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Prologue:

The swimming pool was the only place where Ceri could forget the world outside. The chlorine-scented air was her refuge, a sanctuary from the chaos that lay just beyond the doors of the sports complex. Each stroke she took in the water was a defiance against the uncertainty that constantly threatened to overwhelm her. The water, cool and steady, was the only thing that made sense in a life filled with complications.

Ceri had always been drawn to water—whether it was the deep, endless oceans of her childhood memories in England or the still, quiet pools she swam in after moving to Germany. But today, something felt different. It wasn’t the pool or the water that felt off; it was the unsettling silence in her chest. Her breathing was heavier than usual, but it wasn’t from the physical exertion. It was a pressure that had nothing to do with exercise and everything to do with the looming shadow that had been cast over her life in recent weeks.

She hadn’t wanted to go to the doctor. Hadn’t wanted to hear the truth, but deep down, she already knew it. The diagnosis. Terminal lung cancer. The doctors had tried to soften the words, but it was impossible. Ceri could feel it, the suffocating weight of time slipping away. But for now, she focused on the only thing that brought her peace—the rhythm of her strokes, the way the water parted around her as though it were holding her together.

Her arms pushed through the water again, and as she took a breath, her eyes met the stranger standing by the poolside. He was tall, with a lean build that suggested discipline and strength. The crisp military uniform he wore stood out starkly against the serene pool environment, and for a brief moment, Ceri hesitated, wondering what a man like him was doing here. But it wasn’t his uniform that held her gaze—it was the quiet intensity in his eyes, the way he seemed to be waiting for something, or perhaps someone.

She turned her attention back to the pool, not wanting to make eye contact, but something tugged at her curiosity. She swam another lap, her movements automatic, but his presence remained like a pull in her chest. When she reached the far side of the pool, she stopped to catch her breath, stealing a glance at him. He was still watching, though now he seemed focused on something in the distance, lost in his own thoughts.

As she swam another lap, she felt his eyes on her again. This time, it wasn’t just curiosity—it was something else. An unspoken connection, an invisible thread pulling them together. Ceri quickly dismissed the thought. It was absurd. She had no room for distractions, not with what she was facing. But her heart beat faster, a reaction that was beyond her control.

Finally, she finished her set and made her way to the edge of the pool. She rested her arms on the side, looking up to find him standing closer now, his dark eyes fixed on her. There was something magnetic about him, something that drew her in.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low and steady, “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Ceri shook her head, forcing a smile. “It’s okay. You’re not interrupting.”

The tension between them hung in the air, thick and charged with something neither of them could name. As he held her gaze, Ceri felt a flutter in her chest, one that made her want to look away, to run from whatever this was. She couldn’t afford to be distracted. Not now. Not ever.

But Theo wasn’t someone who could be ignored.
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Chapter 1: First Impressions
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The morning sun had barely risen, casting a golden glow over the quiet streets of Germany as Ceri laced up her sneakers and stepped out the door. The air was still cool with a trace of early spring, a crispness that made her feel alive despite the storm brewing inside her. It was a normal day, as normal as she could make it, and she was determined to keep it that way. But the weight of her secret—her diagnosis—hung heavily over her, a constant reminder that her world was far from ordinary.

She had never been one to let life’s challenges weigh her down, but this was different. Cancer. The word alone felt like an enemy, like a shadow that would follow her no matter how far she ran. But today, she wasn’t going to think about that. Today, she would focus on something else—anything else—to keep her mind occupied.

The sound of her footsteps echoed in the empty streets as she jogged toward the nearby swimming pool, a place she had come to consider her sanctuary. It was here, in the quiet, sterile environment of the pool, that she could lose herself. The water was her escape, her solace. When she swam, the world outside disappeared. And for a few precious moments, the pain, the uncertainty—everything faded away.

As she entered the pool area, she was greeted by the familiar scent of chlorine, a sharp contrast to the coolness of the morning air. The sound of the water’s gentle ripple filled her ears as she changed into her swim gear, the routine calming her frayed nerves.

Ceri wasn’t alone in the pool that morning. Several others were already swimming laps, each of them lost in their own world, just like her. But there was one figure that stood out—Theo. He was standing by the side of the pool, dressed in military training gear, his stance rigid and his expression focused. She had seen him before, but today, something felt different. His presence was more pronounced, more... magnetic.

Her heart skipped a beat as she caught his gaze. For a moment, it felt as though the entire room had gone silent, like it was just the two of them, suspended in time. She quickly looked away, embarrassed by the sudden flutter in her chest. It was ridiculous. She couldn’t afford to feel anything like that, not with the storm raging inside her.

She forced herself into the water, the cool liquid enveloping her as she began her warm-up laps. She focused on her breathing, the rhythm of her strokes, anything to quiet the noise in her head. But despite her efforts, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Theo was watching her. The occasional glance from the corner of her eye confirmed it—his gaze was fixed on her, unwavering.

Ceri tried to ignore it, tried to lose herself in the water, but it was impossible. Every time she turned her head, his eyes were there, following her, studying her movements with a keen interest that made her feel exposed. She wasn’t used to this kind of attention, not from someone like him. His military bearing, his quiet intensity—it all felt so... foreign.

She swam faster, pushing herself harder than usual, as though she could outrun the way he was making her feel. The sound of the water splashing against her skin became a frantic rhythm, but it didn’t stop the rising tension in her chest. He was still watching.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she stopped at the far end of the pool, breathing heavily. She could feel the exhaustion in her limbs, but the real fatigue was in her mind. She had been running from this—whatever this was—for too long. The pull between them, the undeniable connection, was too strong to ignore any longer.

She pushed herself out of the pool, her feet landing softly on the cool tiles. As she walked toward the changing rooms, she glanced over at him, unsure of what to expect. Theo had moved closer, now standing at the edge of the pool, his eyes still on her.

“Hey,” he called out, his voice carrying across the stillness of the room.

Ceri stopped, her heart skipping again. She wasn’t sure why, but the way he said it—so calm, so assured—made her pause. It wasn’t like him to speak first. Not like this.

“Yeah?” she answered, her voice coming out more breathless than she intended.

“I hope you don’t mind me watching,” Theo said, his voice low but steady. “You’re... a really strong swimmer.”

Ceri blinked, surprised by his words. There was no hint of sarcasm, no judgment. Just an observation. She wasn’t used to compliments, especially not from someone who seemed so out of reach.

“Thanks,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve been swimming for years.”

Theo nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “I can tell.”

She felt her cheeks warm slightly. It was silly, really. Why was she getting flustered over a simple conversation?

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your workout,” Theo continued, taking a step toward her. “I’m just here for some training. But I’ve seen you around. I thought I’d... say hello.”

Ceri glanced away, unsure of how to respond. She didn’t know how to explain the way he made her feel. It was like meeting someone from another lifetime, someone who had never been part of her world but now somehow was.

“No problem,” she finally managed, her voice coming out steadier than before. “I’m Ceri.”

Theo’s eyes lit up slightly as if the simple introduction meant more than she could have known. “Theo,” he said, his gaze lingering for a moment longer than usual. “I’m guessing you’re not here for the military training?”

Ceri chuckled softly, shaking her head. “No, I think I’d be terrible at that.”

“Well,” Theo said, his smile growing, “you’re certainly much better at swimming than I am.”

The brief exchange lingered between them, and Ceri couldn’t help but wonder if this was how all things began. A simple meeting, a brief conversation, and suddenly everything was different.
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Chapter 2: Unspoken Truths
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The days following their first meeting at the pool were a blur for Ceri. She tried to convince herself that it was just a passing encounter, nothing more than a brief exchange between two strangers. But every time she closed her eyes, she could still see Theo’s face, his dark eyes holding her gaze with an intensity that sent shivers down her spine.

Ceri wasn’t used to this feeling—this sense of being seen, truly seen, by someone. She had spent so much of her life hiding pieces of herself, burying the things that made her feel vulnerable. But Theo... Theo had looked at her like he could see straight through her walls. It made her uneasy, and yet, she couldn’t shake the strange pull toward him.

The following week, she found herself returning to the pool more often, as though drawn by an invisible force. She told herself it was just to keep up with her training, to keep her mind focused on something other than the fear gnawing at the back of her thoughts. But deep down, she knew it was something else. It was him.

On the third day of their unspoken meetings, Theo was there again, standing by the pool’s edge, his posture rigid as ever. But this time, he wasn’t alone. A small group of soldiers stood with him, their conversations low and casual, the sound of their voices blending into the quiet hum of the pool area. Ceri could feel her pulse quicken as she approached the water. She tried not to look in his direction, but the pull was undeniable. She couldn’t help herself.

As she dove into the water, the coolness enveloped her, and for a moment, she could pretend that nothing else mattered. But when she resurfaced, there he was—Theo, watching her from the edge of the pool again, his eyes following her every movement.

Ceri’s heart skipped a beat, and she tried to focus on her swimming, forcing herself to ignore the way his gaze seemed to burn into her skin. She couldn’t afford to be distracted, not when there were so many other things she needed to worry about. Like her diagnosis. Like the uncertainty of her future. Like the way she had been lying to everyone around her, pretending everything was fine when it wasn’t.

As she swam lap after lap, the familiar rhythm of her strokes was broken by the unexpected sound of footsteps at the edge of the pool. She glanced up, startled to find Theo standing there, his gaze locked onto hers.

“Can I join you?” he asked, his voice calm, yet tinged with something else. A hint of something unspoken.

For a moment, Ceri hesitated. She hadn’t expected him to actually approach her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. On one hand, she wanted to push him away, to maintain the distance she had worked so hard to create. On the other hand, something in her wanted to let him in, to let him break down the walls she had built around her heart.

“Sure,” she said finally, her voice steady, though her pulse raced in her veins.

Theo slipped into the water beside her, his movements effortless, his presence so different from the others who usually swam here. There was a quiet confidence in the way he moved, a strength that was both intimidating and oddly comforting at the same time.

They swam in silence for a few laps, each lost in their own thoughts, the only sound the gentle splash of water around them. Ceri tried not to pay attention to Theo, but she couldn’t help it. She kept catching glimpses of him out of the corner of her eye—his focused expression, the way his muscles flexed with each stroke, the way he seemed completely at ease in the water.

Finally, Theo spoke again, breaking the silence between them.

“You’re really good at this,” he said, his voice steady and low, a hint of admiration in his tone.

Ceri glanced at him, trying to hide the slight blush that crept up her neck. “Thanks,” she replied, a little surprised by the compliment. “I’ve been swimming for as long as I can remember.”

Theo nodded thoughtfully, as if considering something. “It shows. You don’t just swim; you feel the water. It’s like you’re a part of it.”

Ceri stopped mid-lap, startled by his words. She had never thought of it that way. Swimming had always been a way for her to escape, to lose herself in something pure, something that had nothing to do with the complications of life. But to him, it seemed like something deeper, something more.

“That’s... a nice way to put it,” she said, her voice soft.

Theo smiled, but there was something more in his eyes now—something that made Ceri’s heart race, something that felt almost like a question. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it made her uncomfortable. She wasn’t used to feeling exposed like this, not when she had so much to hide.

“Ceri,” Theo said after a long pause, his voice suddenly more serious. “Can I ask you something?”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Sure.”

“Why do you come here?” Theo’s question was simple, but it held more weight than it seemed. “I mean... why swim? There’s more to life than just pushing yourself in the water, right? What’s really going on with you?”

Ceri felt her breath catch in her throat. She hadn’t expected that kind of question. She hadn’t expected him to see through the layers she had so carefully constructed. She opened her mouth to respond, but the words wouldn’t come.

The truth was, she didn’t know why she swam anymore. It used to be an escape, but now, it felt like a reminder of everything she was running from. The cancer. The inevitable end. The fear of being forgotten before she even had the chance to really live.

Before she could say anything, Theo spoke again, his tone softer now, as if sensing the tension in her silence.

“I didn’t mean to pry,” he said, his voice gentle. “I just... I guess I’m trying to understand. You seem like someone who’s carrying a lot, but you don’t let it show.”

Ceri looked at him then, really looked at him. There was a kindness in his eyes, a genuine concern that took her by surprise. She had never expected someone like him—a soldier, disciplined and tough—to care about her struggles. But something in the way he spoke, in the way he watched her, made her feel like maybe—just maybe—he wasn’t so different from her after all.
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Chapter 3: Beneath the Surface
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The following days were a whirlwind of emotions Ceri didn’t know how to navigate. After their swim together, things had felt different between her and Theo. There was a silent understanding now, a sense of unspoken camaraderie that neither of them acknowledged outright but both felt in the air whenever they saw each other. Ceri hadn’t expected it to feel this way—hadn’t expected him to make her feel so... seen.

Each time she stepped into the pool, she could feel his presence, like an electric current between them, drawing her in. And each time, she told herself it meant nothing. She was just getting caught up in the moment, nothing more.

But today, as she stood at the edge of the pool, tying her swimsuit, she couldn’t deny that something inside her had shifted. Theo hadn’t been there the day before, and the absence of his familiar, steady gaze had left her feeling more unsettled than she cared to admit. She hadn’t realized how much his presence had come to mean to her until it wasn’t there.

Just as she was about to dive in, the sound of footsteps made her turn. Theo was there, standing at the entrance of the pool area, his silhouette framed by the bright light of the doorway. He looked as though he had been waiting for her.

She swallowed, trying to steady the sudden flutter of nerves in her chest. "You came back," she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

Theo smiled, the expression both familiar and new, as if he had something he wanted to say but didn’t quite know how. "I didn’t mean to interrupt your routine. I just—well, I thought I’d join you."

He was different today, somehow. The sharpness in his eyes was gone, replaced with something softer, something that Ceri couldn’t quite put her finger on. She felt exposed under his gaze, and yet, there was a part of her that wanted to let him see more, to show him the side of her that she kept hidden from everyone else.

"You’re welcome to join me," she said, trying to keep her voice casual, though she could feel the tension building between them. It was like standing on the edge of something, just waiting to fall into it.

Theo stepped forward, slipping into the water beside her. His presence, always so steady and confident, seemed to fill the space between them, creating an invisible thread that linked them together.

They swam side by side, wordlessly at first, the rhythmic strokes of their bodies moving in sync. Ceri tried to focus on the water, on the way it felt against her skin, but it was hard to concentrate with Theo there, so close. The way he swam was effortless, each stroke smooth and sure.

As they reached the end of the pool, Theo slowed, and for the first time since they’d started swimming, he spoke.

"Why do you keep swimming?" he asked again, his voice low but not unkind. "I’ve been thinking about it. You’re not just here for the exercise, are you? Something tells me there’s more to it."

Ceri’s heart skipped, her pulse racing as his words settled into her mind. The question was familiar—he had asked her something like this before. But now, it felt different. There was a depth to it, an urgency that made her stomach tighten. She couldn’t afford to reveal the truth, not to him, not to anyone. She wasn’t ready.

Instead, she gave him a tight-lipped smile, pretending that everything was fine. "It’s just... something I’ve always done," she replied, her voice not quite convincing even to her own ears.

Theo didn’t buy it, of course. He studied her, his eyes narrowing slightly as if he could see right through her façade. "You don’t have to tell me," he said quietly, his gaze never leaving hers. "But you don’t have to carry it alone either."

Ceri’s breath hitched in her throat. She wasn’t sure what she was feeling right now—whether it was relief or panic. His words struck a chord deep inside her, opening a door she wasn’t ready to walk through.

"Not everyone understands," she muttered, more to herself than to him.

Theo nodded, as if he understood exactly what she meant. "You’d be surprised."

They swam in silence for a while longer, the tension between them thickening with every passing second. Ceri could feel the weight of his presence, the way he made her feel both anchored and adrift at the same time. He was waiting for her to say something, but she didn’t know how to explain. How could she? She barely understood it herself.

Finally, when they stopped for a break, Theo spoke again, breaking the silence in a way that made Ceri’s chest tighten.

"You don’t have to be strong all the time," he said quietly. "It’s okay to let someone in."

The sincerity in his voice made Ceri’s throat close up. It was like he had peeled back a layer of her heart, and for the first time in years, she felt exposed. But she couldn’t let him see. Not yet.

"I can’t," she whispered, barely able to breathe. "I can’t let anyone in."

Theo was silent for a moment, and Ceri thought he might let it go. But then, just as she was about to push away the emotions bubbling up inside her, he said something that took her completely off guard.
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