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CHAPTER 1
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Exhausted from a mountain of biology homework, I yawned and collapsed onto my bed. Just as sleep began to pull me under, an unsettling feeling crept over me, twisting my stomach like a warning I couldn’t explain. Despite the unease, I eventually drifted off, letting the darkness take me.

In the middle of the night, my phone buzzed. The persistent vibration dragged me from a deep sleep, and I fumbled for it, fingers trembling. When I saw the caller ID, my heart slammed against my ribs.

“Hello?” I croaked, my throat dry as sandpaper.

“Hey, sleepyhead. Got something urgent—meet me at the lake. Now.”

It was Liam—my Liam—and he hung up before I could say a word. My stomach twisted into knots. Why would he call at one in the morning?

I threw on jeans and a hoodie, the February air already making my skin sting as I crept past my father’s room. He was a morning person and a history professor at Stanford—someone who considered sleep optional and curiosity essential. If he stirred, he’d ask questions: Why are you dressed? Where are you going at this hour? Somehow, he’d tie it all back to the Roman Empire. I wasn’t in the mood to be interrogated like a rebellious centurion.

Finally outside, the streets were empty, the car headlights slicing through the darkness. I floored it toward Pine Valley, Liam’s family estate, replaying every moment from yesterday. Nothing unusual had happened. This had to be about him—right? Anxiety coiled in my chest, squeezing tighter with each passing second.

Soon, I arrived at the gated entrance, punched in the code, and rolled down the long driveway. The mansion loomed ahead—three stories of white stone framed by citrus trees and high walls. 

To me, those walls always felt like a prison—where every word, gesture, and step had already been mapped out. I hated that life of luxury and wondered where I would fit once I married Liam. Money meant everything to his family. The only reason I endured them was because I loved their son. Otherwise, their pleasure-seeking lifestyle bored me.

Richard Moore, Liam’s father, had built his fortune exporting goods across the globe through his fleet of ships. His schedule left little room for fatherhood. Liam’s mother, Catherine, was no different.

During the day, Edward and Gilbert—Liam’s older brothers—were business professionals in sleek suits. By night, they became party kings, while Liam showed little interest in their parties or money.

After being accepted into Stanford Medical School, Liam and I had decided to get married mid-year, shortly after high school graduation. But tonight wasn’t about memories or long-term plans. It was about Liam’s phone call.

Gravel crunched beneath the tires as I turned onto the narrowed path that led to L.J. Lake—our secret hideaway for boating, swimming, and ridiculous fights that always ended in kisses. L.J. stood for Liam and Julia. Just as I was about to pull over, a loud bang shattered the silence—the front tire exploded, jerking the wheel violently from my grip. My chest slammed against the steering wheel as the car veered toward the lake. Screeching brakes, burning rubber—I could barely think.

But I wasn’t going out like that.

Gritting my teeth, I steadied the wheel with both trembling hands and coasted until the momentum faded. I killed the engine, shoved open the door, and dropped to my knees, shaking. That was close. Too close.

A voice cut through the night.

“Julia! Holy hell—I thought you’d gone straight into the lake.”

I turned, and there was Liam jogging toward me, his silhouette framed by moonlight, eyes wide, breath ragged.

“That was insane,” he said, gripping my shoulders. “The way you yanked that wheel back—you could’ve been killed, you know that?”

“Guess I got lucky.” My voice shook.

“Lucky? No. That was all you.” He laughed breathlessly. “You drive like a stuntwoman when it counts.”

The fear inside me faded, replaced by the warmth of his touch. We embraced and kissed, slowly at first, then deeper—hungrily. His hands slid down my back, drawing me tight. I felt the urgency in his touch, his lips traveling from my mouth to my neck. He reached for the hem of my shirt, fingers slipping beneath it.

I caught his wrist and pushed him back, breathless. “Liam, we agreed—no sex until we’re married.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Julia, it’s the twenty-first century. People don’t wait anymore. That’s like... something my grandparents would say. You really want to save it for the wedding night?”

“We promised each other. I’m not going to break it,” I said, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear.

He patted my cheek. “That was four years ago, when we were freshmen—kids. Now we’re different.”

“Liam, I didn’t come here to argue about this. I came because you called. What’s so damn important that you had to call me this late?”

He sighed, crouching by the flat tire. “It’s two-thirty a.m. Let me fix this.” He ignored my question.

I crossed my arms. “In the phone call, you said it was urgent. What is it?”

He still ignored me, opening the trunk.

“Hey!” I snapped. “I’m talking to you.”

He stood and faced me. “It’s nothing important. I shouldn’t have called you.”

“If it’s nothing important, then tell me,” I insisted.

He exhaled. “Not tonight. I promise I’ll tell you—soon.”

“‘Soon’ isn’t good enough.” I squared my shoulders, jaw tight. “In that phone call, you were desperate to tell me something. Now this flat tire is just an excuse to shut down. You don’t get to pull me into the middle of the night and then push me away.”

He gave a shaky smile, bending back down to the spare tire. “I’ll tell you everything. Time and a little trust are all I need.”

Part of me wanted to storm off, drag his whole family outside, demand the truth. But those green eyes... I couldn’t.

“Fine,” I said, holding out my hand. “No more secrets.”

He took it and rose slowly. “I’m not ready to share everything just yet,” he admitted. “But tonight—your coming here—let’s keep it between us. Please, Julia.”

I let out a deep sigh. “Okay. It stays between us.”

I watched him in the dark as he swung the lug wrench. My mind raced. Whatever he’s hiding, I’ll find out. When he’s ready, I’ll be there.

Once he finished working on the spare, I thanked him and climbed into my car. From behind the wheel, I gave him one last look—my eyes pleading for honesty.

But he stayed silent, and I realized nothing would change his mind tonight.

Frustrated, I hit the gas and sped away, back toward home.

The moment I stepped through the door, I was too tired to even grab a glass of water. I climbed the stairs, collapsed onto my bed, and replayed every moment.

What could I do to get Liam to tell me?

He’s clearly carrying something heavy—something that’s eating away at him from the inside. I can see it in his eyes, hear it in his voice, but he won’t let me in. It’s like he’s building a wall between us, and no matter how much I want to tear it down, I don’t know how.

I feel responsible—like I should be the one he trusts above all else. But right now, I’m standing outside that wall, pounding on the door that won’t open.

His voice on the phone lingers in my mind—so fragile, so exhausted. That sadness wasn’t just fatigue; it was the weight of something dark he’s been carrying alone. And it terrifies me.

Because the longer he keeps this secret, the more it isolates him—and us.

I want to help him, but I don’t even know where to start. What if the truth is worse than I imagine? What if it changes everything between us?

Still, I can’t stop hoping. Hoping that when he’s ready, he’ll finally let me in. That he’ll trust me enough to share the burden.

Until then, all I can do is wait, and keep reminding myself that love means standing by someone even when they push you away.

But it hurts. It hurts more than I thought it would.
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I didn’t sleep at all. Being alone through the night left a heavy sadness in my chest. The silence wasn’t peaceful—it was suffocating. I kept turning things over in my mind, chasing answers that refused to appear. Not knowing felt like drowning in the dark. And still, part of me clung to the idea that it was better than facing a truth I wasn’t strong enough to bear.

If only last night had just been a bad dream. I leaned my head back and whispered a quiet prayer, hoping the day ahead would bring some light. My thoughts circled restlessly until my father’s voice cut through from downstairs—loud and full of energy—warning me I’d be late for school.

Like most only children, I often felt that familiar wave of loneliness wash over me. Still, I pushed myself to leave the room and face the day. On my way downstairs, a photo of my mother, Annabel Brooks, caught my eye. For a moment, it felt like I could talk to her. Staring into her warm, timeless gaze, I whispered, “Mom, even though I don’t believe in life after death, I feel like you’re always here when I need you. You were gone the moment I came into the world.” I traced the smooth wood frame with my fingertips and added, “Dad says my heart carries your love and kindness. I could really use both right now. I want Liam to open up—to tell me what’s going on.”

Like a lighthouse guiding a lost ship, I hoped that small prayer might help clear the storm in my mind. But just as I was about to walk out the front door for school, my phone rang.

Oh God. Another call.

I answered with a wary, “Hello.”

It was Catherine, asking me to come to Pine Valley immediately. My heart skipped. Catherine never called me. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure she liked me. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make sense of her—or Liam. Last night’s tension was clearly bleeding into today.

As I slid into the driver’s seat, fear and frustration surged through me, tightening every muscle. I glanced at the time—my biology class was about to start.

Screw school.

I needed to be with Liam. Something serious—either with him or his family—was happening. I had to get to Pine Valley.

The forty-minute drive felt like an eternity. When I finally spotted Liam’s car, I pulled in beside it and parked. I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and rang the doorbell.

Gilbert opened it and immediately pulled me into a hug. His voice was low, urgent. “We need your help.”

I drew back. “What for?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he took my hand and led me into the living room.

The entire Moore family was there—except for one. Liam wasn’t among them.

“Where is Liam?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, but loud enough to echo like a siren through the silence.

“You honestly have no idea where he is?” Richard’s voice—normally so sure—carried a strange unease.

“How could I? I haven’t seen him since yesterday at school.” A bead of sweat rolled down my temple as my chest tightened.

I asked again, firmer this time, “Where is Liam?”

The room stayed quiet until Richard finally said, “Liam is missing. He’s nowhere in the house.”

I locked eyes with him, then scanned the rest of the family. Each of them returned my gaze with the same expression—tense, uncertain, and accusatory.

“Are you telling me he just vanished?” I let out a short, disbelieving laugh. “His car’s parked outside. So, obviously, he didn’t go to school—or anywhere else.”

Edward, the eldest, gave me a sneaky wink that unsettled me. He gestured toward a closed-circuit monitor on the side table. “Liam’s bed is made,” he said and pressed a button.

The monitor flickered to life, showing a timestamp from early morning—2:00 a.m.—and footage of my car driving through the estate, down toward the lake.

They knew I had met him last night.

Their disapproval radiated from their stares; judgment etched into every line of their faces. I said nothing, but inside, my anger stirred. Despite the exhaustion from last night, I stood my ground.

Catherine stepped closer. “What happened between you and Liam last night?” Her voice was soft but strained. Concern flickered across her face—something close to maternal worry. “Please be honest with us.”

But I couldn’t betray him. I had made a promise to Liam—and I intended to keep it.

I opened my mouth to reply, but Gilbert cut in. “Julia, we still need your help. When did you leave Pine Valley last night?”

They were looking at me like a suspect. I was the last person to see Liam. But they also knew how much I loved him. I’d never hurt him—not in this lifetime or the next.

I looked at Gilbert. “I left around 3:00 a.m. I think. Sorry, I don’t remember the exact time. He called me while I was asleep and asked me to come over. You all know how I am about my sleep—I don’t mess around with it.”

Gilbert wasn’t done. “The cameras didn’t catch you leaving the lake. Why not?”

I shook my head. “Because I took the back road behind the mansion and drove out onto Highway 680. That’s why your cameras didn’t catch me leaving.”

Their silence was thick with doubt.

Then came the question I was dreading.

“We’ve already searched the lake. Liam’s boat is there, but there’s no sign of him. What happened between you two before you left, Julia?” Richard asked.

I was about to speak when my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

My heart soared.

I answered, barely able to contain the emotion, “Hello, my love.”

“I see your car. What brings you here, Julia?” Liam’s voice was calm—almost amused.

If he could see my car... he was here.

I answered, “I’ll explain everything in a second.”

The doorknob turned, and the front door creaked open. All eyes turned.

Liam stepped inside, tall and composed, brushing his hair back. He gave his family a sharp look, but when his eyes met mine, they softened instantly.

Richard stepped forward, his voice tight. “Liam, where have you been?”

Liam looked down. “I spent the night in my boat.”

Edward smirked and shot me another wink—this one twisting my stomach. Seriously? Again? My pulse jumped, and for a second, I couldn’t look away. What does that mean every single time he sees me—like he’s hiding a secret, or some feeling he can’t say out loud? My chest tightened, equal parts frustration and... whatever that is. Should I tell Liam? No. But really, Edward—enough with the winking. Just. Stop. Then his eyes flicked to Liam. “Did you sleep alone in your boat?”

Liam ignored him.

Catherine’s eyes snapped to me, suspicion tightening her brow.

Edward smiled. “Liam, if Julia’s in on your little game, she deserves to know the rules.”

Liam didn’t flinch. “Shut your mouth, dickhead.” He pulled me closer. “Don’t let him get to you—my idiot brother lives to mess with people.”

Catherine sighed. “Liam, don’t talk like that about your brother. Not in front of your girlfriend.”

Liam saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”

Edward leaned back, looking smug. “You’re grinning like a dog with two tails. What’s got you so happy, little bro?”

Liam smiled. “I hit the jackpot, big bro.”

No one laughed. The air thickened again.

Gilbert broke the silence. “We were calling you nonstop, Liam. Your boat was right there. We were shouting your name. How could you not hear us?”

Liam started up the stairs. “I was out cold. Slept like a baby.”

Catherine turned to me. “You two are late for school. I hope you weren’t planning to skip.”

“Mom, one day off won’t kill us,” Liam called over his shoulder. Then he looked at me. “Julia, come to my room?”

I started to follow, but Richard grabbed my arm.

I spun around. His expression was hard. “You still haven’t told us why you were at the lake last night.”

I narrowed my eyes, yanked my arm free. “Maybe you should ask Liam that.” Then I marched upstairs.

“Did your father even know you came here last night?” Catherine called after me.

I didn’t answer. We both knew the truth.

At the top of the stairs, I paused. The house had gone quiet again—an eerie silence, like it was holding its breath. I glanced over the railing. The family had scattered. A whisper of cold air seemed to echo off the walls, urging me to leave.

But I couldn’t.

I had to know what was going on with Liam.

As I walked down the hallway toward his room, a dark thought flickered: What if he’s sick?

Fear prickled across my skin. I forced myself to breathe, to keep calm. Panicking wouldn’t help. Still, I felt so alone, like even my shadow had vanished.

I whispered God’s name as my fingers curled around Liam’s doorknob.

My heart pounded when I saw him—my love—standing in the corner. He smiled gently, inviting me in. I stepped toward him and kissed him without restraint. He stepped back, his eyes locked on mine.

But something wasn’t right. I could feel it in my bones.

“Now what, Liam?” The words escaped on a whisper, my throat dry as dust.

He stretched, rubbed his temples, and collapsed onto the bed. “Did someone in my family upset you?”

“Who would dare, when your name is stamped across my forehead?” I studied his face, gauging his reaction. “Except maybe your brother, Edward. I think he’s flirting with me.”

Liam’s eyes widened. “Did he actually make a move?”

“No. But he keeps winking at me. It’s annoying. I don’t know what that’s about.”

“People wink. It’s harmless.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

I pulled out a chair and sat down. My voice stayed calm. “Edward isn’t the issue. You are. You’ve been acting strange since last night, and that’s what’s bothering me.”

Instead of answering, he smiled again. That smile—so familiar, so hollow now—set something off inside me. After everything I’d endured lately, the pretending was the worst part. His whole family had been acting strange, but Liam’s constant dismissal—like nothing mattered—was the most unsettling of all.

I scooted the chair closer to the bed. “Since last night, every time I ask a question, you dodge it with that ridiculous grin.” My hands tightened into fists. “I don’t want to see that smile anymore.”

He sat up, suddenly serious. “How about I offer you something real? Want to go to a castle in London for spring break?”

I blinked. Was he actually talking about a trip? To Europe?

I let out a sharp breath. “I’m baffled—capital B baffled. First that weird phone call from you last night, then your mother calling this morning, and now this—whatever this is.”

Still sprawled on the bed, he looked up at me and begged me to forget everything—to just come with him to the castle.

I shook my head. “Not until you give me real answers. Then maybe I’ll consider London.”

He raised his voice. “What answers do you want?”

I threw my hands up. “Let’s start with the call. Where were you this morning? And don’t tell me you slept on your boat.”

He rolled his eyes, grinning. “Set all that curiosity aside and picture how amazing London will be.”

I slammed my fist against the armrest. “Don’t patronize me, Liam Moore. I’ve known you too long.”

“Why are you making this so hard? That castle was your wedding gift. It was supposed to be a surprise,” he said, turning to the window.

“If it was a surprise, why tell me now? We’re not even married.” I dragged my hands through my hair. “And I’m still waiting on an explanation about that call.”

He poured himself a glass of water, took a sip, and gave me a strange look. “You’re still hung up on that phone call.”

I stepped closer. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through since then? But who am I to ask? You’re Liam Moore, and I’m just stupid, poor Julia Brooks.”

“Why can’t you just let it go?” he said softly, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry for calling so late.”

I brushed him off. “No, you’re not. You’re playing games. And I’ve had enough.”

His jaw tightened. “You promised to give me time,” he said—his eyes flashing with something fragile, something real.

I raised a hand to stop him. “I remember what I promised last night. But you owe me honesty. Why now? Why this trip?”

Liam stepped closer, a playful smile tugging at his lips. “Because maybe we should just ditch all the traditional stuff and elope in London.” Then he giggled. “Kidding. I want to marry you in front of everyone, Julia. Don’t you want to be Mrs. Moore? I’m dying to be called your husband.”

He was hiding pieces of himself from me. That feeling—of being shut out again—split me down the middle. I couldn’t handle it. So, I fled.

I left the mansion in a storm of unanswered questions. But now, there were a thousand more. My hands trembled on the wheel as I drove off. I didn’t know where I was going. I just drove.

Eventually, I parked near Pine Valley and sat in the car for hours. My mind raced: marriage, London, castles, lies, trust, secrets.

To steady myself, I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. When I opened them, headlights cut across my face. Still, all I could hear was Liam’s voice echoing.

I turned and watched the mansion’s lights shimmer on the lake’s surface.

I knew this was reckless. I should have stayed and demanded answers. But I left. I wasn’t ready to give up on Liam—not yet. He owed me the truth. So, I turned the car around.

Halfway back to Pine Valley, I spotted his car. He was heading in the opposite direction. I pulled over. He did a U-turn and parked behind me.

I got out.

He rolled down the window and smiled like nothing happened. “Julia, sweetheart, you left without a word. Why?”

“Who cares?” I muttered.

“I care. A lot. Are you coming back?”

I couldn’t bring myself to answer. “I have nowhere to go. Can’t you see I’m just driving in circles?”

“Then follow me, Julia.”

“Follow you where? I’m done with this game.” I leaned onto his hood, exhausted. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

He smiled. “Trust me. You don’t want to miss this.”

I was ready to scream—but something in me softened. I made myself a deal—if he gave me even one real answer, I’d follow. If not, I’d never see him again. Not in this lifetime.

I followed him.

We drove for an hour, through winding roads, until he pulled up in front of a stunning house. I parked across the street and met him on the lawn. He kissed my cheek and pulled me into his arms.

“Welcome to your home, Ms. Julia Brooks—soon to be Mrs. Moore.”

A house.

He bought us a house.

Not just any house—a dream house. Our house.

I looked around, heart thudding. This time, he really had surprised me. Everything about the place felt like us.

My voice was barely a whisper. “I love you.”

He held my hands. “I couldn’t pass it up. You’ve always dreamed of big windows and trees everywhere, and the view of the surrounding heights. The name—Green Heights—fits perfectly.”

It was. It really was. And in that moment, I knew—Liam was the one.

We ran hand in hand toward the front door, laughing like kids in the rain.

Inside, it was even better. He fiddled with the fireplace while I stood in the dining room, breathless. I called him over.

He turned to me. “Please don’t say no. I’m begging you.”

I didn’t reply. Instead, I kissed him.

He stepped back, blinking. “A kiss? I’ll take that as a yes.”

“I want to see everything. Let’s go upstairs,” I said, playful again.

We toured the house and landed in the master bedroom.

Panting, he grabbed my hips. “It’s just us now,” he whispered.

I pushed him away. “Liam!” My voice was sharp. “This is the second time you’ve crossed a line. I’ll be with you—after we’re married.”

He looked away. “I won’t be around forever.”

I froze. “What does that mean?”

“It means no one lives forever.”

Something in his tone chilled me. I asked, “Who else knows about this house?”

He sat on the floor, looking up at me. “Just you and me.”

“This is moving too fast,” I said, lowering myself beside him. “London, the house, marriage... what’s really happening?”

He stayed silent. Eyes fixed on the hardwood.

“I’m leaving if you won’t talk.”

He reached for my thigh. I slapped his hand away, stood up, and punched the wall.

He got up, kissed my cheek, then my lips. I pulled away. “Don’t touch me.”

He pulled off his shirt and took my arms. “I won’t be here forever.”

Something cracked inside me. “I can’t take this anymore. Say something real—or you’ll never see me again until the end of your life.”

“I’m already there, Julia.”

It felt like drowning. “Are you sick? Dying of something?”

He hesitated. Then said it. “I have a disease. One that might not have a cure.”

His face collapsed. Whatever armor he had left, it fell.

I stood there, watching him. Somehow, I felt like he was ashamed of me. Or maybe himself.

Tears blurred my vision. “This is just another lie to manipulate me.”

“It’s not.” His voice broke. “I have cancer.”

Cancer?

No!

The word shattered everything. A thousand thoughts surged.

My gaze darted to the door, heart racing. Liam stepped forward. I backed away, voice barely mine. “Don’t.”

He froze, watching the girl he’d loved since high school break apart in front of him.

I reached for the handle, paused—torn between compassion and the rising tide of disbelief. Then I ran.

I bolted to my car, hands shaking as I started the engine. And just like that, I left Green Heights behind.
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CHAPTER 3
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Pretending to be sick bought me two extra days at home. But if I wanted to keep hiding, I needed a believable excuse. Since I didn’t want to lie to my dad, I finally got out of bed to tell him the truth.

Dragging myself across the room, I felt drained. My thoughts drifted like flotsam in a distant sea, lost in the image of Liam lying still in a hospital bed. I was on the edge of breaking. One glance in the mirror confirmed it—my eyes were swollen from crying.

Then the phone rang downstairs. I heard my dad answer, his voice low but sharp: “Which hospital, Gilbert?”

Sad news travels fast. It was only a matter of time before my dad found out why I hadn’t gone to school. As my thoughts spiraled, the faint rattle of the doorknob pulled me back. I took a breath and opened the door, already bracing for what I feared most.

“Liam is at Moore’s Hospital,” he said, his eyes narrowing as the pieces clicked together. He tried to stay strong, but his voice trembled. “Get dressed. We’re going there.”

Liam’s room was full of his family and a few relatives. I wasn’t ready. I felt completely detached—like a ghost walking through someone else’s nightmare.

Liam looked at me nervously. I mirrored his expression. I needed more time—time to process my grief, my confusion, everything. But nothing felt normal anymore. Even my heartbeat was off. The world around me was dull and lifeless. I was hollow. There was no sunlight left. Liam and I had stepped into the darkest part of our lives.

To stay near him, I asked my dad if I could sleep at the hospital. He didn’t object. Once everyone had left, a nurse came in. I wasn’t sure if hospital rules allowed me to sleep beside Liam in the same bed. When I asked, she just smiled. I took that as a silent yes.

I kicked off my shoes and turned to Liam. “Scoot over. I’m getting in.”

He shifted toward the right side of the bed. “So... does sleeping in my bed mean you’re not scared anymore? You’re not running away?” He hesitated. “Or is it just pity?”

I slid under the blanket and curled up beside him. “I’m in love with you. Why would I be afraid of you?” I rested my head on his chest and wrapped my arms around him. “Running away was just how I coped with the news. And no, it’s not pity.” I let out a soft laugh. “Oh God—your heart is pounding!”

“My heart? I doubt it,” he muttered.

“What do you mean?”

“You can’t escape the inevitable, Julia.”

I scoffed. “The inevitable? You mean dying?” I nudged him gently. “I think this is the beginning of something new. I can feel it.”

“Something new?” His voice cracked.

“Yes—new! A love that doesn’t end. A story that grabs you in the first chapter and never lets go.” I paused, letting that settle.

He cleared his throat. “Julia... you have to accept reality. My fate is sealed. There’s no hope left.” His voice was heavy, his face even more so.

I rolled onto my stomach to see him better. “Liam, my strength comes from loving you. That’s why I won’t give up. Death doesn’t have to be the only path—there are trials, studies, options. Maybe your family’s given up, but I haven’t.” I shifted, forcing a lighter tone. “And if you don’t mind, you know how much I love sleep. So let me close my eyes and rest instead of worrying about tomorrow.”

He pulled me closer. “The problem is, I don’t have many tomorrows left.” He sighed. “And I won’t be a guinea pig.”

“You won’t be a guinea pig. We’re eighteen. We’re strong. We’ll fight this—together.”

“It’s pancreatic cancer, Julia. Fourth deadliest in the world. I’m going to die, and nothing’s going to stop that. Please... stop dreaming about miracles. Just help me get through it.”

His heart was racing. I wiped my tears and whispered, “I’ll help you. But don’t ask me to give up hope. That’s not fair.”

“Fine,” he said. “Just don’t hold on too long. I don’t meet expectations. I never have.”

We talked until there was nothing left to say. That night, for the first time, Liam and I shared a bed, simply holding each other until we fell asleep.

*****
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DAYS BLURRED. TIME dissolved. His cancer advanced—stage two.

The doctor spoke to his family in private. They told me the oncologist said their money would support research. Chemotherapy would buy him three years.

Three years? It wasn’t enough. I wanted a lifetime.

By April, I was drowning in research—experimental treatments, trials, anything that offered hope. But Liam always held me back. Time was slipping away, and options were running out.

Then I learned from geneticists that Liam inherited a rare mutation from both parents. His brothers were spared—he wasn’t. His family sided with him. They refused to hear about trials or medications, saying it only upset him. “It’s his life,” they told me, “he should live it his way.”

Darkness crept in from every direction. My body stopped functioning normally. Breathing hurt. Food tasted like ash. I was unraveling. It felt like exile—adrift on a lifeboat, no land in sight.

One day, at a beachside clambake for a local nursing home, Liam appeared behind me—just like always. I turned, smiled, and kissed him. Then he took my hand, dropped to one knee, and revealed a ring.

“It was supposed to be all diamonds,” he said. “But you love green. And I love gems. So, I picked emerald. It’s from Egypt.” The sun made his forehead shimmer. “Do you like it?”

That was his proposal. Quiet. Understated. Perfect. Even pale and sickly, he was beautiful. Everyone fell silent, waiting for my answer.

I looked at the ocean—calm, endless. Then I looked at Liam. Three years—the time his oncologist said he had if he followed the chemo. They weren’t many, but they were ours. Just enough for me to be his wife, for him to be my husband, and to live every moment fully by his side. I would give up everything for those green eyes. I was still broken—but I was dreaming again.

“Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked.

“There’s nothing I want more,” he said.

“Then so be it. If that’s your dream, Liam Moore.” I kissed him.

*****
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HIS FAMILY STOPPED focusing on treatment. They dove into wedding plans. Outwardly composed, but their grief had to be buried deep behind those perfect walls.

Every time I mentioned his illness, they shut me down. Chemotherapy was their only plan, and they wouldn’t let me come to sessions. They hired private staff. Privacy was everything. Image meant peace. Money meant control.

I cried because I loved him. Sometimes I wished someone in his family could hear the storm inside me. But the more I tried to belong, the more they pushed me out.

Two weeks later, the wedding arrived. It was held in their backyard.

Upstairs in Liam’s room, I got ready. I wanted to feel like a bride—radiant, sure of everything—but inside I was breaking, piece by piece, under the weight of all I couldn’t say. In the mirror, I saw the sadness—but I buried it beneath layers of makeup. When I called for my dad, he was already waiting at the stairs. We held hands in silence and walked out together.

Liam stood at the aisle’s end, flanked by his brothers and the judge. Music played softly as guests turned their attention. Clinging to my dad’s arm, I forced a faint smile and looked only at my love.

After the vows, Liam’s eyes blazed into mine like twin stars igniting the night. We kissed—deep and urgent—and yet, beneath the flames of desire, his gaze held a fierce command that rooted me in place, stole my breath, and sent my heart racing.

“When everyone’s busy dancing, let’s disappear,” he whispered.

I stared at him, the weight of everything crashing down—the relentless illness clawing at his body, the fragile vows we’d just spoken, and the battle we were only beginning to face. Now that I was his wife, surrender wasn’t an option. Not when hope still flickered like a stubborn flame inside me. I promised myself I’d keep searching—every trial, every whispered miracle—refusing to let despair win. And if he hesitated, if the shadows threatened to swallow his will, I’d stand firm and fight for both of us, no matter the cost. Because love wasn’t just a feeling—it was a battlefield, and I was ready to fight until hope conquered all.

“I won’t disappear on my wedding night,” I said, pulling him to the dance floor. We moved as if we were the only ones left in the world. The music faded into the background, replaced by the rhythm of our breathing, the warmth of his hand in mine. His eyes never left me, and in that moment, the chaos of everything else simply ceased to exist. I leaned closer, whispering, “Just you and me—nothing else matters tonight.”

But even then, I felt eyes on me—watching.

Edward stood alone, smoking a cigar.

When I glared at him, he winked.

I snapped. I couldn’t take it anymore—the looks, the winks, the stares... all of it needed to stop. Tonight!

With Liam distracted, I marched up to Edward. “Say what you need to say. Get it off your chest.”

“You look stunning—even without the ridiculous makeup,” he said.

“You should’ve said that in front of Liam,” I replied, turning away.

He caught my hand. “Julia, just give me five minutes.”

“Tick-tock. You’ve already wasted one.” I yanked my hand away and rubbed the spot where he touched me.

He stared at me, his voice dropping low. “Stop pretending. It’s obvious. You’re not happy.”

I stepped in close, heat rising in my chest. “I don’t need love advice from someone who’s alone and knows nothing about it. Isn’t it driving you insane?”

Edward’s lips curled into a slow, knowing grin, but inside, a flicker of irritation burned. I could almost hear him thinking: Julia, the way you’re looking at me—like a challenge—it grates on my nerves. That stare? It’s like a dare, and I can’t stand it.

He smiled. “I won’t be alone forever. Once Liam’s out of the picture, it’ll be my turn.”

I grabbed his arm and yanked him out of the crowd. When no one was looking, I slapped him—hard.

“Over my dead body,” I hissed. “You disgust me.”

He rubbed his cheek, the sting barely fazing him as that twisted smile lingered. “Don’t blame me. It’s not my fault I see exactly how unhappy you really are.”

He held my gaze—like he had a secret or a plan. I couldn’t tell which.

“How romantic,” I muttered, crossing my arms. “Go ahead, Edward Moore. Tell me. What do you see in me right now? I won’t even interrupt.”

His eyes locked onto mine—unwavering, cold, and sharp as a blade. Not a flicker of doubt or hesitation crossed his face as he leaned in, his voice low and cutting. “Your eyes are puffy. That’s why you caked on makeup. You’re silently begging the ground to open up and swallow you whole. You didn’t choose to be here. Liam holds all the power. He’s always a step ahead—pretending to care just enough to keep you close. This whole thing? It’s just a setup to get you into bed. Once he gets what he wants, he’ll vanish without a second thought.”

He stepped closer. “This isn’t love, Julia. It’s sex. That’s all it’s ever been.”

I took a step back—but standing still felt worse, so I pushed forward to meet his stare.

“You’ve never been in love—and you never will be. That’s a promise.”

He puffed up, cocky as ever. “Every woman at this party is attractive to me—married or not. But I’m not falling for any of them. I value honesty in love. That’s rare these days.”

His brow arched, a smug grin spreading. The jab at Liam was clear.

“You keep chasing that fairytale,” I said. “Maybe you’ll find it—in diapers at some nursing home. Liam and I are beyond your twisted ideas. He is me—and I am him.”

I stepped closer, steadying my voice. “So, if you’ve got something to say, Edward, say it.”

He didn’t blink. “He’s already in his grave. I never thought someone like you could be fooled so easily. Numbers are a lie. Let me help you—before it’s too late. There’s more to me than what you see.”

I tensed. My tongue brushed my lips, searching for words. My fingers tangled in my hair, holding back fury.

He insulted me—and then offered to save me? How convenient!

I backed away, eyes burning. “You’re pathetic. This whole performance is pointless. I don’t need your pity.”

I stormed up to him, fire in my chest. “Listen to me, you psycho. You and me? Never. Not in a million years. You’re stuck in some sick fantasy. Stop dreaming about me, Edward Moore—the stars in the sky are closer to you than my heart will ever be.”

He scoffed, but there was something unreadable in his eyes. “You don’t get to decide that,” he said, voice lowering. “The future already knows more than we do.”

My voice cracked. “The thought of being near you makes me sick. Still convinced we have a future together?”

“What’s going on?” a voice called from behind.

I turned. Liam stood there.

“Nothing,” I said. “Edward was just giving me his version of a toast. Too many Jell-O shots.”

Edward tilted his head. “Why would I drink when your husband made me the host of your wedding?”

Right. He was sober. I’d made up the story to avoid a blow-up between the two brothers.

“Back off, Edward,” Liam snapped, fists clenched.

Edward raised his hands in mock surrender, throwing Liam a smug look. “Relax, buddy. I’m heading back to the party.”

As he walked away, Liam turned to me. “Did he hurt you?”

He hadn’t laid a finger on me—but his words cut deep.

“He’s not brave enough to hurt me,” I answered.

Liam scoffed. “Exactly what I thought.”

He took my hand and led me back to the party, but Edward’s voice lingered: Numbers are just a lie. What numbers? What did he mean?

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake it. The words echoed in my mind like a curse, tainting what should’ve been one of the happiest nights of my life. But I couldn’t fall apart—not with all those eyes watching.

Clutching Liam’s arm, I forced a smile for the crowd.

When the clock neared midnight, we said our goodbyes. The doors closed behind us, marking the end of the reception.

In the car, Liam turned to me with a soft smile. “We’re going to Las Vegas for our honeymoon.”

I blinked. Vegas. I’d dreamed of that—once—but not like this.

“I’d rather not go too far,” I said, fidgeting with my ring. “It’d be better if we stayed in San Francisco and spent our honeymoon at Green Heights.”

He glanced at me. In the dim light, the dark circles under his eyes seemed even deeper, carved by sleepless nights. “You used to dream about spending your honeymoon in Vegas,” he said. “What changed?”

“I know,” I whispered. “But right now, I’m more worried about your cancer than where we spend our honeymoon. You know me—I don’t care about that dream anymore. Your health comes first.”

“Of course I know you,” he said.

Then he turned to the window, creating a sudden distance between us.

Apparently, my answer wasn’t what he wanted.

A heavy gloom settled over our wedding night. Cancer was a forbidden topic. Every second dragged—monotonous and unbearable. I slept through the entire flight.

We landed at McCarran Airport around 3 a.m., bound for a secret destination. By early morning, our limousine pulled up to a massive house. Liam and I stepped out.

“Whose house is this?” I asked, standing beside him, exhaustion weighing on me.

While helping the chauffeur with our luggage, Liam revealed the house was a wedding gift from his family—our new summer retreat.

“Again?” I asked, anxiety tightening my chest.

He shrugged. “What do you mean, again?”

“You’ve been giving me houses ever since the diagnosis. Do you really think that’s going to bring me peace? Look at my face. My cheeks are sore and chapped from crying.”

“Houses? I haven’t been buying houses for you,” he snapped. “The only one I got you was Green Heights. I bought it so we could make the most of the three years I have left.” After tipping the driver, he turned back to me. “We still have three years to live together.”

I held his gaze and shook my head, full of disapproval. “Let me rephrase that. Green Heights isn’t where we’ll make the most of the time you have left. It’s where Julia Brooks will be stuck—alone, grieving, miserable after you’re gone.”

He unlocked the front door without looking back. “Feel however you want. I’m tired of going in circles about the same damn thing,” he muttered, voice heavy with fatigue. “If we want any kind of future, you need to understand—I’m not going to be some lab rat in a research hospital.” A low groan escaped him, lines deepening around his mouth. “Three years might not be forever, but it’s still something. Stop being so difficult. I’m at my limit with your stubbornness—your childish arguments.”

Childish? Was my pain really so inconvenient he could reduce it to that? Maybe it was his own despair talking—but even then, it stung.

“In the middle of the night, on our honeymoon—and here we are, fighting,” he said, wearing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes as he stepped inside. “I take it all back.” He pointed at me. “Come on. I know how much you love sleep—let’s go catch some Z’s.”

What was I supposed to do on my first day as a married woman? Pretend he wasn’t there? What did I even want from him anymore? Maybe I’d reached a place where pain and disorder were the only things that made sense. My eyes grew heavy as I watched him disappear upstairs. He asked me again to join him in bed, but I turned him down. I needed quiet—to sit with my thoughts. Later, when I finally went to him, he’d already fallen asleep. I chose not to disturb him and slept in another room.

By late morning, the clatter of dishes and soft voices drifted from the kitchen. I left the bed and headed downstairs. Liam raised one eyebrow when our eyes met.

“Meet Layla, the housekeeper,” he said.

I opened the refrigerator but shifted my attention to the woman beside him. “Nice to meet you, but I didn’t ask for a housekeeper. The house is already clean.”

“I’m not here to clean,” Layla replied. “Mrs. Moore just wanted to check if you needed groceries.”

I scoffed. “Groceries? Please. Catherine sent you to spy on us.” I shook my head. “Tell her this for me—we haven’t even had sex yet.” As Layla walked toward the exit door, I called after her, loud and clear, “And if she wants an annulment, she can have it. Her son is still a virgin.”

Layla left and closed the door behind her. A heavy silence filled the house. Like two longtime rivals, Liam and I locked eyes in a piercing stare-down.

“What are you trying to prove, huh?” Liam thundered through the kitchen, shattering the stillness. “Alright, drama queen, enough is enough. You want me to get on my knees and give you everything you want? How many times do I have to say I won’t be some lab rat for experimental treatments?”

“Take it easy, Liam. I don’t want to fight again,” I said, placing a hand on his back in a feeble attempt to calm him.

It didn’t work.

His shoulders stayed tense, unmoving.

“There’s nowhere for me to go except the grave,” he muttered, gripping his phone. “I’m calling Gilbert.” He stormed upstairs, speaking into the phone as he walked.

To him, every argument we had—every plea, every tear—felt like a push toward some research hospital, some trial or treatment he’d already sworn off. He wasn’t just hearing concern in my voice anymore. He was hearing pressure, expectation. And in his mind, there were only two destinations left: either a lab bed filled with wires and hope he didn’t believe in—or the grave. And he’d already chosen.

I followed him upstairs. His bags were already packed, sitting by the bed. He checked the combination locks, then hoisted them up. Just as he reached the door, he said, “I’m staying at a hotel in Vegas. Once I’m back in San Francisco, I’m filing for an annulment.”

“So, this was all about sex, wasn’t it?” My voice trembled.

“What?” he said, pausing, swallowing hard.

“If we had slept together before the wedding, would you still have wanted to marry me?” I looked at him, waiting for an answer.

He dropped his bags with a thud. “Who put that in your head? Edward? I told that bastard to stay out of my life.”

Toying with my ring, I kept my gaze on him. “Does it matter who told me? I can put two and two together.” I sat on the edge of the bed. He stood in front of me, speechless. I continued, “It’s true, Liam. And since I wasn’t in your bed this morning, you’ve decided I’m no longer worth it.”

He shook his head. The smile that followed was hollow, barely a ghost of itself. “I should’ve never asked you to marry me.” His voice cracked. “Liam being sick with cancer doesn’t benefit anyone. Well done, Julia—you’re finally getting rid of me and the cancer.” Stepping closer, he added, “With or without sex, there’s nothing in the world I love more than you. I can’t believe you’d think otherwise.”

Something in his voice—raw, wounded, aching—hit me hard. I stood and wrapped my arms around him, pressing kiss after kiss to his face. He clung to me like a lifeline. The spark between us caught fire, and desire swelled like a rising tide.

“If you’re not ready, I’m not doing this,” he murmured, eyes weary, voice low.

“I’m not letting you die a virgin,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood.

He chuckled, but the laughter dissolved into a fit of coughing. His hands, once warm, turned icy. Then, without warning, he collapsed. His skin lost all color. I called 911 and stayed by his side all the way to the hospital.

After midnight, his family arrived by private jet and rushed inside. Liam remained unconscious. The waiting room sank into a strange, eerie hush. Both Gilbert and Edward watched me closely, but Edward’s gaze held that same unreadable mystery as always. It was too much. I held back any sign of weakness.

Standing beside me, Gilbert said, “We should get some fresh air.”

I nodded, and we headed out to the healing garden. We found a bench and sat. I couldn’t get the image of Liam collapsing out of my mind. Tears streamed down my face, each one carrying a weight I didn’t know how to release. The soft chirping of crickets and the distant call of an owl seemed to echo my grief. At last, I broke down, wailing into the night.

Gilbert gently wrapped his arms around me. “Don’t hold it in,” he said. “Cry as much as you need to.”

His hug reminded me of Liam’s embrace—the warmth, the safety. I pulled away and spoke. “We should go back.” Then I stood and walked toward the hospital.

He called after me and followed. I turned. “I don’t want to be here. I need to be by Liam’s side when he wakes up.”

He smiled, jingled a set of keys. “Let’s get out of here for a bit.”

I frowned. “Why would you even suggest that?”

“This is Vegas. The night’s still young,” he said, far too casually, scratching his head like he was waiting for my permission. 

I paced in front of him, my arms crossed tight. “Gilbert, is this some kind of joke?” 

He threw up his hands. “Don’t overreact. It’s your choice.” 

With my hands in my back pockets, I said, “I can’t and I won’t go anywhere with you. In case you’ve forgotten, Liam is in the hospital.” 

He pointed behind us at the building. “I know where my brother is. I just want to help you.” 

In a mocking tone, I shouted, “Help me how? By taking me to play poker in some casino? I’ve got enough on my plate, Gilbert—don’t mess with me. I’m going back, and you can’t stop me.” I turned and walked away. 

“You don’t want to go back to the hospital,” he called after me. “You’d rather run than face the truth. So go ahead—run, Julia. Run fast.” 

I stopped and spun around. “What is wrong with you?” 

He lifted an eyebrow and shrugged with maddening ease. “Nothing’s wrong with me. I just want to be completely honest with you.” 

“Fine. Keep talking,” I snapped, raising my hands. 

“Why deny everything?” He stepped closer, voice calm but needling. “Are you dealing with mood swings? One minute you’re fine, the next you’re a wreck.” He paused. “You can either accept Liam’s fate and be the one who knows him best... or keep fighting reality until the very end. But remember this, Julia: he’ll die while you’re still refusing to face it.” 

My heart pounded. I narrowed my eyes. “First of all, my mental health isn’t your concern—and I’m not having mood swings. Second, I know exactly what’s happening with Liam, both now and in the future.” 

He smirked. “If you’re so sure, then explain why he called me yesterday to talk about an annulment.” 

“We had a small argument,” I said, fingers twisting through my hair. 

“A small argument?” He laughed dryly. “People don’t throw away a marriage over a small argument.” His gaze drifted past me, then back. “You’d better start preparing to shake hands and respond to condolences.” 

“You mean prepare for his funeral?” I asked, stunned. “Why—because Richard and Catherine said so?” I jabbed a finger at him. “You don’t know anything about me. So, watch what you say. If you try to hurt me, I’ll make sure I say something worse.” Tears spilled down my cheeks as I stormed toward the hospital’s double doors. 

Denying Liam’s fate was my deepest agony—my greatest burden. I hovered between holding out for a miracle and surrendering to despair. Still, something—some mysterious force—kept pulling me forward. Maybe Gilbert was right about my denial. But how could I let go, when something unexplainable kept me holding on? Was it hope? A miracle? Or just a sliver of delusion tearing me in two? 

When Gilbert and I reentered the hospital, Edward, Richard, and Catherine sat in the waiting room, all staring at me as if I’d done something wrong. Their cold gazes became too much to bear. I squinted at them then whispered to Gilbert, “Go to hell. You and your family.” 

“What happened?” Edward asked, glancing from Gilbert to me, eyes sharp and unreadable. 

I sighed, exhausted. “Ask your brother. I think he’s losing it.” 

Edward stood and closed the distance between us. “No, Julia. I think you’re the one who’s already lost it.”

I stared him down. “Your opinion means nothing to me.” But I wasn’t done. I wanted to hit where it hurt. “And what makes you think that? Because I’m not ready to bury Liam yet?”

“No,” he said, “because of Liam’s phone call yesterday. Two days after your wedding, and your husband’s already talking annulment.” He let out a quiet, bitter laugh.

I scowled. “Your little plan to pull me away from Liam didn’t work. So, don’t gloat. My marriage is fine.”

Edward scratched his forehead, a faint smile curling on his lips. “You really think I’m trying to destroy your marriage? When your husband wakes up, ask him what else is in his luggage besides clothes.”

“I won’t ask him,” I said, hands on my hips. “Oh, and Liam called you a bastard. I’m starting to wonder—are you, Edward?”

His sneaky smile widened. “I just realized how foolish you are.”

Richard finally stepped in, calm but unyielding. “Julia, Liam doesn’t want to be part of some research experiment, and I support him. Until the cancer is beaten—or not—he’s sticking with chemotherapy.”

I met his gaze. “He only has three years left, and I will find a cure. So, Richard, your say ends here. I’m married to Liam now, and it’s no longer your decision to make.”

Catherine rolled her shoulders back, eyes cold as glass. She stepped toward me. “Who do you think you are? With a snap of my fingers, I could erase you from Liam’s life.”

“Don’t bother trying,” I said, voice steady. “Liam and I belong together. So take your family, go have fun—gamble, drink, enjoy Vegas. Clearly, being in a hospital isn’t on your mind.” A strange relief washed over me, like I’d finally struck a nerve I’d been aching to hit. But I wasn’t done. I took a breath, then added, “And just so we’re clear—legally, I’m the only one who can make decisions for him now.”

Catherine took another step forward, her eyes sharp with fury, her lips parting to strike—but Gilbert stepped between us, blocking her path.

Gilbert remained—always—the most composed and charming Moore. “Instead of worrying about my sick little brother, all of you are too busy tearing each other apart.” He looked around, voice cold. “Screw you all.”

*****
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AND THEN, SILENCE. The tension cracked, and for one strange moment, even I felt unexpectedly calm.

Even though Liam was visibly weakened after leaving the hospital, his spirit hadn’t changed. If anything, he’d become even more lovable to me. The doctor cited extreme exhaustion in his report, and Gilbert insisted the blackout was just jet lag. But deep down, I knew the truth.

It was the cancer.

Inside the family’s private jet, Liam reclined in his seat, his eyes locking with mine. The rest of the Moores sat up front, out of sight and out of mind. With Liam beside me, I felt untouchable. Their cruelty couldn’t reach me. Their words carried no weight. After we landed in San Francisco, I took Liam’s hand and held on tight. We agreed to stay in our house.

Liam squeezed my fingers and glanced around as we stepped inside. “We’ve made it back home,” he murmured, his voice tinged with awe. “Your wish to have our honeymoon at Green Heights is finally coming true.”

“I don’t care about the honeymoon,” I said. “All I want... is forever with you.”

I forced a smile, hoping it would ease the weight in his voice.

He shook his head. “I want that too. But ‘forever’ is a heavy word.” He wasn’t pushing me away—he was grounding me.

“Getting into your heart was easy,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “But your mind? That’s a maze I’ll never figure out.”

He stepped closer and cupped my cheek. “That goes both ways.”

“Life’s a roller coaster,” I murmured. “Full of highs and lows. But we shouldn’t be facing things like this—not at our age.”

He pulled me into his arms, his breath soft against my ear. “I need you to be strong. Accept what’s coming. That way, I can go in peace.”

His words split me open. I knew what he meant. I knew that clinging too tightly to hope might become a kind of betrayal. But I couldn’t help it. I didn’t just reject the idea of his death—I denied it completely. It made me feel sick. Maybe that was my greatest flaw.

I didn’t believe in life after death. But I couldn’t disprove it either. In books and films, death was often a quiet separation—like the soul slipping from the body, lingering in the world, waiting for closure. And if that were true, then what if I refused to let go of Liam’s soul? What if I kept him here—trapped?

That thought gave me a twisted kind of hope. If his soul stayed behind, maybe I could still reach him. Maybe our love could outlast even death.

I’d never bought into séances or witchcraft, but I’d read enough to know what people said—summoning the dead was just a trick of the mind. Still, I began to wonder.

I imagined closing my eyes, clearing my thoughts, calling him back to me. I’d picture his spirit—alive and vibrant—returning like a genie from a lamp. Foolish, yes. But it gave me something to hold on to.

If it was real—if I truly succeeded in calling him back—it would mean his soul was trapped between worlds. It would mean I was defying God Himself. And maybe He wouldn’t forgive me. But I didn’t care. I wouldn’t let Liam be taken from me. Once I made up my mind, obedience to a higher power no longer mattered.

As the minutes passed, the thought clung to me, shaping everything I did that evening. Slowly, my self-centered pain began to settle. And then, like a storm breaking into sunlight, a strange wave of happiness rolled in. Not just love—wonder. Awe.

In the bedroom, I caught Liam’s green eyes. He smiled, and something in that look ignited me.

We undressed, shedding more than just our clothes. His touch lit my skin on fire. I kissed him again and again, and he returned every one with the same hunger.

“Your body heat sets me on fire,” I whispered. “Make love to me.”

He gently laid me down on the soft sheets, his arms wrapping around me protectively, as if afraid to break the fragile trust between us. His touch was tentative at first, fingers tracing delicate patterns along my skin, exploring, learning. When he slowly entered me, a shiver ran through my body — a mixture of surprise, pleasure, and a little nervousness.

I bit my lip, a soft moan escaping as waves of new sensations blossomed inside me. Each movement was careful, unhurried — two souls discovering each other in a rhythm neither fully understood but both desperately wanted to keep. His eyes searched mine for reassurance, and I smiled through the vulnerability.

The pleasure deepened with every gentle thrust, a spreading warmth radiating through me, mingling with the tender ache of first-time intimacy. It was awkward at moments, raw and imperfect — but utterly real. Our breaths quickened, bodies pressed closer, and the world outside faded away.

The night was pure. Honest. Ours — a sacred beginning carved from love, hope, and the promise of forever.

Later, when I stirred, he was lying beside me—still as stone, sleeping. I closed my eyes and dreams carried me to a landscape of green heights and winding roads. 

The path ahead was part sunlit, part shadowed, and part obscured by fog. A man walked toward me—gentle, glowing, innocent. His eyes dazzled me, his gaze pulling at my heart. I begged him to come closer.

Just as he did... he vanished.

I searched everywhere, but he was gone—like a mountaintop swallowed by mist.

I woke drenched in sweat, shaken. It’s just a dream, I told myself, but the feeling didn’t fade. The image clung to me like fog on glass—refusing to lift, refusing to break. That face... Why had it felt so hauntingly familiar, like a name I’d once known but could no longer place? Why now? Why had it come to me on the very night Liam and I made love? It wasn’t just a coincidence. It couldn’t be. The man’s eyes, the way he reached for me in the dream—it felt like a message, or worse, a warning. But from who? And why me?

I tried to sleep again. Morning came too fast.

Still haunted by the dream, I shook it off. Don’t let it ruin what Liam and I shared last night, I told myself then made breakfast.

Liam walked into the kitchen, a smile on his face. He wrapped his arms around me from behind and whispered, “We can eat later, Julia. Let’s go back to bed... and make love again.”

I slipped from his arms. “You need to rest. I’ll love you every night, I promise. But right now, my stomach’s growling—and I bet yours is too.”

He shook his head. “I don’t feel like eating. My chemo’s next week, and you know what comes after that damn IV. I need time to bounce back from the nausea. I hate Gemcitabine and that fucking 5-FU.”

“Chemo is poison,” I muttered, poking at my food.

“It’s not contagious,” he teased, puffing out his chest like a showman.

His bravado made me laugh. But since he brought up his cancer, I pressed forward. “Would you mind if I came with you to your next chemo appointment? I want to speak to your oncologist. I have questions. A lot.”

“Google it,” he told me. “Gilbert takes me. He stays the whole time. I don’t want you seeing me like that—weak, helpless, with poison running through my veins. That image would haunt you. And I hate it.”

“I get that,” I said with a nod. “But why hasn’t your doctor mentioned stem cell therapy?”

He jumped up onto the counter, arms crossed. “Stem cell therapy? Seriously? You think I want my insides ripped apart?” He hopped down, walked toward me, and added, “Chemo’s working.” He smiled.

“Don’t smile. I know when it’s fake.” I slammed my fist on the table and stormed out.

He followed. “Why are you angry?”

I turned, looking him over. “I don’t know. It’s that smile. When you said chemo’s working—it felt like a lie. Like you’re still hiding something.”

He ran a hand across his stubbly jaw. “Maybe you’re right. My smile does have a meaning.”

“We’re married. That means no secrets.” I turned toward the stairs. “I’m going to bed. Don’t wake me.”

He caught up and stopped me mid-step. “I wasn’t hiding it. I was waiting for the right time.”

He took a breath and met my eyes. “Edward called. My doctor got a call from the Vegas lab this morning. The results are incredible. After eight rounds of chemo... the tumor has shrunk. It’s in remission, Julia. No more chemo. I lied about the treatment next week.”

I sank down on the stairs, stunned. He waited for me to speak, but I couldn’t. Instead, I grabbed his hand and kissed it, again and again. He knelt beside me, leaned into me—and despite the hard edge of the steps, we made love right there—urgent, hungry, wild.

Our nights were full of passion, but inside, I remained unsettled. I clung to Liam like he was my oxygen, desperate to forget his fate. But the more time I spent with him, the deeper I fell. His scent, his voice, the way he wore his clothes—everything about him pulled me in. And those dark green eyes—God, they were oceans I could drown in forever.

The thought of losing him one day drove me mad. And that haunting question returned: Could I really summon his soul if he died? Did I have that power?

Of course not. I never did.

And that left me right back at the beginning. Powerless.

While Liam battled cancer, I realized I was the one who was truly sick. Not in body—but in soul. I was in love to the furthest edge of love... and in pain. And worst of all, I had no one to confide in.

I foolishly believed that silence could save him.

But how much longer could I go on like this?

I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t think. My heart was in pieces. My mind, a whirlwind.

I needed someone. Someone to listen. Someone to hold me up.

Anyone—but Liam.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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As time passed, May arrived almost before I realized it. Liam’s oncology visit and bloodwork came back with excellent results—no signs of cancer. There was no more talk of chemotherapy.

Despite his claims of weight loss, he looked exactly the same to me.

As husband and wife, we thrived in each other’s company, always bringing out the best in one another. At school, in malls, at restaurants, or just joking around—especially with Edward and Gilbert—we were inseparable, like two halves of the same soul. I never left his side, except when he insisted on going to the doctor alone. I objected at first, but his reason was simple: he loved me too much to let me see his pain. How could I resent that, when all he wanted was to make our time together feel infinite?

One night, as we lay in bed, Liam turned to me and gently traced his fingers along my chest.

“Why don’t we celebrate our senior prom and high school graduation by throwing a party here?” His voice was soft, hopeful. “We should invite our friends and classmates.”

A wave of happiness rushed through me. I met his gaze, my eyes crinkling as I grinned. “Done!”

We set up trays of finger foods, desserts, and snacks, with pitchers of orange juice and soda lined across the tables. Gilbert rolled in with cases of Smirnoff, Bud Light, and the inevitable stack of red Solo cups. Expecting a big crowd, we spread tables across the front lawn and lit up the yard. A live band pulled in, and guests trickled through the gate. At first, the mood was light—music drifting, laughter carrying—but it didn’t take long for the night to tip into something louder, wilder. The Heights buzzed with energy: some danced, others raided the food table, a few battled at ping-pong. Liam and his closest friends lounged in the Jacuzzi, beers in hand, the glow of the lights reflecting off the water. Everywhere I looked, celebration pulsed like fire through the night.

I slipped away from the noise, grabbed another beer, and wandered toward the hills. Green Heights loomed above—majestic, mysterious—and I couldn’t resist exploring. I climbed the hill behind the house and sat near the top. The silence here felt sacred. Everything below looked different—calmer, more beautiful.

Breathing in the cool air, I thought of God. His perfection was reflected in every detail around me. I whispered my thanks for the breathtaking world He created. Liam came to mind, and I wondered how someone could witness this kind of beauty and still not believe.

I’ve always believed in a powerful Creator, even if He’s unseen. So much around us is invisible—energy, heat, wind, gravity, hate, love, fear, joy—yet we feel them every day. Why should God be any different? Faith is simple. A true believer doesn’t overthink it!

I finished my beer, stared at the empty bottle for a moment, then made my way down the far side of the hill. Near the bottom, I spotted a wide cave entrance. Darkness pooled inside, keeping me from going in, but curiosity held me there. I explored the outer edges, running my fingers along the jagged walls, breathing in the cool air spilling from within.

Excitement bubbled in my chest. I could turn this giant hollow into a sacred space—my own secret retreat. I never believed God only lived in big, fancy church buildings. Dancing with delight, I headed back toward the house, thrilled by the discovery. My own she-shed—how perfect.

The house came into view in the distance, but footsteps sounded behind me. I stopped and turned.

The moment I smelled him, my breath hitched—sweet and heady, like night-blooming jasmine carried on a warm, intoxicating breeze, mingling with something darker, muskier, utterly his. It wasn’t just a scent; it was a pull, a shiver down my spine that left me rooted in place.

Then I saw him—clean-cut, sky-colored eyes glowing in the fading light, a gentle, knowing smile curling his lips. My chest tightened, my heart thundered, and the world around me blurred into gray. Every detail of him—his scent, his gaze, the curve of his lips—was a spark igniting everything inside me. Fear prickled under my skin, but I couldn’t move. I didn’t want to.

His fingers brushed mine ever so slightly, a touch so light it could have been accidental. He immediately stepped back, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. “I’m sorry I touched you,” he said, his voice low but sincere.

I blinked, startled, then smiled. “It’s all right. I’m Julia, by the way.”

He inclined his head, eyes still fixed on me. “I’m Jonathan—but I go by John.”

In that instant, he was all color, all heat, all gravity, and I was suspended, caught between awe and desire, everything and nothing at once.

A playful smirk tugged at my lips. “So, John, are you here for the party?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m just passing through.” His voice carried a strange familiarity, and there was a softness in his expression that made me pause.

I squinted at him, teasing. “Are you real?”

He smiled. “I’m as real as the moon’s reflection in your eyes.”

Laughter slipped out before I could stop it. “As far as I remember, I haven’t rubbed any magic lamps lately. You’re not a genie, are you?”

He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping to a whisper. “How could I be?”

I took a small step closer. “Then you’re not a magician either... right?”

He didn’t answer—just smiled in a way that said far more than words, his gaze still locked on mine.

Silence stretched between us, charged and strange. I broke it, my voice hopeful. “The party’s at my house. Don’t you want to come? I can take you there.”

He exhaled, eyes warm yet distant. “Sorry, but I have to go. Don’t worry—you’ll see me again.”

I frowned. “And why should I care if you disappear?”

A hint of mischief lit his face. “Because I can reach through your heart—for ages—and my name’s already carved inside.”

Without another word, he turned and walked away.

“Hey, stop! This is private land—you’re trespassing!” I called after him.

“That’s why I’m leaving in a hurry!” he called back, his voice fading into the night.

His last words lingered in the air long after he vanished. I stood frozen, trying to reconcile what I’d seen. How had he gotten onto Green Heights without Liam noticing? Was he real—or something else: an angel, a ghost, a figment of my imagination? His presence stirred something deep and unexplainable inside me. Questions swarmed, but none carried answers.

More drama. Just what I needed.

When I got back, the party had ended. The guests were gone. Liam sat on the porch, rocking in his chair, a sleepy grin on his face. When he saw me, he blew exaggerated kisses.

“I love you!” he whispered between puckered lips.

Rolling my eyes, I pointed at the mess. His fake cheer didn’t fool me. He was drained. Without a word, he went inside to rest while I stayed out to clean. I was tired too—and more than a little drunk.

After clearing the front yard, I headed inside. Liam was already snoring. I lay beside him, but sleep wouldn’t come. My thoughts were a tangled mess.

How could a woman so deeply in love with her husband feel this way about another man?

What kind of betrayal blooms so quietly—so cruelly—inside a heart still bound to someone else?

Was this a buried memory... or a fracture in my soul, exposing a part of me I never knew existed?

Had I crossed a line? Had Liam’s love been smudged from my heart with a single glance from a stranger?

Who was he? Why did his face haunt me hours after he disappeared? Why did it feel like he’d always been watching—waiting—hidden in the fog of Green Heights?

I couldn’t place his voice—only feel its echo inside me, low and stirring, like something I’d known in another life. Familiar. Disarming. Almost... eternal.

Had I wandered into a love the universe had buried—one written in the stars long before I was born—now waking through the gaze of a stranger I couldn’t forget?

I hoped not. God, I hoped not.

Because if he was real... then nothing I believed about love, loyalty, or fate was safe anymore.

Months passed, but Jonathan’s face still lingered in my mind. Sometimes he slipped into my dreams, silent, just watching. I told myself to move on, to protect what I had—but part of me couldn’t forget the spark we’d shared, brief as it was. I barely knew him, yet something about him felt unfinished, unresolved. I wanted to believe I could keep this secret—keep it from tearing everything apart. The Moores would seize on any excuse to destroy me—why hand them one?

Then, as if things weren’t already hard enough, Liam’s cancer returned. By late November, he needed immediate laparoscopic pancreatic surgery. I wouldn’t have time for distractions. Not anymore. But even in the quiet moments—especially then—Jonathan’s voice echoed in my mind, soft and elusive as the night air drifting through Green Heights.

*****
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AT THE HOSPITAL, LIAM’S family was already in the waiting area when we arrived. After Gilbert handled the paperwork, a nurse led Liam to the pre-op holding room. He sat reclined in a chair, hospital gown on, surrounded by his parents, brothers, and a few cousins. The air was heavy, almost suffocating—so I slipped outside.

My father followed, resting a gentle hand on my back. “You look exhausted.”

“I can’t seem to control my emotions,” I muttered. “Closing one door in my mind just opens ten more.”

He pulled me into a quiet hug. “It’s normal to be worried, honey. Your husband’s unwell—it’s a lot to carry.”

Stepping back slightly, he added, “Come to church with me this Sunday.”

A weary smile tugged at my lips. “You know I’ve never been.”

“I’m not forcing you, sweetheart,” he said, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Just think of it as an option. A place to set things down—the pain, the confusion, the anger. You don’t have to believe everything right away. Just go. Sit. Breathe.” His gaze held mine. “Sometimes, when you don’t have the words, the quiet is enough. Sometimes that’s where healing starts.”

He squeezed my shoulder again. “Just try it—not for me, but for you. For the part of you that’s still hurting, still searching. Maybe being there will remind you you’re not alone. You never were.”

He kissed my cheek. “And if you need someone to talk to... you’ve already found the right person.”

I nodded, but the weight in my chest didn’t lift. His words made sense—gentle, reasonable, kind. But I couldn’t get behind the idea of church. Not now. Not when everything inside me felt raw and unspoken. What could a building full of hymns and stained glass do for a heart like mine? And how could I explain that the ache I carried wasn’t only about Liam? It was also about a stranger whose memory I couldn’t seem to shake. Still, I didn’t argue—just looked away, hoping he wouldn’t bring it up again.

He hugged me once more, then left for a meeting with his colleagues.

When I went back to the pre-op room, only Catherine and Gilbert were still with Liam.

“The doctor’s incredible,” Gilbert said. “Hands that work miracles.”

Liam gave him a skeptical look. “But can he actually cure me—for good?”

Catherine’s voice was calm and steady. “Miracles belong only to God.”

Liam shifted in his chair, jaw tightening. “Mother, you know I don’t believe in God.”

Something inside me snapped. I turned, fire in my eyes. “Well, maybe it’s time you did. Most people give up at this point.”

He straightened in his seat, defiant. “What point, huh?” His voice rose with heat. “The point when someone’s about to die? No, Julia—you’re the one who should give up. If I were you, I’d say goodbye right now.”

He was picking a fight—trying to hurt me before fate could. But I couldn’t play. I spun around and walked away.

Behind me, his voice tore through the hallway like a storm.

“Because of the cancer, I rushed this marriage along. I’m dying, Julia! Don’t run from me. Come back and say your goodbye!”

I clamped my hands over my ears and fled. Outside, the air was cold and sharp. I collapsed onto a bench, gasping for breath, trying to shake the scream still echoing in my head.

What if he was right? What if today—November 25th—was really his last?

Maybe the cancer had spread. Maybe the three-year prognosis was a lie. Maybe the whole family had been shielding me from the truth.

Tears welled and spilled down my face. I cried out to God, desperate for a sign, a voice—anything. I begged. I bargained. But the heavens stayed silent. Not even the memory of Jonathan or the stillness of my cave chapel could soothe me now.

Time slipped by, but I stayed outside. No updates. No familiar faces. The double doors kept opening and closing, but none brought news. Then, as if summoned by my despair, rain came—thick drops falling like punishment from above—and darkness swept in fast.

I didn’t move.

Even after hours passed, I stayed rooted in place. I crossed the street and slumped onto a bench beneath a heavy ficus tree, rain dripping from its soaked leaves. My eyes stayed fixed on those hospital doors.
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