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For everyone who has ever felt broken.

Healing is possible. Hope is real.

Your sunrise is coming.
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Chapter One: Running on Empty
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Grace Mitchell hadn't slept in thirty-six hours.

She stood in the hospital parking garage, her scrubs still spotted with blood that wasn't hers, her hands still trembling from the code blue that had ended badly. The worst kind of badly. The kind where you did everything right and it still wasn't enough.

Tommy Reyes had been twelve years old. Bright smile. Baseball obsession. A future that should have stretched out before him like an endless summer. He'd come into the ER with stomach pain. Appendicitis, they'd thought. Routine surgery. Easy fix. Home by the weekend.

But nothing was routine anymore. Nothing was easy. The complications had cascaded like dominoes falling, and Grace had watched helplessly as machines beeped their final warnings and a mother's screams echoed through sterile hallways.

She'd lost patients before. Twelve years as an ER nurse meant she'd seen death in all its forms. But Tommy was different. Tommy had reminded her of her nephew. Tommy had asked her to tell him jokes while they prepped him for surgery. Tommy had said she was the nicest nurse ever.

And now Tommy was gone.

Grace unlocked her car with shaking hands. Sat behind the wheel. Stared at nothing. The fluorescent lights of the parking garage buzzed overhead like angry insects. Somewhere in the distance, sirens wailed. Another emergency. Another life hanging in the balance. Another family about to have their world shattered.

She couldn't do this anymore.

The thought arrived fully formed, undeniable. She couldn't do this anymore. Couldn't keep showing up. Couldn't keep caring so much it destroyed her. Couldn't keep pouring herself into a job that took everything and gave back only trauma and exhaustion and the haunted eyes of grieving families.

Her phone buzzed. Text from her supervisor. "Take tomorrow off. You need rest."

Rest. As if rest could fix this. As if a single day off could repair twelve years of accumulated grief, of watching people die, of carrying the weight of every life she couldn't save.

Grace drove home on autopilot. Her apartment was dark, empty, impersonal. She'd never bothered decorating. Never bothered making it feel like home. She was never there anyway. Just a place to sleep between shifts. Just a holding cell between emergencies.

She sat on her couch in the darkness. Didn't turn on lights. Didn't eat. Didn't move. Just sat, feeling the emptiness expand inside her like a black hole consuming everything.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was her sister, Meg.

"Hey stranger. Haven't heard from you in weeks. Everything okay?"

Grace stared at the message. Meg lived in Sunrise Cove, a tiny beach town three hours north. They'd grown up there. Left for different reasons. Meg had gone back five years ago, opened a yoga studio, found peace in the place they'd once been desperate to escape. Grace had stayed in the city, climbing the hospital ladder, proving she could handle anything.

She couldn't handle anything.

Her fingers moved before her brain caught up.

"I need to get out of here. Can I come stay with you for a while?"

The response was immediate. "YES. Come now. Stay forever. I'll make up the guest room. When can you be here?"

Grace looked around her apartment. At the life she'd built. At the nothing she'd accumulated. At the hollow existence she'd been calling a career.

"I'll leave in the morning."

She didn't pack much. Didn't need much. Clothes. Toiletries. The worn copy of her grandmother's recipes she'd never had time to cook. Everything else could stay. Everything else felt like it belonged to someone else anyway. Someone who had hope. Someone who believed in things. Someone she used to be.

The drive to Sunrise Cove took three hours and felt like traveling back in time. The city gave way to suburbs gave way to farmland gave way to coast. The air changed. The light changed. The heaviness in her chest loosened slightly, like a fist slowly unclenching.

She hadn't been back in two years. Hadn't had time. Hadn't made time. Hadn't wanted to face Meg's gentle concern and probing questions. But now she craved it. Craved someone who knew her before the hospital consumed her. Craved someone who remembered the girl she'd been before she learned to build walls.

Sunrise Cove appeared like a painting. Quaint main street. Colorful storefronts. Ocean glittering in the distance. The kind of place tourists photographed and locals took for granted. The kind of place Grace had sworn she'd never come back to.

Yet here she was.

Meg was waiting on the porch of her small cottage, blonde hair in a messy bun, yoga pants and an oversized sweater making her look younger than thirty-four. She ran down the steps before Grace had even parked.

"You look terrible," Meg said, pulling her into a fierce hug.
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