's upcoming field trip to the aquarium, her friend Zoe's new puppy, the book they were reading in class about a mouse who could talk. Callum nodded in all the right places, asked questions when appropriate, all while mentally reviewing the points he needed to make at the council meeting later.

"Daddy, are you listening?" Ellie's voice cut through his thoughts.

"Sorry, what was that?" Callum refocused, saw the slight furrow between her eyebrows.

"I said, can we go to the Harbor Light after school sometime? Zoe says they have the best hot chocolate in the whole world."

The Harbor Light. The café down by the marina. Callum vaguely recalled a change in ownership a few months back, someone new in town taking over the old place. "Sure, we can do that. Maybe this weekend?"

Ellie's entire face lit up. "Really? Promise?"

"Promise." He glanced at the clock above the stove. "Time to brush your teeth. We need to leave in ten minutes."

The morning routine continued with practiced precision—teeth brushed, lunch packed, backpack checked for homework and permission slips. Callum moved through it all on autopilot, his mind already pulling in multiple directions.

"Got everything?" he asked as they headed for the door.

Ellie nodded, tugging her backpack higher on her small shoulders. "Yep!"

The drive to Cedarwood Elementary took less than five minutes. Callum pulled into the drop-off lane, watching as other parents waved goodbye to their children. Some stood in clusters, chatting and laughing, forming the casual bonds of shared experience. He nodded to the ones he recognized but kept his distance. Friendly but separate—the way he'd been living for three years now.

"Have a good day," he said as Ellie unbuckled her seatbelt. "Remember, Mrs. Peterson will pick you up."

"I know." Ellie leaned across the console and wrapped her arms around his neck, a quick, fierce hug that smelled of maple syrup and strawberry shampoo. "Bye, Daddy! I love you!"

"Love you too, El." He watched her join the stream of children heading into the building, her purple dress and green cardigan standing out against the sea of more coordinated outfits. She turned at the door to wave, and he lifted his hand in response, waiting until she disappeared inside before pulling away from the curb.

The house was too quiet when he returned. Callum stood in the entryway for a moment, listening to the absence of sound. No cartoons playing in the background, no small feet running across hardwood floors, no questions that began with "why" and seemed to have no satisfactory answers.

He should sleep. His body needed it after the night shift, but his mind was still too wired. Instead, he moved through the house, picking up discarded socks, straightening books, loading the breakfast dishes into the dishwasher. Keeping his hands busy had become a strategy for keeping unwelcome thoughts at bay.

In the living room, he folded Megan's quilt with careful precision, smoothing each crease before setting it over the back of the couch. His gaze lifted to the wall above the fireplace, to the empty space where her photograph had once hung.

He'd taken it down six months ago, telling himself it was time, that three years was long enough to stare at the same frozen moment—Megan on their honeymoon, laughing on a beach in Hawaii, her hair wild in the wind, her eyes squinting against the sun. The frame sat in his closet now, wrapped in an old t-shirt. The wall remained bare, a conspicuous void he hadn't found the courage to fill with anything else. Just empty space, somehow more noticeable than what had been there before.

Callum stared at the emptiness, feeling the familiar weight settle in his chest. Not sharp anymore, not the breathtaking pain of those first months, but something duller, more permanent. A phantom limb. An absence he'd learned to function around, if not accept.

The silence of the house pressed in around him. He turned away from the wall, from what wasn't there, and headed upstairs to grab a few hours of sleep before the next item on his endless list of responsibilities. The council meeting. Ellie's dinner. Homework. Bedtime stories.

One foot in front of the other, one breath after another. The only way he knew how to live now.
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Dawn broke over Bayshore Cove in watercolor washes, painting the harbor with ribbons of gold and rose that skimmed across the water's surface. Lila Bennett had been awake for hours already. The Harbor Light Café belonged to her now—all worn floorboards, mismatched chairs, and boundless possibility.

She breathed in the rich scent of coffee beans as the first pot brewed, letting the aroma settle her nerves. The morning's first batch of cinnamon rolls expanded in the oven, their sweet, spiced scent beginning to mingle with the coffee. Five-thirty AM, and she was already dusted with flour to her elbows.

"This is yours," she whispered to the empty café. "You made it happen."

Six months of ownership, and she still couldn't quite believe it. After years of corporate cafeterias and eighteen-hour days that left her hollow-eyed and running on nothing but caffeine and sheer stubbornness, she'd come home to Bayshore Cove with her savings and a business plan her former boss had called "quaint." The memory still stung.

Lila wiped her hands on her apron and moved to the windows, pulling up the blinds to let the morning light flood in. The harbor stretched before her—fishing boats bobbing at their moorings, early risers moving along the boardwalk. She unlatched the front door, propping it open to let in the salt-tinged breeze.

The timer on the oven beeped, and she moved back to the kitchen, sliding on oven mitts worn thin at the fingertips. The cinnamon rolls had risen perfectly, golden brown and glistening. She set them on the cooling rack, then reached for the container of cream cheese frosting she'd prepared last night.

The bell above the door jingled, followed by the click of heels against hardwood.

"Tell me you've got coffee ready, because I swear to God, if my salon chair breaks one more time this week, I'm going to need medical-grade caffeine." Rosie Delgado swept in like a tropical storm, all bright clothes and jangling bracelets.

"Good morning to you too." Lila smiled despite herself, already reaching for Rosie's usual mug—the one with tiny scissors along the rim. "Rough start?"

"You could say that." Rosie perched on a stool at the counter, dropping her oversized purse beside her. "The new color shipment is late, Mrs. Hendricks wants a perm but won't admit she needs reading glasses to sign the waiver, and my coffee maker died a dramatic death that involved a lot of gurgling and what I'm pretty sure was smoke."

Lila poured coffee into the mug and slid it across the counter. "So a typical Tuesday?"

"Pretty much." Rosie wrapped her hands around the mug, her rings clinking against the ceramic. Today her nails were painted cobalt blue with tiny silver stars. "How about you? Ready for your first real market day?"

Lila glanced at the chalkboard where she'd written the morning's specials. Tuesdays meant the farmers' market set up in the town square, which meant foot traffic would double. "As ready as I'll ever be."

"Liar." Rosie's eyes, sharp and knowing behind her winged eyeliner, saw too much. "You're terrified."

"I'm cautiously optimistic." Lila pulled the bowl of frosting closer, began spreading it over the still-warm cinnamon rolls. The kitchen was her refuge—every movement practiced, every outcome within her control. "There's a difference."

"Uh-huh. And my hair is naturally this shade of magenta." Rosie took a sip of her coffee, leaving a perfect imprint of berry lipstick on the rim. "You'll do fine, you know. This place was dying before you showed up. Now look at it."

Lila followed Rosie's gesture to the café around them. She'd spent weeks stripping decades of nicotine-yellow from the walls, replacing them with warm cream paint. The booths she'd reupholstered herself in deep blue fabric. New pendant lights hung over each table, casting pools of golden light. It wasn't fancy, but it was hers.

"Thanks." She swallowed against a sudden tightness in her throat. "That means a lot."

Rosie waved away the gratitude like an annoying fly. "Yeah, well, don't get sappy on me before eight AM. I need sustenance before emotions happen. Is that a cinnamon roll with my name on it?"

"Could be." Lila eased a roll onto a plate, the frosting still melting down the sides. "Tell me about Mrs. Hendricks and her perm."

For the next fifteen minutes, Rosie regaled her with the salon's latest drama, gesturing with her fork between bites of cinnamon roll. Lila worked as she listened, setting up the coffee station, slicing fruit for the morning rush, keeping her hands busy so she wouldn't have to examine why Rosie's easy friendship meant so much.

The radio played softly on the counter, the local morning show transitioning from traffic reports to weather.

"—continuing dry conditions through the rest of the week," the meteorologist was saying, his voice cheerful despite the news. "The Fire Department has upgraded the warning level to high, so remember those burn restrictions, folks. No outdoor fires, and be careful with those cigarettes."

"Like we needed more heat," Rosie muttered, fanning herself dramatically. "My AC's already working overtime."

The bell above the door jingled again, and a group of fishermen trudged in, bringing with them the scent of salt water and early morning work. Lila recognized a few faces—the Martin brothers who ran the charter boats, old Mr. Caldwell who still maintained his own trawler despite being well into his seventies.

"Morning, gentlemen," she called, already reaching for mugs. "Coffee's fresh."

"Thank God for that." Jim Martin removed his cap as he settled at the counter. "Harbor Light's got the only coffee worth drinking before sunrise."

Pride bloomed warm in Lila's chest. "What can I get you besides coffee?"

The fishermen placed their orders—egg sandwiches, more cinnamon rolls, plates of bacon and hash browns—and the café slipped into the comfortable rhythm of the morning rush. Lila moved between the kitchen and counter, pouring coffee, flipping eggs, making change. The familiarity of it settled her, even as new faces appeared in the doorway.

By seven-thirty, nearly every table was filled. The hum of conversation mixed with the clatter of plates and the hiss of the espresso machine. Lila plated an order of avocado toast, garnishing it with a sprig of dill and a lemon wedge.

"Fancy," Rosie commented from her perch, now on her second coffee. She'd pulled out a small sketchbook and was drawing what looked like elaborate braided hairstyles, her tongue caught between her teeth in concentration.

"Presentation matters," Lila replied, delivering the plate to a woman in business attire who'd been tapping away at her laptop since arrival. "Even in a place like this."

"Especially in a place like this," Rosie corrected. "We've had enough mediocrity around here to last a lifetime."

The door chimed again, and Rosie's face lit up with a genuine smile. "Speaking of lifetimes—Lucy! Over here!"

A silver-haired woman in jeans and a fishing vest waved, navigating through the crowded tables toward them. Lila recognized her as one of Rosie's regular clients, though they hadn't been properly introduced.

"Rosie Delgado, do you ever actually work?" Lucy asked, settling onto the stool beside her. "Or do you just hold court in various establishments around town?"

"Multitasking is my superpower," Rosie said, gesturing to her sketchbook. "I'm designing Mrs. Foster's daughter's wedding hairstyle. It counts as work if I'm drawing it."

Lucy snorted, then turned her attention to Lila. "You must be the new owner. Place looks good—smells even better."

"Lila Bennett." She extended her hand across the counter. "And thank you. Can I get you anything?"

"Coffee, black, and one of whatever smells like cinnamon and heaven," Lucy said, shaking Lila's hand with a firm grip. "I've been fishing since four AM."

"Catch anything?" Rosie asked.

"Just some peace and quiet," Lucy replied. "Worth getting up for."

Lila set a mug of coffee and a cinnamon roll in front of Lucy, who immediately took a appreciative sip of the coffee.

"You're Grace Miller's friend, aren't you?" Lucy asked, studying Lila over the rim of her mug. "Used to spend summers here when you were kids?"

Lila paused in wiping down the counter. "Yes, that's right. She’s my best friend and business partner. My grandparents had a place on Spruce Street."

"Thought so." Lucy nodded, satisfied. "You look like your grandmother—around the eyes. She made the best blueberry pies for the summer festival."

Something loosened in Lila's chest. "You remember her pies?"

"Honey, the whole town remembers those pies. They were legendary." Lucy took a bite of cinnamon roll and closed her eyes briefly. "These might give them a run for their money, though."

"High praise," Rosie said, nudging Lila with her elbow. "Lucy doesn't compliment food unless it's worth writing home about."

Lila found herself blinking rapidly. "Thank you. That means a lot."

The radio shifted to a local call-in segment, and the morning host's voice cut through the café chatter.

"Next on the line, we have Ellie from Cedarwood Elementary. What's your question for Captain Bennett of the Coast Guard, Ellie?"

A small voice came through the speakers, confident despite its pitch. "Hi! I want to know if you ever rescued people who fell off boats?"

Lila paused in her task, something about the name tugging at her memory.

"That's Callum Roberts' kid," Rosie said, as if reading her mind. "Sweet little thing. First grade, I think? She comes into the salon with her dad sometimes when he needs a trim."

"Callum Roberts," Lila repeated, the name vaguely familiar.

"Fire captain." Rosie gestured toward the window, in the direction of the station up the hill. "Widower. Keeps to himself mostly, but he's good people. Been rough on him, raising Ellie alone."

"Oh." Lila remembered now—a funeral three years ago after the car accident and the whole town turning out. She'd been away then, trapped in her Chicago apartment with deadline after deadline, but her grandmother had written about it in one of her letters.

"Ellie's a sweetheart," Rosie continued, breaking off a piece of her cinnamon roll. "Not so bad himself, either, if you like the strong, silent type. And I mean silent. Getting more than ten words out of him is like pulling teeth."

Lucy snorted into her coffee. "You just talk enough for both of you, Rosie. Not everyone needs to narrate their every thought."

"Says the woman who spent the morning talking to fish," Rosie retorted.

Their bickering washed over Lila as she refilled coffee cups, cleared tables, and greeted the steady stream of customers coming through the door. The morning flew by in a whirl of orders and conversation, and before she knew it, the rush had ebbed, leaving just a few lingering patrons.

Rosie glanced at her watch and made a face. "I should go open the salon. Mrs. Hendricks and her perm await." She gathered her sketchbook and purse, then paused. "You okay here? This was a madhouse."

"I'm fine," Lila said, and meant it. Her feet ached and flour dusted her apron, but a deep satisfaction had settled in her bones. "Go save Mrs. Hendricks from herself."

"Impossible task," Rosie sighed dramatically. "But I'll try. Dinner at my place on Thursday? Grace is making her lasagna."

"I'll be there," Lila promised. "With wine."

"The good stuff," Rosie instructed, already halfway to the door. "None of that seven-dollar swill you brought last time!"

The door swung shut behind her, the bell jangling in her wake. Lucy looked up from the newspaper she'd been reading, amusement crinkling the corners of her eyes.

"Hurricane Rosie," she commented. "Force of nature, that one."

"She's something else," Lila agreed, wiping down the counter. "But I don't know what I'd have done without her these past few months."

Lucy studied her for a moment, her gaze direct but kind. "It takes guts, coming back to a place like this. Starting over."

Lila's hands stilled on the counter. "What makes you think I'm starting over?"

"People don't usually leave cities for places like Cedarwood unless they're running toward something or away from something." Lucy folded her newspaper neatly. "Sometimes both."

The observation hit uncomfortably close to home. Lila busied herself with arranging clean mugs, buying time before responding.

"Maybe I just missed the ocean," she said finally.

Lucy smiled, the lines around her eyes deepening. "Sure. The ocean's reason enough." She stood, leaving cash beside her empty plate. "But whatever brought you back, I'm glad it did. This place needed a heartbeat again."

When Lucy left, Lila found herself alone in the café for the first time since opening. She exhaled slowly, allowing herself to feel the fatigue in her shoulders, the ache in her lower back. The quiet felt strange after the morning's chaos—just the hum of the refrigerator and the distant call of gulls through the open door.

She moved to the window, gazing out at the harbor. Sunlight danced across the water, boats rocked gently at their moorings, and beyond it all, the hills rose green against the cloudless sky. The day had warmed considerably, the breeze carrying the scent of dry pine from the forests that surrounded the cove.

Lila thought about what Lucy had said. Running toward something or away from something. Both, if she was honest with herself. Away from the grinding pace of corporate life, the hollow victories of promotions that only meant more hours, more pressure. Toward...what? Something that felt like hers. Something real.

She turned back to the café—her café—and took it all in. The blue booths where an elderly couple lingered over their coffee, heads bent close in conversation. The mug Rosie had left, lipstick staining its rim. The chalkboard with tomorrow's specials written in her own looping handwriting.

It wasn't perfect. The espresso machine leaked slightly, the walk-in cooler made an alarming rattle when it cycled on, and she still hadn't found a second part-time worker to help with weekends. But it was hers. Every struggle, every triumph.

Lila rolled her shoulders back and reached for a clean rag. The lull wouldn't last long. Soon the lunch crowd would arrive, and after that, she needed to prep for tomorrow. No one was coming to rescue her if things went sideways—no corporate safety net, no team of coworkers to pick up slack.

Just her, this space, and the life she was rebuilding from scratch, one cinnamon roll at a time.

She turned the radio up slightly as she worked, the weatherman's voice filling the quiet.

"—high pressure system continuing through the week, with temperatures climbing into the low nineties. Again, folks, the fire danger is high, especially in the wooded areas west of town. The Forest Service has closed some trails as a precaution, so check their website before heading out for a hike."

Lila glanced out the window toward the hills. From this distance, they looked peaceful, unchanging. But she knew how quickly things could change—how one spark was all it took to turn stability into chaos.

She'd learned that lesson the hard way.

The bell above the door jingled, pulling her from her thoughts as two women in hiking gear entered, discussing trail options. Lila set aside her cloth and straightened her apron, a smile settling into place with practiced ease.

"Welcome to Harbor Light," she called. "What can I get you?"
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Lila arrived fifteen minutes early to the town hall meeting, balancing a tray of coffee and a box of cinnamon rolls that were still warm from the oven. The weathered brick building stood sentinel over Bayshore Cove's central square, its white columns and high windows a testament to more prosperous times.

She shouldered open the heavy wooden door with her hip, the familiar musty scent of old papers and floor polish greeting her. The main meeting room buzzed with voices—more people than she'd expected for a Tuesday evening emergency planning session.

"Need a hand with that?" Sheriff Tom Langston materialized at her elbow, his weathered face creased with the hint of a smile.

"Thanks." Lila handed him the coffee carafe. "I figured people might need the caffeine."

The sheriff nodded, his expression serious as always. "Smart thinking. Meeting might run long tonight."

Four long folding tables formed a square in the center of the room, surrounded by mismatched chairs pulled from various corners of the building. Faces turned toward her as she set up the refreshments on a side table—some familiar from the café, others she recognized only as regular fixtures around town. Men in work shirts and jeans predominated, with a scattering of women from the chamber of commerce and local businesses.

Mayor Jenkins stood at the front of the room, shuffling through a stack of papers, his wire-rimmed glasses perched at the end of his nose. He glanced up as Lila arranged the coffee cups.

"Ms. Bennett," he called, waving her over. "Just the person I wanted to see."

Lila crossed to him, conscious of the eyes following her movement. She'd dressed carefully for the meeting—dark jeans, a crisp blue button-down, hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Professional but approachable, the uniform she'd perfected during her corporate days.

"Mayor Jenkins." She extended her hand. "Thanks for letting me know about the meeting."

"Of course, of course." He pumped her hand enthusiastically. "You're a business owner now. Part of the community backbone." His voice dropped slightly. "And frankly, we need to consider all possible resources with this fire risk."

"That's actually why I'm here." Lila kept her voice steady. "I wanted to offer the Harbor Light as an emergency space if needed. We have the capacity, and I've got commercial kitchen facilities."

The mayor's eyebrows rose. "That's—well, that's exactly the kind of thinking we need. I'd like you to bring that up during the meeting."

The room continued to fill as seven o'clock approached. Lila took a seat at the edge of the table arrangement, pulling out her notebook. She'd learned early in her career that preparation wasn't just about having answers—it was about asking the right questions.

The door swung open again, and the steady buzz of conversation dimmed momentarily as Fire Captain Callum Roberts entered the room. Lila recognized him immediately from Rosie's description—tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of natural authority that didn't need to announce itself. His uniform shirt was crisp against sun-weathered skin, and his expression remained neutral as he scanned the room.

A small figure trailed behind him, half-hidden in his shadow. The little girl—Ellie, Lila remembered—clutched a battered sketchbook to her chest, her eyes wide as she took in the crowded room. Her resemblance to her father was striking—the same serious set to her features, though hers were softened by childhood roundness.

"Sorry about this," Callum said to the mayor, his voice low but carrying in the sudden quiet. "Babysitter canceled last minute."

Mayor Jenkins waved away his concern. "No problem at all. Hello there, Miss Ellie."

The girl offered a shy wave before tucking herself closer to her father's side. Callum's hand came to rest on her shoulder, the gesture protective but natural, like breathing.
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