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The last Thursday of every month was coffee-reading night at Froth & Fortune.
What had started as a joke four years earlier had become one of Hollow Brook's favorite traditions.
Nobody was entirely sure how.
Least of all Soraya Bennett.
The original idea belonged to a customer named Kathy, who had returned from Greece carrying a bag of finely ground coffee and an enthusiasm for traditions she barely understood.
"Apparently you're supposed to drink the coffee," she'd explained, "then turn the cup over and let the grounds tell your fortune."
Naturally, everyone in the café had wanted to try it.
Naturally, Soraya had been volunteered.
The predictions that first night had been terrible.
Embarrassingly terrible.
She had informed a retired accountant that exciting travel was in his future. Three weeks later he proudly announced he'd gone to Costco in the next county.
She told a college student romance was imminent. The girl adopted a cat.
And she warned Leon Sandoval to avoid unnecessary risks.
He immediately bought a motorcycle.
The readings should have ended there.
Instead people kept coming back.
Not because Soraya predicted the future.
She didn't.
At least she didn't think she did.
She simply noticed things.
The way people talked when they were hiding disappointment.
The way they smiled when discussing dreams they had almost given up on.
The things they revealed without realizing they were revealing them.
Most of the time, the coffee grounds were just an excuse.
People didn't really want fortunes.
They wanted someone to listen.
And Soraya was very good at listening.
That was why Froth & Fortune worked.
Not because of the coffee.
Not because of the pastries.
Not even because of the readings.
Because people felt seen here.
Including her.
The café buzzed with conversation as she moved between tables carrying fresh cups of cardamom coffee.
Strings of warm lights glowed overhead.
Bookshelves lined one wall.
Local artwork covered another.
Every table was occupied.
The room felt alive.
Exactly the way she liked it.
"You're avoiding your responsibilities."
Soraya glanced up.
Leon stood beside her holding two empty cups and entirely too much confidence.
"That's a dramatic way to describe carrying coffee."
"You've been carrying coffee for twenty minutes."
"Someone has to."
"Someone also has to read fortunes."
Soraya sighed.
"There are forty people here."
"Forty-two."
"You counted?"
"I like statistics."
"You failed statistics."
"I failed the class. I enjoyed the subject."
Those were different things in Leon's mind.
Unfortunately.
Laughter erupted from a nearby table.
A woman waved her cup.
"Read Leon!"
Immediately the room joined in.
"Read Leon!"
"Do it!"
"He deserves it!"
Soraya pointed accusingly at the crowd.
"You encourage him."
"We absolutely do."
Leon pressed a hand to his chest.
"The people have spoken."
"The people are exhausting."
"The people buy coffee."
A fair point.
An annoying point.
But fair.
With exaggerated resignation, Soraya accepted the cup.
The café applauded.
Someone actually whistled.
Leon bowed.
The entire thing was ridiculous.
Which was why she loved it.
She turned the cup slowly.
Studied the grounds.
Pretended to think deeply.
"Hmm."
Leon narrowed his eyes.
"I don't trust that sound."
"You shouldn't."
More laughter.
Soraya tapped the inside of the cup.
"I see poor decisions."
The room erupted.
Leon looked offended.
"I've made excellent decisions."
"You bought a motorcycle."
"One poor decision."
"You bought two motorcycles."
"Details."
"There's also a warning."
The room quieted dramatically.
Leon leaned forward.
"What warning?"
Soraya smiled.
"Stop pretending you don't want to ask Rachel out."
The silence lasted half a second.
Then the café exploded.
Leon turned bright red.
Several customers cheered.
Someone yelled, "Finally!"
And across the room, a teacher named Rachel nearly dropped her coffee.
Soraya laughed.
Not because she had predicted anything.
Because everyone already knew.
Including Leon.
Sometimes people simply needed permission to admit what they wanted.
That was the real secret of coffee readings.
Not magic.
Courage.
The bell above the front door chimed.
The sound barely registered at first.
Customers came and went constantly.
Normally she wouldn't have looked up.
This time she did.
And immediately wished she hadn't.
The woman standing in the doorway wore a dark coat despite the mild spring weather.
She wasn't flashy.
Wasn't loud.
Wasn't trying to attract attention.
Yet somehow every instinct in Soraya's body locked onto her instantly.
Dark hair.
Steady eyes.
Calm confidence.
A face she hadn't seen in fifteen years.
A face she had never truly forgotten.
Her stomach dropped.
No.
For a moment the café disappeared.
The laughter.
The lights.
The conversations.
All of it faded beneath the sudden weight of memory.
Sixteen years old.
A crowded cafeteria.
Humiliation.
Heartbreak.
Betrayal.
Vera Blackwood.
The name crashed through her mind.
Across the room, Vera looked directly at her.
Recognition flashed between them.
Brief.
Undeniable.
Then it vanished.
Vera offered the polite smile one might give a stranger.
Nothing more.
Nothing less.
As though they had never met.
As though fifteen years had never happened.
As though she hadn't shattered something Soraya had spent years trying to rebuild.
The sight made her pulse pound.
"Everything okay?"
Leon's voice sounded distant.
Soraya forced herself to look away.
"Fine."
The lie came automatically.
Leon didn't believe it.
Unfortunately, he knew her too well.
Before he could ask questions, another customer handed her a cup.
"You're not escaping that easily."
The room laughed.
The moment moved forward.
At least outwardly.
Inside, Soraya remained painfully aware of Vera's presence.
The woman chose a table near the back.
Alone.
Quiet.
Observing.
Not participating.
The distinction bothered Soraya more than she cared to admit.
She continued reading cups.
Continued smiling.
Continued laughing.
Yet her attention kept drifting.
Back to Vera.
Back to the woman who wasn't supposed to be here.
Eventually the crowd thinned.
The energy softened.
The evening settled into its final hour.
An older customer named Margaret handed Soraya one last cup.
"Just one more."
Soraya smiled.
"Last one."
She turned the cup over.
Waited.
Then lifted it.
The grounds clung to the porcelain in unusual patterns.
Not unusual because of what they looked like.
Unusual because of how they felt.
A strange sensation settled low in her chest.
Like recognition.
Like memory.
Like something trying to surface.
Margaret leaned forward.
"What do you see?"
Soraya frowned.
For a moment, she wasn't looking at the cup anymore.
She was looking across the room.
At Vera.
The words arrived before she could stop them.
"You've been carrying something for a very long time."
The room grew quiet.
Not silent.
But quieter.
Across the café, Vera froze.
Only for a moment.
Only long enough for Soraya to notice.
Then the mask returned.
Margaret laughed softly.
"Well, that's true for most people my age."
A few customers chuckled.
The tension eased.
Yet Soraya couldn't shake the feeling.
She looked down at the cup again.
Then back at Vera.
The strange certainty remained.
Old grief.
Old guilt.
Old promises.
Something.
She didn't know what.
Only that it felt real.
The sensation disappeared as quickly as it arrived.
Leaving her unsettled.
And unexpectedly afraid.
Because for the first time in years, Soraya wasn't sure whether she had truly been reading the coffee.
Or whether something else had been reading her.
Across the room, Vera Blackwood lowered her gaze to her untouched cup.
And for the briefest moment, she looked like a woman carrying the weight of fifteen years.
Then the expression vanished.
Leaving Soraya alone with questions she had never wanted to ask again.
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Soraya dreamed about high school.
Which was deeply unfair.
She had worked very hard not to think about high school for the past fifteen years.
The universe could at least respect the effort.
Instead she woke at six in the morning with a knot in her stomach and the lingering sensation of being sixteen again.
She hated it.

The smell of coffee helped.
It always did.

The apartment above Froth & Fortune was small but comfortable.
Exposed brick.
Secondhand bookshelves.
Plants she occasionally remembered to water.

Home.

By the time she reached the kitchen, Isaiah was already there.

Of course he was.

Isaiah Bennett approached mornings with the same discipline most people reserved for military operations.
Coffee brewed.
Breakfast cooking.
News playing quietly from a tablet on the counter.

Everything exactly where it belonged.

Soraya wrapped both arms around his waist from behind.

"Good morning."

Isaiah reached back automatically.
One hand finding hers without looking.

"Morning."

The simple gesture eased something inside her.

Not completely.

Enough.

"You look tired."

There it was.

Isaiah had an annoying habit of noticing things.

She blamed love.

Love made people observant.

"That's a rude thing to say before coffee."

"It wasn't an insult."

"It felt insulting."

His laughter rumbled through his chest.

Soraya smiled despite herself.

Unfortunately, Isaiah knew exactly how to win arguments.

Patience.

The man weaponized patience.

A minute passed.

Then another.

Finally:

"What happened last night?"

Soraya groaned.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The question you've been waiting to ask."

Isaiah turned around.

His expression remained calm.

Patient.

Dangerously patient.

"You were distracted."

"I own a coffee shop."

"You forgot an order."

Soraya froze.

"You noticed that?"

"You've never forgotten an order."

The realization was deeply irritating.

Because he was right.

She never forgot orders.

People, maybe.
Appointments, occasionally.

Coffee orders?
Never.

Isaiah leaned against the counter.

"Who was she?"

The question landed softly.

Without accusation.
Without suspicion.

Just curiosity.

Soraya stared into her mug.

For a moment she considered pretending she didn't know what he meant.

Unfortunately, Isaiah was immune to most forms of nonsense.

"Her name is Vera."

Silence.

Then:

"Ah."

Soraya frowned.

"What does that mean?"

"It means that's a name."

"That's not what it means."

"No."

His smile appeared.

"It isn't."

The knot in her stomach tightened.

Not because of Isaiah.

Because saying Vera's name aloud made the situation feel real.

Like opening a door she had nailed shut years ago.

"She was a friend."

The words felt strange.

Insufficient.

Friend didn't cover it.

Not really.

Friendships weren't supposed to end the way theirs had.

Isaiah waited.

When she didn't continue, he nodded.

"A complicated friend."

"A very complicated friend."

The answer seemed to satisfy him.
At least for now.

One of the many reasons Soraya loved him was that he rarely pushed.

He simply stayed.

Available.

Present.

Trusting her to speak when she was ready.

The realization made her chest ache unexpectedly.

Because some people demanded answers.

Isaiah offered space.

The difference mattered.

An hour later, Froth & Fortune opened.

The familiar routine helped.

Lights.
Coffee.
Pastries.
Music.

Normal things.

Grounding things.

Customers trickled in.

Regulars claimed favorite tables.
Students opened laptops.
Retirees debated absolutely everything.

Life continued.

Which should have been comforting.

Instead, Soraya found herself glancing toward the door every few minutes.

Not because she expected Vera.

Because she was afraid she wouldn't come back.

The realization startled her.

Why would that matter?

She didn't want Vera here.

Didn't want explanations.
Didn't want apologies.
Didn't want old wounds reopened.

So why was she watching the door?

"You're doing it again."

Leon appeared beside her carrying a tray of muffins.

Soraya jumped.

"Stop sneaking up on people."

"You own a bell."

He pointed toward the entrance.

"It literally announces arrivals."

Fair.

Unfortunately.

Leon narrowed his eyes.

"Who are we waiting for?"

"No one."

"That's a lie."

"You're a lie."

"That doesn't even make sense."

"It wasn't meant to."

Leon looked pleased.

"Good. I was worried I was losing the argument."

The front door opened.

Both of them looked.

Neither admitted it.

An elderly couple entered.

Not Vera.

Something unexpectedly disappointed settled inside her.

The feeling irritated her immediately.

Very rude of her emotions.

Very rude indeed.

The afternoon passed.

Customers came and went.

Coffee brewed.
Life continued.

By three o'clock, Soraya had almost convinced herself Vera wasn't returning.

Maybe last night had been a mistake.

Maybe she'd left town.

Maybe she'd realized Hollow Brook had nothing left to offer.

Maybe—

The bell chimed.

Soraya looked up.

And forgot what she was doing.

Vera stood in the doorway.

Again.

This time she wore jeans and a dark green sweater.
Nothing dramatic.
Nothing mysterious.

Just a woman entering a coffee shop.

Yet somehow the room felt different.

Smaller.

As though the years between them had suddenly become visible.

For a moment neither moved.

Then Vera crossed the room.

Not toward the back.

Toward the counter.

Toward Soraya.

Every instinct screamed at her to run.

Which was ridiculous.

There was nowhere to run.

She owned the building.

Vera stopped in front of the register.

Close enough for Soraya to notice the faint lines at the corners of her eyes.
Close enough to realize they weren't teenagers anymore.

Close enough to remember.

"Hi, Soraya."

The words were simple.

Ordinary.

And somehow far more terrifying than they had any right to be.

Soraya swallowed.

For fifteen years she had imagined this moment.

The speeches.
The accusations.
The questions.

Now that it had finally arrived, she couldn't think of a single thing to say.

Vera offered a small smile.

Careful.
Tentative.

As though approaching a frightened animal.

The sight annoyed her immediately.

"Can I get a coffee?"

Soraya stared.

Of all the things Vera Blackwood could have said after fifteen years...
that was her opening line.

A laugh escaped before she could stop it.

Short.
Sharp.
Completely unexpected.

To her surprise, Vera laughed too.

And for one brief, impossible moment...
it felt like neither of them knew what came next.

Which, strangely enough, was the most honest thing that had happened so far.
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The problem with Vera Blackwood was that she ordered coffee exactly the same way she had fifteen years ago.

Soraya discovered this at 3:07 in the afternoon.

"Medium coffee. One cream. Two sugars."

The words should not have mattered.

People ordered coffee every day.

Thousands of coffees.
Thousands of orders.

Yet something about hearing that specific order made fifteen years collapse into a single moment.

Because at sixteen, Vera had ordered exactly the same thing.

Every day.

The realization irritated Soraya immediately.

Not because she remembered.

Because she remembered so easily.

"You still drink coffee that way?"

The question escaped before she could stop it.

Vera blinked.

Then smiled.

A real smile.

The first one Soraya had seen.

"You remember."

The warmth in those two words felt dangerous.

Soraya instantly regretted speaking.

"Unfortunately."

The smile remained.

"I tried better coffee."

"A brave effort."

"It was terrible."

"It usually is."

For a brief moment, the conversation felt normal.

Easy.

Familiar.

The realization unsettled both of them.

Because normal shouldn't have been possible.

Not after what happened.

Not after fifteen years.

Soraya handed over the cup.

Their fingers brushed.

The contact lasted less than a second.

Long enough to make her wish it hadn't happened.

Long enough to remember exactly how much she used to trust this woman.

Vera accepted the coffee.

Neither moved.

The silence stretched.

Awkward.

Heavy.

Full of things neither wanted to say first.

Finally Vera glanced toward an empty table.

"Can we talk?"

There it was.

The request Soraya had been expecting.

The request she'd spent fifteen years preparing to refuse.

"No."

Vera nodded.

The answer didn't seem to surprise her.

That somehow made it worse.

"Okay."

Soraya frowned.

"Okay?"

"Okay."

The simplicity threw her off balance.

There should have been an argument.

A speech.

An explanation.

Something.

Instead Vera simply accepted it.

As though she believed Soraya had every right to say no.

Which, annoyingly, she did.

The moment stretched.

Then Vera turned toward the nearest table.

"Wait."

The word escaped before Soraya understood why.

Vera stopped.

Slowly turned back.

Neither woman looked particularly pleased about this development.

Especially Soraya.

"Ten minutes."

Hope flickered across Vera's face.

Brief.

Gone almost immediately.

"Ten minutes."

The answer felt careful.

Respectful.

As though she understood the offer was fragile.

Which it was.

Very fragile.

An hour later, Leon practically shoved Soraya toward the table.

"Go."

"I work here."

"You own the place."

"Exactly."

"Then delegate."

Soraya narrowed her eyes.

"I hate when you're reasonable."

"I treasure these moments."

The traitor returned to the kitchen.

Leaving her alone.

With Vera.

Wonderful.

Just wonderful.

The table sat near the front window.

Late afternoon sunlight spilled across the surface.

Vera looked up as Soraya approached.

Nervous.

The sight surprised her.

Vera had never been nervous in high school.

Confident?
Absolutely.

Stubborn?
Frequently.

Impossible?
Constantly.

Nervous?
Never.

The change felt strangely human.

"Hi."

Soraya sat down.

"That's the second time you've said that."

A faint smile appeared.

"I'm trying to ease into things."

"After fifteen years?"

The smile disappeared.

Fair.

The silence returned.

This one heavier than before.

Because now there were no distractions.

No customers.
No coffee orders.
No excuses.

Just them.

Finally Vera spoke.

"You look happy."

The statement caught Soraya off guard.

"What?"

"You look happy."

Vera glanced around the café.

"The shop."

The customers.

The warmth.

"The life you've built."

Something complicated moved across her expression.

Pride.

Regret.

Maybe both.

Soraya folded her arms.

"You didn't come here to compliment my decorating."

"No."

The answer arrived quietly.

"I didn't."

For a moment Vera stared into her coffee.

Then she laughed softly.

"I had a speech."

Soraya blinked.

"A speech?"

"A very good speech."

The answer felt absurdly sincere.

"What happened to it?"

Vera smiled sadly.

"You looked at me."

Despite herself, Soraya nearly laughed.

Nearly.

Instead she asked the question she'd been carrying since the moment Vera walked through the door.

"Why are you here?"

The smile vanished completely.

There it was.

The real conversation.

The one waiting beneath everything else.

Vera met her gaze.

And for the first time since returning to Hollow Brook...
she stopped hiding.

Not completely.

Enough.

"I wanted to see you."

The answer wasn't what Soraya expected.

Not because it sounded false.

Because it sounded true.

That was far more dangerous.

For a long moment neither spoke.

The café buzzed around them.

Life continuing as normal.

Completely unaware that fifteen years of silence sat between two cups of coffee.

Finally Soraya stood.

The conversation had lasted exactly ten minutes.

Maybe eleven.

Long enough.

Not nearly enough.

Vera looked up.

"Will I see you tomorrow?"

The question should have annoyed her.

Instead it made something ache.

Because once upon a time there had never been a question.

Of course they would see each other tomorrow.

And the day after that.

And the day after that.

Until they didn't.

Soraya picked up the empty cups.

Then paused.

Just briefly.

"I own a coffee shop."

Vera stared.

Then understanding dawned.

A smile appeared.

Small.

Hopeful.

Painfully familiar.

"Right."

Soraya turned away before she could change her mind.

Before she could say more.

Before she could remember too much.

But as she carried the cups back toward the counter, one realization followed her.

Vera Blackwood hadn't come back to Hollow Brook by accident.

And whatever had happened fifteen years ago...
it wasn't finished yet.
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By Friday morning, Soraya had convinced herself she was handling Vera Blackwood's return remarkably well.
This was largely because she had defined "handling it well" as not throwing a latte at anyone.
The fact that she'd checked the front door every fifteen minutes since opening wasn't relevant.
"You're staring at the entrance again."
Soraya glanced up from the espresso machine. "I don't know what you're talking about."
Leon didn't even bother pretending to believe her.
"You've been doing it since seven-thirty."
"I own the café. I'm allowed to monitor foot traffic."
"You've memorized the foot traffic."
"I like patterns."
"You once told me people who say they like patterns are usually avoiding their feelings."
Soraya narrowed her eyes. "I regret teaching you emotional intelligence."
"You say that every week."
"And every week I mean it."
Despite herself, she smiled.
Mornings at Froth & Fortune followed a familiar rhythm. The early commuters rushed in for coffee before work. Parents stopped by after school drop-off. Around ten o'clock, the retirees claimed their favorite tables and settled in to solve the world's problems over cinnamon rolls.
It was ordinary.
Predictable.
Safe.
Exactly the kind of life Soraya had built on purpose.
After high school, she'd learned to appreciate ordinary. Ordinary didn't betray you. Ordinary didn't disappear without explanation. Ordinary didn't return fifteen years later and order a medium coffee with one cream and two sugars as if no time had passed at all.
The bell above the door chimed.
Soraya looked up automatically.
Her stomach dropped.
It wasn't Vera.
This woman was shorter, her dark curls pulled into a loose knot. She wore a soft blue cardigan and carried herself with the kind of nervous energy Soraya associated with people attending job interviews or parent-teacher conferences.
For a moment, confusion replaced recognition.
Then memory clicked into place.
Elara Hayes.
The mug slipped in Soraya's hand.
Not enough to fall.
Enough to make Leon notice.
"Oh," he said quietly.
He'd never met Elara, but apparently Soraya's expression was explanation enough.
Elara stood frozen just inside the entrance, her gaze scanning the café before finally settling on Soraya.
There was something achingly familiar about the look on her face.
Not fear.
Not exactly.
Sadness.
Hope.
The terrible vulnerability of someone who knew they might not be welcome.
Then Elara smiled.
Small and uncertain.
The kind of smile that asked permission before existing.
"Hi," she said.
The word landed with surprising force.
Because Elara had always been sunshine.
At sixteen, she'd been the girl who remembered birthdays and carried extra pencils and convinced everyone to attend football games they didn't actually enjoy. She had laughed easily and cried openly and once organized an entire fundraiser because a classmate's dog needed surgery.
She had also stopped speaking to Soraya.
Completely.
Without explanation.
Soraya set the mug down carefully.
"You've got to be kidding me."
Elara's smile trembled.
"That's fair."
The honesty disarmed her.
No defensiveness.
No excuse.
No pretending they were strangers.
Just acceptance.
"You know each other?" Leon asked.
Soraya didn't take her eyes off Elara.
"We used to."
Elara flinched.
It was subtle.
Almost imperceptible.
But Soraya saw it.
Used to.
Past tense.
As though friendship could be folded neatly into history and packed away with old yearbooks and college sweatshirts.
"I came for coffee," Elara said.
Leon, apparently sensing he was no longer needed, took a sudden and profound interest in rearranging muffins.
Soraya folded her arms. "That's funny."
Elara blinked. "Why?"
"Because if all of my former best friends are planning to wander into my café after disappearing for fifteen years, I'd appreciate a schedule."
For one horrifying second, Elara looked like she might cry.
Then, to Soraya's astonishment, she laughed.
It wasn't a carefree sound.
There was too much grief wrapped around it.
But it was real.
"You always were the funniest when you were angry."
The comment caught Soraya off guard.
Because it wasn't an accusation.
It was a memory.
One she'd forgotten someone else carried.
Silence settled between them.
Finally, Elara glanced around the café.
"It's beautiful."
Soraya hesitated.
"What is?"
"This."
Elara gestured toward the shelves of books, the mismatched chairs, the bulletin board crowded with community flyers. "You built exactly the kind of place you used to talk about."
Soraya frowned.
"What?"
"The dock," Elara said softly. "Senior year. You said you wanted a place where people could come exactly as they were and nobody had to earn belonging."
The memory surfaced with startling clarity.
The lake behind Hollow Brook High.
The four of them sitting side by side.
Soraya dreaming aloud.
She'd forgotten that conversation.
Apparently Elara hadn't.
"You remember that?"
Elara looked at her with an expression that bordered on heartbreak.
"I remember everything."
The words hung heavily between them.
Soraya looked away first.
She hated that.
Hated that these women could still surprise her.
Hated that they remembered things she thought she'd imagined carrying alone.
"Why are you here?" she asked quietly.
Elara's eyes filled immediately.
Of course they did.
Even at sixteen, Elara had cried during commercials.
She pressed her lips together before answering.
"I don't think I know how to stop being sorry."
The café suddenly felt very small.
Very quiet.
For a moment, Soraya didn't know what to say.
Because apologies had always lived in the realm of fantasy.
The things she'd imagined hearing in the shower.
On sleepless nights.
Driving home from work.
Not standing five feet away beside the pastry case.
Finally, Elara took a shaky breath.
"I know sorry isn't enough."
"No," Soraya agreed.
"It's not."
Elara nodded.
"I know."
Neither woman moved.
The air between them felt fragile.
Uncertain.
Then Elara offered a watery smile.
"Can I still get coffee?"
Despite everything, a laugh escaped Soraya's throat.
Short and startled.
"You really all think coffee fixes things."
"No," Elara said softly. "I just think you do."
Soraya stared at her.
At the woman who had once known her almost as well as she knew herself.
At the woman who had left.
At the woman who had come back.
Without warning, a question slipped out.
"Were you happy?"
Elara blinked.
"What?"
"After."
Soraya's voice softened. "Were you happy?"
For a long moment, Elara said nothing.
Then she looked around Froth & Fortune—the laughter, the conversations, the community Soraya had built from the wreckage of her own loneliness.
Finally, she whispered, "No."
It wasn't dramatic.
It wasn't theatrical.
It was simply true.
And somehow, that truth hurt more than anger ever could.
As Elara accepted her coffee and moved toward an empty table, Soraya found herself watching her go.
She wasn't sure what unsettled her more.
The possibility that these women regretted what they'd done.
Or the realization that regret couldn't give them back fifteen years.
Behind her, Leon appeared with a fresh tray of scones.
"So," he said carefully, "how many former best friends do you have?"
Soraya stared toward the table where Elara sat alone, cradling her coffee with both hands.
"I don't know," she said quietly.
Then, after a pause, "Apparently more than I thought."
Outside, spring rain began tapping softly against the café windows.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya had the strange and uncomfortable feeling that the life she'd worked so hard to build was about to change.
Again.
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By Friday evening, Soraya had reached a conclusion.
She was too old for emotional ambushes.
At sixteen, dramatic reunions and unresolved feelings had seemed appropriately catastrophic.
At thirty-two, she had inventory to count.
There were invoices waiting on her desk, three gallons of milk that needed rotating before morning, and a suspicious number of spoons missing from the café.
Life was busy.
She did not have time for existential crises.
Unfortunately, existential crises rarely checked calendars.
The bell above the apartment door jingled as Isaiah stepped inside.
He stopped just over the threshold and took one look at her.
"You alphabetized the spice cabinet."
Soraya glanced up from the kitchen counter.
"I don't know what you're implying."
Isaiah loosened his tie.
"You only reorganize the spice cabinet under three circumstances."
"I like efficiency."
"You do."
He crossed the room and opened a cupboard.
"Cumin is in the paprika section."
Soraya stared.
"You memorized the spice cabinet?"
Isaiah closed the cupboard.
"You've had it organized the same way for seven years."
"That's horrifying."
"You married me."
"Apparently, I make questionable decisions."
A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
"You also bought a coffee shop."
"I stand by that one."
He leaned down and kissed the top of her head as he passed.
The simple affection settled something restless inside her.
Home.
It had always surprised Soraya how ordinary love turned out to be.
Not fireworks.
Not grand gestures.
Just someone who knew where the cumin belonged.
Someone who noticed when she switched from jazz playlists to classical because she was anxious.
Someone who handed her coffee before she remembered she needed it.
Isaiah moved around the kitchen with practiced ease, pulling leftovers from the refrigerator while Soraya pretended to reorganize a drawer that had already been reorganized twice.
"You want to talk about it?" he asked.
"No."
"Okay."
She paused.
"You didn't even ask what 'it' is."
Isaiah glanced over his shoulder.
"I assumed you'd tell me when you were ready."
The answer irritated her for reasons she couldn't explain.
"What if I never tell you?"
He considered it.
"I'd probably worry."
"You already worry."
"That's true."
"And you'd just...wait?"
He shrugged.
"I trust you."
The words landed somewhere tender.
Because trust wasn't dramatic.
It wasn't loud.
It didn't demand.
It stayed.
Soraya closed the drawer.
"I saw Vera."
Isaiah's movements slowed.
"The friend?"
"The former friend."
"The complicated friend."
"Extremely complicated."
He nodded and handed her a plate.
"Did you throw coffee at her?"
"No."
"You seem disappointed by that."
"I've had twenty-four hours to think about it."
That earned a laugh.
"Was it good to see her?"
Soraya opened her mouth.
Closed it.
Opened it again.
"I don't know."
It was the truth.
Anger would have been easier.
Anger had sharp edges.
Clear boundaries.
Anger didn't make you remember inside jokes and football games and the exact way someone ordered coffee.
"She acted like..." Soraya struggled for the words. "Like she didn't expect forgiveness."
Isaiah sat across from her at the tiny kitchen table.
"Did she ask for it?"
"No."
"Then what did she ask for?"
Soraya thought of Vera's careful expression.
The way she'd accepted no.
The way she'd come back anyway.
"'Can we talk?'"
Isaiah nodded slowly.
"And?"
"I said no."
"But?"
"But then I changed my mind."
Silence stretched between them.
Comfortable.
Thoughtful.
Finally, Isaiah asked, "Do you want to forgive her?"
The question stole the breath from her lungs.
Because she'd spent fifteen years imagining apologies.
Imagining confrontations.
Imagining justice.
She'd never considered forgiveness.
Not seriously.
Not as something real people attempted.
"I don't know," she admitted.
Isaiah studied her for a long moment.
Then he said, "You don't have to decide tonight."
Tears pricked unexpectedly behind her eyes.
The thing about Isaiah was that he never rushed her.
He never pushed.
He simply made room.
For uncertainty.
For grief.
For joy.
For all the messy parts of being human.
"I hate that they're back," she whispered.
He reached across the table and took her hand.
"I know."
"I hate that part of me is curious."
"I know."
"I hate that I still care."
Isaiah squeezed her fingers gently.
"I know."
She looked down at their joined hands.
"Does that make me weak?"
His answer came immediately.
"No."
She looked up.
"Then what does it make me?"
Isaiah's expression softened.
"It makes you someone who loved people deeply."
The tears she had been fighting slipped free.
Not dramatic.
Not devastating.
Just honest.
For a few minutes, neither of them spoke.
Outside, rain tapped softly against the apartment windows.
Downstairs, Froth & Fortune sat dark and quiet beneath them.
Tomorrow morning, Soraya would unlock the doors and brew coffee and ask strangers about their lives.
Tomorrow, people would come to her carrying celebrations and disappointments and impossible choices.
Tomorrow, Vera Blackwood might walk back into the café.
Elara Hayes might sit at a corner table and cry into her latte.
Tomorrow, everything might become more complicated.
But tonight, she sat at a tiny kitchen table with the man who knew where the cumin belonged.
The man who had seen every version of her and stayed.
Isaiah brushed his thumb across the back of her hand.
"You know what I think?"
"What?"
"I think you're allowed to take your time."
Soraya let out a shaky laugh.
"That's very wise."
"I have my moments."
"You mostly have spreadsheets."
"Those are also wise."
Despite herself, she laughed.
The sound echoed softly through the apartment.
It didn't erase the hurt.
It didn't answer the questions waiting downstairs.
But it reminded her of something important.
Her life wasn't suspended in the shadow of the past.
It had continued.
It had grown.
It had become something beautiful.
Whatever happened next, Vera and Elara weren't returning to the girl Soraya used to be.
They were meeting the woman she'd become.
And for the first time since Vera walked back into Froth & Fortune, that realization felt less frightening than freeing.
When Isaiah stood to clear the dishes, Soraya caught his hand before he could move away.
"Thank you."
He looked down at her.
"For what?"
She thought about all the ways love had surprised her.
All the ways it had turned out quieter and steadier than she'd imagined.
"For staying."
Isaiah bent down and kissed her forehead.
"There was never anywhere else I wanted to be."
Later, long after the dishes were washed and the rain had stopped, Soraya lay awake listening to Isaiah's steady breathing beside her.
She thought about coffee readings.
About old friends.
About forgiveness.
About the strange way life circled back on itself when you least expected it.
Then she closed her eyes.
Tomorrow would come.
And she had the unsettling feeling that it was bringing someone else with it.
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Saturday mornings at Froth & Fortune were organized chaos.
The line stretched halfway to the door before eight o'clock. Children pressed sticky hands against the pastry case while exhausted parents negotiated the merits of muffins versus cinnamon rolls. Students occupied the larger tables with textbooks and iced coffees, pretending productivity was contagious.
Somehow, it worked.
Soraya moved through the rush with practiced ease.
Refill the coffee station.
Call out orders.
Ask Mrs. Nguyen how her grandson's soccer tournament went.
Remind the college sophomore in the corner that caffeine was not an acceptable substitute for sleep.
She loved it.
Even on days like this.
Especially on days like this.
Because chaos meant normal.
Chaos meant people still needed oat milk substitutions and extra napkins and someone to tell them they were going to survive finals week.
Chaos was manageable.
Unlike former best friends.
"You're overfilling the cappuccinos."
Soraya glanced sideways.
Leon raised an eyebrow.
"You always overfill the cappuccinos when you're distracted."
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You've said that approximately forty-seven times in the last two days."
"That's oddly specific."
"I contain multitudes."
Before she could respond, the bell over the door chimed.
The familiar tightening in her stomach arrived before she even looked up.
This was getting ridiculous.
It wasn't Vera.
The woman standing near the entrance wore dark slacks and a cream-colored blouse beneath a navy coat. Her posture was impeccable, shoulders straight and expression carefully neutral.
At first glance, she looked like someone arriving for an important meeting.
Then Soraya recognized her.
Celeste Ward.
Unlike Vera's tentative approach or Elara's visible guilt, Celeste didn't hesitate.
She crossed the café with measured confidence and stopped at the register.
"Soraya."
The greeting was calm.
Professional.
As if they had run into each other at a conference rather than after fifteen years of silence.
"Celeste."
For a moment, neither woman moved.
Leon slowly backed away from the counter.
Traitor.
Celeste glanced toward the pastry case.
"I've heard the blueberry scones are excellent."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"The scones."
"You disappeared for fifteen years."
"Yes."
"And your opening line is about pastries?"
Celeste considered that.
"I also intended to compliment the coffee."
A laugh escaped Soraya before she could stop it.
Short and incredulous.
"Unbelievable."
To Soraya's astonishment, Celeste looked relieved.
"You still laugh when you're angry."
The words struck unexpectedly hard.
Not because of what they meant.
Because Celeste remembered.
At sixteen, Celeste had remembered everything.
Homework assignments.
Exam dates.
The names of substitute teachers.
If Soraya forgot her lunch, Celeste somehow had an extra granola bar.
If Vera jumped headfirst into trouble, Celeste carried a first-aid kit.
If Elara cried, Celeste handed her tissues before anyone else noticed.
She had always prepared for every possibility.
Except losing each other.
"You should probably order something," Soraya said quietly.
Celeste nodded.
"Medium coffee."
A pause.
"One cream."
Another pause.
"Two sugars."
Soraya stared.
"That's Vera's order."
"I know."
"Then why are you ordering it?"
Something softened in Celeste's carefully composed expression.
"Because she forgot to eat breakfast."
The answer landed somewhere beneath Soraya's ribs.
"You remember how she takes her coffee."
"I remember how all of you take your coffee."
Silence settled between them.
Soraya hated that.
Hated how easily memory slipped into the spaces she'd spent years trying to seal shut.
Without another word, she prepared two cups.
Celeste accepted them carefully.
"Thank you."
"Are you meeting Vera?"
"Yes."
"And Elara?"
"Yes."
The knot in Soraya's stomach tightened.
"They're all back."
It wasn't really a question.
Celeste met her eyes.
"Yes."
"Why?"
For the first time since she'd arrived, Celeste hesitated.
A thousand answers seemed to move behind her composed expression.
Finally, she said, "Because we should have come back a long time ago."
It wasn't enough.
It wasn't nearly enough.
But it sounded honest.
Celeste glanced toward the corner table near the windows.
"Would you like to know something strange?"
"No."
"I'm going to tell you anyway."
Of course she was.
Celeste looked around Froth & Fortune.
The bookshelves.
The crowded bulletin board.
The laughter drifting from the book club in the back.
The exhausted father bouncing a fussy toddler near the pastry case.
"You built exactly what you said you would."
Soraya's breath caught.
"What?"
"The lake," Celeste said quietly. "Senior year."
Another memory surfaced.
Four girls sitting shoulder to shoulder on an old dock.
Talking about futures they couldn't yet imagine.
"I want a place where people don't have to pretend," Soraya had said.
Celeste had rolled her eyes.
Vera had declared she'd move in immediately.
Elara had cried.
"You remember that too?" Soraya whispered.
Celeste's composure cracked just enough to reveal grief.
"I remember everything."
The words settled heavily between them.
Finally, Celeste straightened.
"I should go."
"You came all the way here for coffee?"
"No."
The answer came immediately.
"I came because seeing you from a distance wasn't enough anymore."
Soraya stared at her.
Celeste offered a small, sad smile.
"I realize that probably isn't the answer you wanted."
"No," Soraya admitted.
"It isn't."
Celeste nodded.
"I know."
She turned toward the table near the windows.
Halfway there, she paused.
Without looking back, she asked, "Are you happy, Soraya?"
The question caught her off guard.
More than the apologies.
More than the memories.
More than the explanations.
Soraya glanced around Froth & Fortune.
At the customers who had become friends.
At Leon arguing with a retiree about baseball statistics.
At the life she'd built with careful hands.
She thought of Isaiah upstairs.
Of ordinary mornings and cumin in the wrong cabinet.
Of belonging.
"Most days," she said softly.
Celeste looked over her shoulder.
For the first time, genuine warmth touched her expression.
"I'm glad."
Then she walked away.
Soraya stood behind the register long after the line had disappeared.
Three women.
Three apologies.
Three versions of the same heartbreak.
Behind her, Leon appeared with a fresh tray of blueberry scones.
"So," he said carefully, "I have a theory."
"I don't want to hear it."
"They were in love with you."
Soraya nearly dropped the stack of cups in her hands.
"Oh my God, Leon."
"What? It would explain the emotional intensity."
"It would explain why you're no longer allowed to speak to customers."
He grinned.
"You didn't deny it."
"Get out of my café."
Leon wandered away looking entirely too pleased with himself.
Soraya glanced toward the corner table where Vera, Elara, and Celeste now sat together.
The sight felt impossible.
The four of them had once believed they would grow old side by side.
Then life had split them apart.
Fifteen years later, three had found their way back.
The question wasn't whether they regretted leaving.
That much was becoming painfully obvious.
The real question was why they had waited so long to return.
And why Soraya couldn't seem to stop hoping there might still be an answer worth hearing.
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Monday afternoons at Froth & Fortune were usually quiet.
The morning rush had long since faded, and the after-school crowd hadn't yet arrived. The café settled into a gentler rhythm during those hours. The espresso machine hissed occasionally. The soft murmur of conversation drifted from occupied tables. Someone always seemed to be reading a book near the windows.
It was Soraya's favorite part of the day.
The in-between.
The space where people lingered.
She was wiping down the counter when Vera dropped a ceramic mug.
The crash echoed through the café.
Conversations stopped.
Heads turned.
Vera stared down at the shattered pieces scattered across the floor.
For a moment, she didn't move.
"Are you okay?" Soraya asked automatically.
Vera blinked.
Then blinked again.
"I..." She swallowed. "I'm sorry."
Elara was out of her chair before Soraya had even reached for the broom.
"It's fine," Elara said too quickly. "It was an accident."
Celeste appeared at Vera's elbow, her expression carefully composed.
"You cut your hand."
Only then did Vera glance down.
A thin line of blood streaked across her palm.
"Oh."
Soraya frowned.
"Vera."
Vera looked up.
She seemed oddly distant.
Not upset.
Not embarrassed.
Disoriented.
"I'm okay."
"You don't look okay."
"I'm just tired."
"No, you're not."
The certainty in Soraya's voice surprised even her.
Because she knew tired.
She knew grief.
She knew people trying to smile through pain.
This wasn't that.
Vera looked like someone who had suddenly forgotten where she was.
It lasted only a second.
Then it vanished.
"I'm fine," Vera repeated.
The words sounded rehearsed.
Soraya handed the broom to Leon.
"Can you get this?"
Leon glanced between the four women.
"Absolutely."
He looked delighted.
Soraya narrowed her eyes.
"Not a word."
"I wasn't going to say anything."
"You literally look like you're watching reality television."
"I contain multitudes."
Ignoring him, Soraya led Vera toward an empty booth near the back of the café.
"You almost walked through a puddle of broken ceramic."
"It wasn't that dramatic."
"It absolutely was."
Vera sat.
Across the room, Elara hovered.
Celeste remained standing, arms crossed tightly over her chest.
Neither woman looked convinced.
"How long?" Celeste asked quietly.
Vera shot her a warning look.
"Celeste."
"How long?"
Soraya glanced between them.
"How long what?"
Nobody answered.
The silence stretched.
Elara twisted her hands together.
Vera looked exhausted.
Celeste looked angry.
Finally, Soraya pushed back from the table.
"Nope."
Three heads snapped toward her.
"Nope?" Elara echoed.
"You don't get to do that."
"Do what?"
"The cryptic looks. The unfinished sentences. The speaking-in-code thing."
Soraya pointed between the three of them.
"You don't get to walk back into my café after fifteen years and expect me to pretend none of this is weird."
"We know it's weird," Elara said.
"Then stop acting like you're in the middle of a conversation I wasn't invited to."
The words landed hard.
Because they weren't just about now.
They were about high school.
The sudden whispers.
The inside jokes that excluded her.
The feeling of being the last person to understand something had changed.
Vera closed her eyes.
When she opened them again, something fragile had settled there.
"We're trying."
"At what?"
A beat passed.
Then Vera said quietly, "To do better this time."
The honesty stole Soraya's next retort.
Because Vera wasn't defending herself.
She wasn't making excuses.
She sounded ashamed.
"Vera—"
The bell over the door chimed.
A teenage boy stepped into the café, looking panicked.
"Do you have a first-aid kit?"
Everyone turned.
"My little sister fell off her bike," he explained breathlessly. "She's outside."
Elara was already moving.
"I'll help."
Soraya reached beneath the counter.
"So will I."
"No," Elara said quickly.
Too quickly.
The word hung in the air.
Elara froze.
"I just..." She looked stricken. "I can handle it."
Soraya studied her.
Then handed over the first-aid kit.
"Okay."
Elara practically fled the café.
The silence she left behind felt enormous.
"She's always been like that," Vera said softly.
"What?"
"Wants to fix things."
Soraya looked through the front windows.
Outside, Elara knelt beside a little girl with a scraped knee, speaking gently while the girl's older brother hovered nearby.
Within moments, the child had stopped crying.
"You noticed that too?" Soraya asked.
Vera smiled faintly.
"We noticed everything about you."
The words slipped out before Vera seemed to realize she'd said them.
The booth went very still.
Celeste stared at the tabletop.
Soraya's pulse skipped.
"What does that mean?"
Vera looked down at her bandaged hand.
"It means..." She hesitated. "You always thought people were hard to understand."
Soraya blinked.
"You remember that?"
"You used to say everyone came with invisible instructions."
Despite herself, Soraya laughed.
"Oh my God."
"You'd get frustrated because nobody said what they meant."
"I still get frustrated."
"I know."
For one impossible moment, the years disappeared.
Three girls on a dock.
Sharing secrets.
Laughing over impossible futures.
Then Vera's smile faded.
"We should go."
Soraya frowned.
"You just got here."
"We have somewhere to be."
Celeste stood immediately.
Relief flickered across her face.
As though she'd been waiting for permission to leave.
The sight sent a ripple of unease through Soraya.
"You all look terrified."
Nobody answered.
Vera rose from the booth.
She hesitated before speaking.
"Can I ask you something?"
Soraya crossed her arms.
"You can try."
Vera looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the bookshelves.
The regulars.
The mismatched mugs.
The life Soraya had built.
Then she asked quietly:
"Have your readings changed?"
The question stole the breath from Soraya's lungs.
"What?"
"The coffee readings."
Vera's voice remained carefully neutral.
"Have they become more accurate?"
Soraya's heartbeat quickened.
How could Vera know she'd been wondering the same thing?
That lately, people had started coming back to tell her she'd been right.
Not vague right.
Specific right.
The woman who reconciled with her sister.
The teacher who got the promotion.
The widower who finally took the trip he'd been postponing for years.
Coincidences.
Probably.
Maybe.
Vera held her gaze.
"You don't have to answer."
"You already know the answer," Soraya said.
Something unreadable crossed Vera's expression.
Fear.
Hope.
Grief.
"I think I do."
"Then tell me why."
The café seemed to hold its breath.
Vera looked toward Elara outside.
Then at Celeste.
Finally, back at Soraya.
"I can't."
Anger sparked immediately.
"Then stop asking questions you won't answer."
Vera flinched.
"I'm sorry."
"You keep saying that."
"I know."
Soraya folded her arms tighter across her chest.
"Whatever is going on with you..."
She looked at all three of them.
"...I'm done being the last person to know."
For a long moment, no one moved.
Then Vera nodded.
Slowly.
As though accepting a truth she'd been avoiding.
"You're right."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You're right."
Vera's voice shook.
"We don't get to ask for your trust."
The words settled heavily between them.
"We have to earn it."
Then, before Soraya could respond, Vera turned toward the door.
Celeste followed.
Outside, Elara handed the little girl a dinosaur sticker she'd somehow produced from the first-aid kit.
The child grinned.
Elara smiled back.
For just a moment, she looked sixteen again.
The three women gathered near the sidewalk.
They spoke quietly.
Too far away for Soraya to hear.
Then Vera looked back through the café windows.
Their eyes met.
Something in Vera's expression made Soraya's stomach twist.
Not guilt.
Not exactly.
Fear.
The kind that came from watching a storm gather on the horizon.
And realizing there was nothing left to stop it.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya stared down at the coffee cup still sitting on the booth table.
Half-empty.
The dark grounds clung stubbornly to the porcelain.
Without thinking, she turned it over onto the saucer.
Waited.
Then lifted it.
A strange chill ran down her spine.
For the first time in years, the patterns meant something immediately.
Three stars.
A broken circle.
A key.
Soraya frowned.
She didn't know what any of it meant.
Only that the certainty settling in her chest felt terrifyingly familiar.
Outside, Vera stood motionless beneath the gray afternoon sky.
Then she whispered something Soraya couldn't hear.
Celeste closed her eyes.
Elara reached for Vera's hand.
And together, they walked away.
Leaving Soraya alone with a cooling cup of coffee and the uneasy realization that whatever had brought them back to Hollow Brook...
it wasn't over.
It had only just begun.
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By Wednesday morning, Soraya had decided she was imagining things.
It was the only reasonable explanation.
Coffee grounds couldn't suddenly become more accurate.
People heard what they wanted to hear all the time.
Confirmation bias existed for a reason.
The human brain loved patterns.
And if the past few days had taught her anything, it was that she was overdue for a stress-induced breakdown.
"So," Leon said as he unlocked the pastry case, "are we pretending yesterday didn't happen?"
Soraya looked up from the espresso machine.
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You have to stop saying that."
"Why?"
"Because everyone knows exactly what you're talking about."
He arranged croissants in neat rows.
"You had a confrontation with three mysterious women, one of whom dropped a mug and looked like she'd forgotten gravity existed."
"That feels dramatic."
"You're right."
Leon considered it.
"Forgotten how mugs work."
Soraya snorted despite herself.
"I'm serious."
"So am I."
He closed the pastry case.
"You okay?"
The question caught her off guard.
Not because Leon asked.
Because he asked without curiosity.
Without gossip.
Without trying to solve anything.
Just concern.
"I'm tired," she admitted.
"You want me to cover the counter?"
"No."
"You sure?"
"I need normal."
Leon nodded.
"Then let's do normal."
The bell above the door chimed.
The morning rush arrived.
And Froth & Fortune slipped into its familiar rhythm.
Coffee.
Pastries.
Conversations.
Laughter.
For several hours, Soraya almost forgot that Vera, Elara, and Celeste had returned.
Almost forgot the strange symbols she'd seen in yesterday's cup.
Almost forgot the question Vera had asked.
Have your readings changed?
At eleven-thirty, a woman Soraya recognized approached the counter.
"Mrs. Donnelly."
The older woman smiled weakly.
"Hi, sweetheart."
Soraya's own smile softened.
Mrs. Donnelly had been coming to Froth & Fortune for years.
She always ordered chamomile tea and lemon cake.
She always wore bright scarves.
And she always asked after everyone else's families before mentioning her own.
Today, she looked exhausted.
"The usual?" Soraya asked.
Mrs. Donnelly hesitated.
"Actually..." She glanced toward the stack of reading cups near the register.
"Would you mind?"
Soraya blinked.
"A reading?"
The older woman looked embarrassed.
"I know it's silly."
"It isn't silly."
Mrs. Donnelly smiled.
"My daughter says it's all nonsense."
"Your daughter also thinks oat milk tastes exactly the same as regular milk."
"She has terrible judgment."
That earned a laugh.
A few minutes later, they settled near the front windows.
The café hummed softly around them.
Mrs. Donnelly finished her coffee.
Turned the cup over.
Waited.
Then slid it toward Soraya.
Usually, Soraya looked for impressions.
Emotions.
Patterns that mirrored the conversations she'd had with people.
She wasn't predicting futures.
She was listening between the lines.
Today, the moment she touched the cup, the world narrowed.
A man.
Dark blue jacket.
Standing beneath fluorescent lights.
A bouquet of yellow tulips.
A smile.
A hospital room.
The image arrived all at once.
Sharp enough to steal her breath.
Soraya jerked her hand back.
"What is it?" Mrs. Donnelly asked.
The café noise rushed back.
Forks against plates.
The hiss of steaming milk.
Someone laughing near the bookshelves.
Normal.
Normal.
"You..." Soraya stared at the cup.
No.
This was ridiculous.
Impossible.
"You don't have to say anything."
Mrs. Donnelly's voice sounded gentle.
Soraya looked up.
And the words escaped before she could stop them.
"Your brother."
Mrs. Donnelly went still.
"What?"
"He's coming home."
Silence.
"I..."
Soraya pressed a hand against the table.
"You haven't seen him in a long time."
Mrs. Donnelly's eyes widened.
"How did you know that?"
Soraya's pulse thundered.
"He'll bring yellow tulips."
The woman's face drained of color.
"My brother hates flowers."
"I know."
The certainty terrified her.
"But he'll bring them anyway."
The café had gone quiet.
Not completely.
But enough.
Mrs. Donnelly stared at her.
"You've never met my brother."
"No."
"He's been in rehabilitation in Chicago for eight months."
Soraya couldn't breathe.
"I didn't know that."
Mrs. Donnelly looked like she might cry.
"He called this morning."
The older woman's voice shook.
"He's coming home tomorrow."
Neither woman moved.
Finally, Mrs. Donnelly whispered, "How did you know about the tulips?"
Soraya looked down at the cup.
At the dark grounds clinging to white porcelain.
"I don't know."
Mrs. Donnelly covered Soraya's hand with her own.
Whatever fear had settled over Soraya seemed absent from the older woman's expression.
Instead, there was gratitude.
Hope.
"Thank you," she said softly.
Then she stood.
Collected her purse.
And walked toward the door.
As she passed the register, Leon stared.
"What just happened?"
"I don't know."
He looked toward Mrs. Donnelly.
Then back at Soraya.
"You look like you saw a ghost."
"I feel like one."
The bell above the door chimed.
Soraya looked up.
Vera stood in the entrance.
Of course she did.
The moment their eyes met, Vera knew.
The color drained from her face.
She crossed the café in seconds.
"What happened?"
The urgency in her voice sent a ripple of irritation through Soraya.
"You don't get to ask me that."
"What happened?"
The question came again.
Less careful this time.
Less controlled.
Soraya glanced around the café.
At Leon.
At the lingering customers pretending not to listen.
Then back at Vera.
"I knew things."
Vera's expression shuttered.
"What things?"
"I knew someone's brother was coming home."
Vera closed her eyes.
"Vera."
"I need you to answer me."
Soraya's voice dropped.
"What's happening to me?"
Vera opened her eyes.
Fear lived there.
Not for herself.
For Soraya.
Across the room, Elara had appeared in the doorway.
Celeste just behind her.
All three women looked like they'd arrived expecting disaster.
And maybe they had.
"Tell me the truth."
Vera stared at her.
For one terrible second, Soraya thought she'd refuse.
Instead, Vera asked quietly,
"Did it feel different?"
Soraya swallowed.
"Yes."
"Did you know?"
"Yes."
"Absolutely?"
"Yes."
Vera looked down.
Then at Elara.
Then at Celeste.
The three women exchanged a glance that made Soraya's skin crawl.
Not because it was secretive.
Because it looked inevitable.
Vera turned back to her.
The grief in her expression felt ancient.
"We're running out of time."
The words settled heavily between them.
Soraya's heartbeat quickened.
"What does that mean?"
Vera hesitated.
Then:
"It means..."
Her voice cracked.
"...we should have come back sooner."
And for the first time since Vera Blackwood had walked back into Froth & Fortune, Soraya wondered if the worst thing these women had done wasn't leaving.
Maybe it was waiting until now to return.
Chapter Nine
Vera left without answering.
Which, Soraya thought as she aggressively polished already-clean mugs, should have been illegal.
"You can't tell someone you're running out of time and then leave," she muttered.
Leon glanced up from restocking tea tins.
"I feel like there are several laws against that."
"It's emotional entrapment."
"I'm not sure that's enforceable."
"It should be."
He nodded solemnly.
"You should run for office."
"I don't have the temperament."
"You threatened a coffee mug fifteen minutes ago."
"It knew what it did."
Leon wisely chose not to respond.
Outside, rain drifted against the café windows in a steady spring rhythm.
Inside, Froth & Fortune moved through its afternoon lull.
Mrs. Donnelly had gone home.
The students hadn't yet arrived.
A pair of retirees debated crossword clues near the fireplace.
Ordinary.
The world stubbornly refusing to stop simply because Soraya's life had become increasingly impossible.
Her phone buzzed.
Isaiah:
How's your day?
Soraya stared at the screen.
Then typed:
Do you think emotional entrapment should be illegal?
The response came almost immediately.
Isaiah:
How bad is it?
Despite herself, she smiled.
Medium bad.
Three dots appeared.
Disappeared.
Reappeared.
Isaiah:
Do you want company tonight?
Not:
What happened?
Not:
Tell me everything.
Just:
Do you want company?
Soraya's throat tightened.
Always.
She tucked her phone into her apron.
Then looked up.
And froze.
Vera sat at the corner table.
Celeste sat across from her.
Elara sat beside the window.
They hadn't left.
Apparently, they'd merely relocated.
The three women looked equally miserable.
Soraya marched toward them.
"No."
Three heads lifted.
"No?" Elara echoed.
"No more dramatic exits."
Vera blinked.
"What?"
"You don't get to tell me we're running out of time and then hide in the corner of my café."
"We weren't hiding," Celeste said.
"You absolutely were."
"We were discussing—"
"I don't care."
The words came sharper than intended.
"Actually, that's not true."
She planted both hands on the table.
"I care very much."
The three women fell silent.
Good.
"Someone explain what's happening."
Vera looked exhausted.
Elara looked panicked.
Celeste looked trapped.
Finally, Celeste spoke.
"We can't."
"Can't or won't?"
Celeste hesitated.
The distinction mattered.
"We don't agree."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
Elara immediately looked horrified.
"Celeste—"
"No."
Celeste folded her hands.
For the first time since returning to Hollow Brook, the polished certainty she'd worn like armor seemed cracked.
"No more pretending we're united."
The café noise faded around them.
Vera closed her eyes.
"Celeste."
"We owe her honesty."
"You think honesty is a good idea now?" Vera snapped.
The sharpness in her voice startled everyone.
Including Vera.
Silence followed.
Heavy and unfamiliar.
Because Soraya had never seen them like this.
At sixteen, they had moved like a constellation.
Different personalities.
Different strengths.
Always together.
Now they looked fractured.
Elara stared at the table.
"We promised."
"We made that promise fifteen years ago," Celeste said quietly.
"It still matters."
"Does it?"
Soraya crossed her arms.
"What promise?"
Nobody answered.
Her frustration surged.
"Unbelievable."
Vera rubbed both hands over her face.
"Celeste thinks we should tell you everything."
Celeste met Soraya's gaze.
"I do."
Elara looked stricken.
"I don't think she's ready."
"You don't know what she's ready for," Celeste replied.
"I know what happened last time."
The words landed like a stone in still water.
Last time.
Soraya's pulse jumped.
Vera stood abruptly.
"Stop."
"No."
Celeste's composure finally cracked.
"No."
She looked directly at Soraya.
"We came back because something is changing."
Vera flinched.
Elara looked close to tears.
But Celeste continued.
"We felt it months ago."
Soraya's heartbeat quickened.
"Felt what?"
Celeste opened her mouth.
Then stopped.
Closed it again.
Pain crossed her face.
"I can't."
The anger came fast.
Hot.
"Then why start?"
"Because you deserve better than half-truths."
The answer sounded sincere.
Which somehow made everything worse.
Vera sat back down heavily.
"We're trying."
Soraya laughed.
It wasn't a happy sound.
"You keep saying that."
"It's true."
"Then try harder."
The words slipped out before she could soften them.
Vera absorbed the blow without argument.
Across the table, Elara wiped quietly at her eyes.
"I know this doesn't matter," she whispered.
"But we never stopped caring about you."
Soraya's chest tightened painfully.
"Then why leave?"
Nobody answered.
Again.
Of course.
Finally, Celeste looked up.
"The answer to that question isn't simple."
"Then make it simple."
"You can't."
"Try."
Celeste's expression softened.
And for the first time, Soraya understood that certainty had always been a performance.
A shield.
Because the woman sitting across from her looked tired.
Older.
Human.
"We thought we were doing the right thing."
The answer settled heavily between them.
Soraya shook her head.
"I don't know if I believe that anymore."
Celeste looked down.
"You shouldn't."
Silence.
Outside, the rain intensified.
Inside, someone dropped a spoon near the pastry case.
Life continued.
Finally, Vera spoke.
"So what happens now?"
Soraya looked at the three women who had once been the center of her universe.
The girls who became strangers.
The strangers who had become something else entirely.
"I don't know."
It was the truth.
"I don't know what this is."
Her voice softened.
"I don't know what you want from me."
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
Elara looked away.
Celeste closed her eyes.
Because all three of them knew the answer to that question.
And none of them were brave enough to say it.
Not yet.
Soraya pushed away from the table.
"You figure out what you're willing to tell me."
She glanced at Vera.
Then Elara.
Then Celeste.
"And I'll figure out whether I still want to hear it."
She turned and walked back toward the counter.
Behind her, the silence stretched.
Then Leon appeared at her side.
"How bad is it?"
Soraya stared at the rain streaking down the windows.
At the reflection of three women sitting together at a table.
At the life she'd built around the absence they had left behind.
Finally, she answered.
"I think they're afraid."
Leon followed her gaze.
"Of what?"
Soraya thought of Vera's face when she'd asked about the coffee readings.
Of Celeste's insistence.
Of Elara's tears.
Of the promise they apparently still carried.
Then she looked down at her hands.
At the hands that had held thousands of coffee cups.
Thousands of stories.
Thousands of people.
"I think," she said quietly, "they're afraid of something they think is already happening."
And for the first time since this all began, Soraya wondered if the question wasn't simply why the HSBs had come back.
But what they believed they were about to lose if they hadn't.
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The first thing Isaiah noticed was the tea kettle.
"You made tea."
Soraya glanced up from the kitchen table.
"So?"
"You don't drink tea when you're stressed."
"I drink tea all the time."
"You drink tea when you're sick."
He loosened his tie and set his keys in the ceramic bowl by the door.
"You drink coffee when you're stressed."
Soraya narrowed her eyes.
"You make me sound very predictable."
"You alphabetized the spice cabinet twice last week."
"That was one time."
"You labeled the shelves."
"It felt efficient."
Isaiah pressed his lips together.
"I love you."
"You say that like it's an apology."
"Sometimes it is."
Despite herself, Soraya smiled.
The apartment above Froth & Fortune wrapped around them in familiar comfort. The windows over the sink glowed with the fading gold of early evening. Somewhere downstairs, Leon was finishing the closing checklist.
Normal.
Safe.
She wanted to stay here forever.
Isaiah crossed the kitchen and kissed the top of her head.
"How bad was today?"
Soraya looked down at the untouched mug in front of her.
"Do you ever think everyone around you knows something you don't?"
Isaiah stilled.
Only for a moment.
Then he pulled out the chair across from her.
"What happened?"
She hesitated.
Then told him.
Mrs. Donnelly.
The yellow tulips.
Vera's reaction.
The arguments between the HSBs.
The way Celeste had said something was changing.
Isaiah listened without interruption.
He always did.
When she finished, silence settled between them.
Finally, she asked, "Do you think I'm losing my mind?"
His answer came immediately.
"No."
"You didn't even think about it."
"I don't need to."
"What if stress is making me imagine things?"
Isaiah looked at her steadily.
"Soraya."
"What?"
"You've spent years helping people see themselves clearly."
"That isn't the same thing."
"No."
He reached across the table and wrapped his fingers around hers.
"It isn't."
The warmth of his hand grounded her.
"What if they're right?" she whispered.
"About what?"
"That something is changing."
The question lingered between them.
Isaiah looked down at their joined hands.
Then back at her.
"How afraid are you?"
The answer surprised her.
"Not very."
His brows lifted.
"Really?"
She thought about it.
About the certainty she'd felt holding Mrs. Donnelly's cup.
About the symbols in the coffee grounds.
About Vera's frightened expression.
"I'm more angry than afraid."
Isaiah's mouth curved slightly.
"That sounds like you."
"I don't like being left out."
"I know."
"I don't like feeling manipulated."
"I know."
"And I really don't like people making decisions for me."
At that, something flickered across Isaiah's face.
Gone almost before she could identify it.
Grief.
"You shouldn't," he said quietly.
Soraya studied him.
"You really don't like Vera."
The corner of his mouth twitched.
"I didn't say that."
"You don't have to."
"I don't dislike her."
"You absolutely dislike her."
"I think she's hurt someone I love."
The simplicity of the answer stole her breath.
"You've never even met high school Vera."
"No."
Isaiah's thumb brushed across the back of her hand.
"But I've lived with the aftermath."
Tears pricked unexpectedly behind her eyes.
Because he had.
He'd known the version of Soraya who brushed off questions about high school.
The version who changed the subject whenever old classmates came up.
The version who pretended she didn't care.
He'd seen the scars she'd hidden so well she'd almost convinced herself they weren't there.
"You know," she said softly, "I don't even know if I miss them."
Isaiah was quiet for a long moment.
"I think," he said carefully, "it's possible to miss who people were and still be angry about who they became."
She blinked.
"When did you get wise?"
"I married a woman who runs coffee readings."
"That's fair."
Silence settled around them again.
Comfortable.
Familiar.
Eventually, Soraya squeezed his hand.
"Do you think people deserve second chances?"
Isaiah looked at her for so long she almost repeated the question.
Then he asked, "Do you?"
The answer came before she could stop it.
"Yes."
He smiled sadly.
"Then maybe other people do too."
She looked down at their hands.
"I don't know if I'm ready."
"You don't have to decide tonight."
The words should have reassured her.
Instead, she noticed the way Isaiah's voice tightened.
The way he stared at the untouched tea.
The way his gaze lingered on her face as though trying to memorize it.
"Isaiah?"
"Hm?"
"Is there something you're not telling me?"
The question landed softly between them.
He froze.
Only for a second.
Then he smiled.
It was warm.
Familiar.
Completely believable.
"I'm worried about you."
"That's not what I asked."
"I know."
He stood and carried both mugs to the sink.
The conversation, somehow, had ended.
Soraya watched him.
The steady line of his shoulders.
The careful way he rinsed the cups.
The man who knew where the cumin belonged.
The man who had built a life with her.
The man she trusted more than anyone.
"Isaiah?"
He looked over his shoulder.
"What?"
"If something was happening to me..."
His expression softened immediately.
"You'd tell me, right?"
For a moment, the kitchen became unbearably quiet.
Then Isaiah turned off the water.
Dried his hands.
Walked back across the room.
He knelt beside her chair and rested his forehead against hers.
"I love you," he said.
It wasn't an answer.
Soraya knew that.
The realization settled heavily in her chest.
Slowly, she wrapped her arms around him.
"I love you too."
Outside, rain tapped softly against the apartment windows.
Downstairs, Froth & Fortune sat dark and waiting for morning.
And in the quiet of their kitchen, Soraya held the man she trusted most in the world and wondered—for the very first time—whether love and secrecy could survive each other.
Upstairs, Isaiah closed his eyes.
And held her a little tighter.
Chapter Eleven
By Thursday morning, Soraya had decided she was finished being patient.
It wasn't a decision she came to lightly.
Patience had served her well over the years.
Patience with customers who ordered six complicated drinks during the morning rush.
Patience with Leon when he insisted puns were an underappreciated art form.
Patience with vendors who forgot deliveries and teenagers who forgot wallets and tourists who couldn't decide between blueberry muffins and lemon scones.
Patience had built Froth & Fortune.
Patience had helped her survive.
But patience, she was beginning to suspect, had its limits.
Especially when everyone around her seemed to know something she didn't.
"You're angry baking."
Leon glanced up from the register as Soraya slid a tray of cranberry-orange scones into the oven with enough force to rattle the rack.
"I'm baking."
"You added extra cinnamon."
"I like cinnamon."
"You only use extra cinnamon when you're trying not to commit crimes."
Soraya straightened.
"That's an outrageous accusation."
Leon nodded thoughtfully.
"So we're at felony levels."
"Leon."
"Just trying to assess the situation."
Despite herself, she laughed.
It faded quickly.
Because the knot in her stomach had been there since she'd opened the café.
Since Vera's tears.
Since Celeste's almost-confession.
Since Isaiah had answered a direct question with I love you.
Everyone was worried.
No one was honest.
She was tired of it.
The bell above the front door chimed.
Soraya looked up automatically.
Vera froze in the doorway.
Elara stopped just behind her.
Celeste stood a step farther back.
The three of them seemed to realize, all at once, that Soraya had been expecting them.
The problem was, they had mistaken her expression.
She wasn't relieved.
She wasn't curious.
She was done.
"Back booth," Soraya said.
Vera blinked.
"What?"
"The back booth."
"Soraya—"
"No."
The single word stopped them.
"You don't get to set the terms anymore."
The café around them continued as usual.
The retired teachers near the windows argued over crossword clues.
A toddler laughed from somewhere near the pastry case.
Milk steamed behind the counter.
Life moved on.
But something had shifted.
For the first time since Vera walked back into Froth & Fortune, Soraya wasn't reacting.
She was choosing.
The four women slid into the booth.
No one touched their coffee.
Soraya folded her hands on the table.
"I'm going to ask questions."
Vera nodded slowly.
"Okay."
"If you don't answer them, that's your choice."
Elara looked hopeful.
Celeste looked wary.
"But if you don't answer them," Soraya continued, "you don't get to be surprised when I stop listening."
Silence settled over the table.
Finally, Celeste spoke.
"That's fair."
Soraya glanced at her.
"First question."
She took a breath.
"Did you know each other before me?"
The three women exchanged a look.
Not guilt.
Memory.
"Yes," Vera said quietly.
"We did."
The answer hurt more than she'd expected.
"How long?"
"Years."
Soraya stared down at her hands.
"So I was the outsider."
"No," Elara said immediately.
"You weren't."
"It felt like it."
Elara's eyes filled with tears.
"I know."
Soraya swallowed.
"Second question."
She looked directly at Vera.
"When we became friends..."
The word caught in her throat.
"...was any of it real?"
Vera's expression shattered.
"Soraya."
"Was it?"
"Yes."
The answer came so quickly that it almost startled her.
"Every sleepover," Vera whispered.
"Every movie night."
Elara wiped at her eyes.
"The dock."
"The fundraiser."
Celeste's voice was quiet.
"Helping you study for calculus."
"I hated calculus."
"You were very vocal about it."
A startled laugh escaped Soraya before she could stop it.
The sound cracked something open inside all of them.
Because they remembered.
Not just the betrayal.
The love before it.
The friendship.
The ordinary moments.
Soraya looked at Vera.
"You don't get to lie to me."
"I'm not."
"Were you my friend?"
Vera's voice broke.
"You were my best friend."
The words landed between them.
Heavy.
Unavoidable.
Soraya closed her eyes.
She'd spent fifteen years rewriting the story.
Telling herself it had all been fake.
That none of it mattered.
It had been easier that way.
Cleaner.
Now Vera was asking her to accept something infinitely messier.
That they had loved her.
And hurt her anyway.
"Third question."
She opened her eyes.
"Why are you back?"
The entire booth went still.
Vera looked down.
Elara twisted her napkin.
Celeste stared at the untouched coffee in front of her.
Finally, Celeste lifted her gaze.
"We can't answer that."
Anger flashed hot and immediate.
"Then we're done."
Vera's head snapped up.
"What?"
"You heard me."
Soraya pushed away from the table.
"I'm done."
"You don't mean that."
"Don't tell me what I mean."
Tears filled Vera's eyes.
"Soraya, please."
"No."
Her voice trembled.
Not with uncertainty.
With grief.
"I asked you if our friendship was real."
She looked at all three women.
"You answered."
"I asked if you knew each other before me."
"You answered."
"I asked why you're here."
Silence.
Again.
Always silence.
"I can't keep doing this."
The hurt on Vera's face nearly undid her.
"We're trying."
"I know."
Soraya's expression softened.
And somehow that made it worse.
"I know you are."
The booth fell quiet.
Then, after a long moment, Soraya picked up the untouched cup sitting nearest her.
Without thinking, she turned it over onto the saucer.
Waited.
Lifted it.
The grounds clung stubbornly to porcelain.
A doorway.
A candle.
Three figures standing at its threshold.
Waiting.
Soraya inhaled sharply.
The image settled into her bones with impossible certainty.
Not prediction.
Recognition.
Across the table, Vera went pale.
"What do you see?"
Soraya looked up.
The question had changed.
It wasn't curiosity anymore.
It was fear.
She met Vera's gaze.
"You already know."
For the first time since returning to Hollow Brook, Vera looked completely unguarded.
And completely terrified.
Outside, rain began to fall against the café windows.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya set the cup back onto the table with shaking hands.
She still didn't know why they had come back.
She still didn't know what they were hiding.
But for the first time, she understood one thing with absolute certainty.
Whatever answer they were refusing to give her...
it had already begun.
[bookmark: _heading=h.sz93r9tk6m2g]Chapter Twelve
Friday evenings at Froth & Fortune were loud.
By six o'clock, every table had been claimed.
The book club argued over plot twists near the fireplace.
Teenagers crowded around the board games stacked beneath the front windows.
Someone's toddler had discovered the joy of repeatedly dropping crayons onto the floor.
Leon called it "community."
Soraya called it "beautiful chaos."
Tonight, it felt like camouflage.
She moved through the café on instinct.
Refilling cups.
Delivering pastries.
Smiling when appropriate.
All while acutely aware of the three women seated in the corner booth.
Waiting.
Vera wasn't reading.
Elara wasn't grading papers.
Celeste wasn't pretending to work on her laptop.
They were simply there.
Watching.
The awareness settled beneath Soraya's skin like a splinter.
By closing time, her patience had worn dangerously thin.
Leon flipped the sign on the front door.
CLOSED.
The last customers filtered out with cheerful goodbyes and promises to return in the morning.
The familiar ritual usually brought Soraya peace.
Tonight, it brought resolve.
She turned toward the corner booth.
"Don't leave."
Three pairs of eyes lifted.
Vera hesitated.
"We weren't planning to."
"Good."
Soraya untied her apron.
"We're finishing this conversation."
The café had never seemed so quiet.
Without customers, the hum of the refrigerators felt louder.
Rain tapped softly against the windows.
The scent of coffee lingered in the air.
Soraya sat across from them.
No one reached for their drinks.
No one pretended this was normal.
"You said something was changing."
Vera nodded slowly.
"Yes."
"You said you tried to stop it."
A flicker of pain crossed Elara's face.
"Yes."
"You said you don't think you can anymore."
Celeste looked down.
"Yes."
Soraya folded her hands.
"Then explain."
Silence.
Then Vera said, "We can't explain everything."
Soraya stood immediately.
"Nope."
"Soraya—"
"No."
The word cracked through the empty café.
"You don't get to do this anymore."
She looked at each of them in turn.
"You don't get to decide what I can handle."
Elara's eyes filled.
"We're trying to protect you."
The room stilled.
The words landed badly.
Protect.
The same justification people always used when they made choices for someone else.
Soraya laughed once.
Sharp and humorless.
"I didn't ask you to."
Vera flinched.
Celeste closed her eyes.
"You deserve the truth," Celeste said quietly.
"Then tell me."
"We can't tell you all of it."
The frustration that had been simmering for weeks finally broke free.
"Then tell me something."
Soraya's voice trembled.
Not with fear.
With fury.
"Because I'm tired."
She looked down at her hands.
"Tired of everyone treating me like an afterthought in my own life."
The words echoed through the café.
Nobody spoke.
"I have spent fifteen years rebuilding myself."
She met Vera's gaze.
"I built this place."
Elara's.
"I built a family."
Celeste's.
"I built a life."
Her voice softened.
"And all of you walked back into it carrying secrets."
Tears slipped down Elara's cheeks.
Vera looked shattered.
Celeste stared at the tabletop.
Finally, Vera whispered, "You're right."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You're right."
Vera's voice cracked.
"We don't get to ask for your trust."
The sincerity in it nearly undid her.
"We lost that."
The rain outside intensified.
The sound filled the silence between them.
Then Celeste inhaled slowly.
"There are things in this world most people don't know exist."
Soraya's pulse quickened.
"We've spent our lives believing those things should stay hidden."
Elara wiped her eyes.
"We thought we were doing the right thing."
The familiar phrase sparked immediate anger.
"You keep saying that."
"I know."
Elara's voice trembled.
"But sometimes people make terrible choices because they're afraid."
The café seemed to shrink around them.
Vera looked directly at Soraya.
"We were afraid then."
Soraya swallowed.
"And now?"
The question lingered.
For a long moment, no one answered.
Then Vera said softly,
"Now we're afraid because something has started."
The certainty in her voice stole the breath from Soraya's lungs.
"What started?"
Vera glanced toward the coffee cups stacked behind the counter.
"The readings."
Elara looked at the cup Soraya had abandoned near the register.
"The symbols."
Celeste met Soraya's gaze.
"The things you know without knowing how."
Soraya's heartbeat thundered.
"You think this has happened before."
Vera's expression shifted.
Recognition.
Grief.
Fear.
"Yes."
The single syllable settled heavily in the quiet café.
"And you think it's happening to me."
"Yes."
The answer came from all three of them.
No hesitation.
No disagreement.
The unanimity frightened her more than anything else had.
"What happens next?"
Nobody moved.
Then Celeste spoke.
"We don't know."
Soraya stared.
"You don't know?"
"We know pieces," Celeste admitted.
"We know patterns."
"We know what happened before," Vera added.
"But this..."
Elara's voice cracked.
"This has never happened exactly like this."
The confession changed something.
For the first time, they didn't sound like women with all the answers.
They sounded lost.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the bookshelves and mismatched mugs.
At the bulletin board layered with community announcements.
At the place she'd built with her own two hands.
She had spent years creating certainty.
Now uncertainty sat across from her in the faces of the people she'd once loved most.
"What if I don't want this?" she whispered.
The question barely reached the space between them.
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
"Then we'll figure that out too."
Soraya searched her face.
For manipulation.
For obligation.
For expectation.
Instead, she found only sorrow.
"You don't even know what this is," Soraya said.
"No," Vera admitted.
"Not all of it."
The honesty felt terrifying.
Because if Vera didn't know...
if Celeste didn't know...
if Elara didn't know...
then no one did.
The rain softened outside.
The café settled around them.
Familiar.
Beloved.
Fragile.
Finally, Soraya stood.
She looked at the women who had once been her whole world.
The women who had broken her heart.
The women who had returned carrying fear in their eyes.
"I don't trust you."
The truth hung heavily in the air.
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"But I don't trust this either."
She glanced toward the coffee cups behind the counter.
Toward the strange certainty that had begun settling beneath her skin.
Toward the feeling that her life was quietly shifting beneath her feet.
"I need answers."
This time, when she spoke, her voice didn't shake.
"I deserve answers."
Celeste straightened.
Elara wiped away tears.
Vera held her gaze.
"Then we'll help you find them."
Soraya looked at them for a long moment.
Then, slowly, she nodded.
Not forgiveness.
Not trust.
Not reconciliation.
A choice.
The first one she'd been given in a very long time.
Outside, the rain finally stopped.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya glanced toward the darkened windows and caught her own reflection staring back at her.
For weeks, she'd been asking why these women had returned.
Now, another question took its place.
Not:
Why are they here?
But:
Who was I before they decided what my life should become?
And for the first time since Vera Blackwood walked back into her café, Soraya made a decision that belonged entirely to her.
She would find out.
No matter what the truth cost.
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Saturday mornings had always belonged to regulars.
By seven-thirty, Mrs. Alvarez was settled into her usual armchair with a mystery novel and a cinnamon roll.
At eight, the running club burst through the doors demanding iced coffees regardless of the weather.
By nine, the book exchange shelf needed reorganizing because someone inevitably ignored the alphabetization system.
Normally, Soraya found comfort in the predictability.
Today, she found herself watching people.
Really watching.
Noticing the way Mrs. Alvarez smiled at photographs of her grandchildren.
The way a college student twisted the sleeve of his cup before making difficult phone calls.
The way exhaustion settled into the shoulders of a new mother trying to soothe a fussy baby.
People carried entire worlds inside them.
They always had.
The difference was that lately, Soraya wasn't just noticing.
She was knowing.
"You've been staring at that guy for five minutes."
Leon slid beside her at the espresso machine.
"What guy?"
"The one pretending not to cry into his blueberry muffin."
Soraya glanced toward the corner table.
A man in his late forties sat alone, shoulders rigid.
Without thinking, she said, "His daughter got accepted into graduate school."
Leon blinked.
"What?"
"He thinks she doesn't need him anymore."
The words left her mouth with the same certainty she'd felt with Mrs. Donnelly.
She froze.
Across the café, the man lowered his head into his hands.
His shoulders shook.
A moment later, his phone rang.
He answered.
Then laughed through tears.
"My baby got into Yale," he said loudly enough for nearby customers to hear.
Leon slowly turned toward Soraya.
"You have got to stop doing that."
"I don't know how."
"You know that somehow makes it worse."
Soraya stared down at the milk pitcher in her hand.
"It's not like before."
"No kidding."
Before, she'd listened.
Observed.
Connected dots.
Now it felt like someone whispering answers just beyond the edge of her thoughts.
Not loud.
Not overwhelming.
Simply...there.
The bell above the front door chimed.
Vera looked up from the corner booth immediately.
Elara stopped grading papers.
Celeste closed her laptop.
Three heads turned toward Soraya.
They'd seen it too.
The man at the corner table waved his phone triumphantly.
"My daughter's going to Yale!"
The café erupted into applause.
Someone bought him another muffin.
Mrs. Alvarez cried.
Leon muttered, "I miss when my biggest concern was whether the blueberry scones would sell."
Soraya wiped her hands on her apron.
"I'm going upstairs."
"What?"
"I need to think."
She climbed the narrow staircase two steps at a time.
The apartment above Froth & Fortune greeted her with familiar stillness.
Plants crowded the windowsills.
Books lined the shelves.
The tea mug from Thursday still sat near the sink.
She crossed to the hallway closet.
Knelt.
Pulled open the storage box tucked behind winter blankets.
Yearbooks.
Programs.
Photographs.
Evidence.
She hadn't looked at any of it in years.
The first yearbook opened easily.
Sixteen-year-old Soraya smiled up at her from school portraits.
A girl with untamed curls and unguarded eyes.
The girl she'd spent fifteen years trying not to miss.
Her fingers traced familiar signatures.
Never change.
Love you forever.
See you at graduation.
Then—
HSB.
Three initials drawn inside a heart.
She frowned.
The page turned.
Elara's handwriting.
Thank you for teaching me that kindness isn't weakness.
Celeste's.
I know you hate calculus. I still expect you to pass.
Then Vera.
Soraya stopped breathing.
You make people feel like home.
No jokes.
No promises.
No dramatic declarations.
Just six words.
You make people feel like home.
A knock sounded at the apartment door.
She nearly jumped.
"Soraya?"
Vera.
Of course.
Soraya considered pretending not to hear.
Instead, she opened the door.
Vera's gaze immediately dropped to the yearbook.
"Oh."
"You wrote this."
Vera looked down at the page.
A complicated expression crossed her face.
"I forgot about that."
"You forgot?"
"I forgot I'd written it."
Soraya held up the book.
"You make people feel like home."
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
"I was sixteen."
"Was it true?"
The question came out softer than she'd intended.
Not angry.
Not accusing.
Simply wondering.
Vera looked directly at her.
"It still is."
Silence stretched between them.
"You don't have to answer this," Soraya said quietly.
Vera's brows furrowed.
"But I think you should know something."
"What?"
Soraya looked down at the yearbook.
At the girl she'd once been.
At the friendships she'd mourned.
"I don't know who I was before all of this."
Vera's face crumpled.
"You were you."
"That's not an answer."
"It is."
Vera stepped into the apartment.
Careful.
As if entering sacred ground.
"You were stubborn."
A watery smile appeared.
"You argued with teachers."
"I argued with unfair teachers."
"You made strangers feel important."
"You keep saying that."
"Because it's true."
Vera's voice softened.
"You made us better."
Soraya looked away.
"I don't know what to do with that."
"You don't have to."
For a moment, neither woman spoke.
Then Soraya asked the question she'd been carrying since opening the yearbook.
"If all of this had never happened..."
Vera stilled.
"...would you still have chosen me as your friend?"
The answer came immediately.
"Every time."
The certainty in Vera's voice cracked something open inside her.
Because Soraya had spent years believing she had imagined it.
The sleepovers.
The dock.
The inside jokes.
The belonging.
Now Vera was asking her to believe an even more complicated truth.
That friendship had been real.
And betrayal had been real too.
Downstairs, laughter drifted upward from the café.
Life continuing.
Customers ordering coffee.
Leon probably telling terrible jokes.
Soraya looked down at the yearbook still open in her hands.
Then back at Vera.
"I don't know if I forgive you."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"But I think..."
She hesitated.
"I think I want to remember."
Tears slipped down Vera's face.
"Okay."
Not forgiveness.
Not absolution.
Just memory.
Outside the apartment windows, Hollow Brook carried on with its ordinary Saturday afternoon.
Inside, Soraya closed the yearbook and pressed her palm against its worn cover.
For fifteen years, she'd believed understanding the truth meant uncovering what had been taken from her.
Now, for the first time, she wondered if it also meant reclaiming what had been real.
And downstairs, three untouched coffee cups sat cooling on a corner table.
Waiting.
Just like the women who had returned.
Just like the answers Soraya had finally decided to seek.
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Sunday afternoons belonged to cleaning.
It wasn't Soraya's favorite part of owning Froth & Fortune, but there was something satisfying about restoring order after a busy weekend.
Chairs were pushed back into place.
Counters wiped down.
Pastry cases polished.
The familiar rhythm soothed her.
At least, it usually did.
Today, she found herself staring at the stack of yearbooks she'd carried downstairs from the apartment.
"You've been on the same page for twenty minutes."
Leon balanced a tray of clean mugs against his hip.
"I'm reading."
"You've memorized that page."
Soraya looked down.
He wasn't wrong.
The yearbook lay open to a candid photograph from junior year.
Four girls sitting cross-legged on a gymnasium floor.
Elara laughing.
Celeste rolling her eyes.
Vera looking toward Soraya.
Soraya herself caught mid-sentence, hands moving animatedly.
She looked happy.
Unguarded.
Young.
"I don't remember this picture being taken," she said quietly.
Leon glanced over her shoulder.
"You had excellent hair."
"That's your contribution?"
"I'm trying to be supportive."
She smiled despite herself.
Then the bell above the café door chimed.
The shop wasn't technically open.
They'd locked the front doors an hour ago.
Soraya looked up.
Vera stood outside holding a cardboard bakery box.
She lifted it awkwardly.
"Bribery," Leon guessed.
"Go away."
"You're very hostile for someone who owns a café."
"You don't have to work here."
"You say that every week."
Leon disappeared into the kitchen.
Traitor.
Soraya unlocked the door.
Vera stepped inside.
"I brought lemon bars."
Soraya stared at the box.
"You think baked goods fix betrayal?"
"No."
Vera hesitated.
"I think lemon bars are your favorite."
The answer stole the breath from her lungs.
She'd forgotten that.
Or maybe she'd convinced herself no one else remembered.
"You still remember that?"
Vera's expression softened.
"You hated chocolate."
"I don't hate chocolate."
"You said it was overrated."
"It is overrated."
A smile tugged at Vera's mouth.
"You used to say vanilla was unfairly underestimated."
The corner of Soraya's mouth lifted before she could stop it.
"I stand by that."
For a brief moment, something eased between them.
Then Soraya glanced toward the yearbook.
The silence returned.
Vera followed her gaze.
"Oh."
Soraya folded her arms.
"Tell me about the dock."
Vera froze.
"What?"
"The dock."
The old wooden structure behind Hollow Brook High that had appeared in fragments of memory.
"You all keep mentioning it."
Vera's eyes dropped to the photograph.
"What do you want to know?"
"What happened there?"
Vera looked up.
Everything in her expression softened.
"Everything."
Soraya frowned.
"What does that mean?"
"It means..." Vera sat carefully across from her. "It was ours."
The café settled around them.
The quiet hum of refrigerators.
The scent of coffee lingering in the air.
Vera looked toward the rain-speckled windows.
"We found it sophomore year."

The dock sat behind the old football field, tucked beside the lake where no one bothered to go.
Elara discovered it first.
Celeste declared it structurally unsound.
You brought blankets anyway.
You always brought blankets.
Vera had arrived with contraband snacks.
You'd looked at all three of us and said:
"If we're going to be best friends, we need headquarters."
Elara cried.
Celeste said that wasn't how friendship worked.
You informed her she lacked imagination.
By the end of the week, the dock belonged to us.
You studied there.
Complained about calculus there.
Talked Elara through panic attacks there.
Listened to Vera complain about authority.
Convinced Celeste that rules weren't always right.
You made us dream there.
"What kind of dreams?" Soraya asked softly.
Vera smiled.
"You wanted a coffee shop."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You wanted a place where people didn't have to earn belonging."
The words settled heavily between them.
"Elara wanted to teach."
"Celeste wanted certainty."
"Did she say that?"
"No."
Vera's smile turned wistful.
"But she color-coded her future plans."
That sounded exactly like Celeste.
"And you?"
The question slipped out before Soraya could stop it.
Vera hesitated.
Then laughed quietly.
"I wanted to leave Hollow Brook."
"What changed?"
Vera looked directly at her.
"You."
The answer landed somewhere deep and painful.
"That's not fair."
"I know."
Silence settled over the café.
Finally, Soraya asked the question she'd been avoiding.
"If it was so real..."
Her voice cracked.
"...how did you leave?"
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
The smile disappeared.
"I don't know."
The honesty hurt more than excuses.
"I ask myself that every day."
Soraya looked down at the yearbook.
At the photograph of four girls who believed friendship could survive anything.
Maybe they'd been naïve.
Maybe they'd been young.
Or maybe they'd simply been wrong.
"You know what the worst part is?" Soraya whispered.
Vera shook her head.
"I missed you."
Tears spilled freely down Vera's face.
"I know."
"I hated myself for it."
"I know."
"You broke my heart."
The words finally entered the space between them.
Simple.
Undeniable.
Vera pressed a hand over her mouth.
"I'm sorry."
This time, Soraya didn't stop her.
Because the apology wasn't trying to erase what happened.
It wasn't asking for forgiveness.
It simply acknowledged the damage.
Outside, evening settled over Hollow Brook.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya looked at the lemon bars sitting untouched between them.
"You still think lemon bars solve everything?"
Vera let out a shaky laugh through tears.
"No."
A pause.
"But I hoped they might help."
Soraya looked at the woman sitting across from her.
The girl she'd loved like family.
The woman who'd shattered that trust.
The stranger who had returned carrying secrets and regret.
Then she opened the bakery box.
Cut one lemon bar in half.
And slid the larger piece across the table.
It wasn't forgiveness.
It wasn't reconciliation.
It wasn't trust.
But it was something.
And for now, something felt like enough.
Later that evening, after Vera had gone home and Leon had finished locking up, Soraya stood alone behind the counter.
The yearbook remained open beside the register.
Four girls on a dock.
Laughing.
Dreaming.
Believing.
She traced the edge of the photograph with her fingertips.
For fifteen years, she'd remembered only the ending.
Now, slowly, painfully, she was beginning to remember the beginning.
And somehow, that hurt even more.
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By Thursday evening, Froth & Fortune was standing room only.
Coffee-reading nights had always drawn a crowd, but word had spread over the past few weeks.
Mrs. Donnelly had told everyone about her brother and the yellow tulips.
The father whose daughter got into Yale had become something of a local celebrity.
A woman from the gardening club swore Soraya had predicted the exact week her tomatoes would finally thrive.
Soraya had tried explaining that coffee grounds weren't magic.
No one listened.
"They think you're psychic now," Leon said, balancing a tray of pastries against one hip.
"I'm not psychic."
"You've correctly predicted three reconciliations, a scholarship acceptance, and one suspiciously accurate warning about a blind date."
"I told her he seemed emotionally unavailable."
"He brought his mother."
Soraya blinked.
"Okay. That one was fair."
Leon grinned.
"You should put it on the sign."
FROTH & FORTUNE
Coffee. Community. Light emotional prophecy.
"I would rather die."
"You lack vision."
Despite herself, Soraya laughed.
The sound blended easily into the noise of the café.
This.
This was what she'd wanted.
The warmth of conversation.
The scent of cinnamon and espresso.
People finding their way to one another over chipped mugs and mismatched chairs.
Belonging.
She turned toward the first customer waiting for a reading.
An elderly man who insisted he'd only participated because his wife made him.
Ten minutes later, he admitted he'd been terrified about retiring.
A teenager worried she wasn't smart enough for college.
A nurse wondered if she'd chosen the wrong career.
One after another, people handed Soraya their cups.
One after another, she listened.
Only now, listening wasn't the right word.
The knowing had become stronger.
It wasn't thoughts.
It wasn't voices.
It was certainty.
A feeling settling beneath her skin before she understood where it came from.
"You stayed because your granddaughter asked you to," she told the retired teacher sitting across from her.
The woman blinked.
"I never told anyone that."
"I know."
The answer slipped out automatically.
And there it was again.
The certainty.
The strange pull beneath her ribs.
The sense that something was unfolding inside her.
Across the room, Vera had gone very still.
Elara looked pale.
Celeste's jaw tightened.
Isaiah, carrying a tray of clean mugs toward the kitchen, paused.
Soraya caught his eye.
For a moment, neither moved.
Then someone handed her another cup.
A young woman.
Maybe twenty-two.
Fidgeting with the sleeve of her sweater.
"You don't have to tell me anything," Soraya said gently.
"You say that every time."
The young woman smiled nervously.
"You make people talk anyway."
The cup felt warm in Soraya's hands.
She turned it over.
Waited.
Lifted it.
And suddenly—
everything changed.
Joy.
Fear.
Grief.
Hope.
Longing.
Love.
The emotions slammed into her all at once.
Not one person.
Everyone.
The young woman worrying about disappointing her parents.
Mrs. Alvarez missing her late husband.
The teenager at the back table trying not to cry after his first breakup.
Leon pretending humor mattered more than loneliness.
Vera carrying fifteen years of guilt.
Elara's endless capacity for sorrow.
Celeste's desperate need for certainty.
Isaiah.
Isaiah.
The fierce, overwhelming love that lived inside him.
The fear wrapped around it.
The certainty that he would burn the world down before he let something hurt her.
Soraya gasped.
The cup slipped from her fingers.
Porcelain shattered against the floor.
The café went silent.
Someone called her name.
The room tilted.
Too much.
Too many people.
Too many feelings.
She couldn't separate them.
Couldn't breathe.
Hands reached for her.
"No."
The word tore out of her.
She stumbled backward.
Another step.
The café blurred around the edges.
"Soraya."
Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
All at once.
"No."
The panic sharpened.
She couldn't hear herself think.
Couldn't tell where she ended and everyone else began.
Then—
warm hands cupped her face.
"Soraya."
Isaiah.
"Look at me."
She tried.
Failed.
"Soraya."
His voice anchored itself beneath the chaos.
"You're here."
She blinked.
The room sharpened slightly.
"You're in Froth & Fortune."
His thumbs brushed against her cheeks.
"Breathe."
The command wasn't harsh.
It wasn't controlling.
It was steady.
"You're safe."
She focused on his eyes.
Brown.
Warm.
Familiar.
The man who knew where the cumin belonged.
The man who kissed her forehead before work.
The man who loved her in all the ordinary ways that mattered.
"Breathe with me."
She inhaled.
Exhaled.
Again.
Again.
Slowly, the overwhelming flood began to recede.
The café came back into focus.
Concerned faces.
Broken porcelain.
Leon standing protectively near the register.
Vera crying openly.
Elara twisting her hands together.
Celeste looking like she'd seen a nightmare come to life.
Isaiah never let go.
"You okay?" he asked softly.
"No."
The honesty startled a nervous laugh out of her.
"No. I'm really not."
He pressed his forehead briefly against hers.
"I know."
The words settled something inside her.
Then Soraya looked around the room.
At Vera.
At Elara.
At Celeste.
At Isaiah.
And understanding struck with devastating clarity.
They had all been waiting for this.
Maybe not wanting it.
Maybe not welcoming it.
But waiting.
She stepped away from Isaiah.
"What just happened to me?"
Silence.
Vera wiped at her tears.
Elara looked at the floor.
Celeste closed her eyes.
"No."
Soraya shook her head.
"No more."
Her voice echoed through the stunned café.
"No more secrets."
"Soraya—" Vera began.
"No."
She looked at each of them.
"You don't get to decide what I can handle."
Nobody argued.
"You don't get to choose what I know."
Isaiah's face went pale.
"You don't get to protect me by lying to me."
The room remained painfully quiet.
Soraya folded her shaking hands together.
"I don't care what promises you made."
She looked directly at Vera.
"I don't care what you're afraid of."
Then Celeste.
"I don't care how complicated it is."
Then Isaiah.
"I don't care how much you love me."
Tears filled his eyes.
"From now on..."
Her voice steadied.
"...I decide what happens to my life."
The silence that followed felt sacred.
Vera nodded first.
A tear slid down her cheek.
"Okay."
Elara whispered, "Okay."
Celeste straightened.
"Okay."
Isaiah looked at her for a long moment.
Then lowered his head.
"Okay."
The word wrapped around the café.
Not an explanation.
Not a confession.
A promise.
Soraya glanced down at the broken pieces of porcelain scattered across the floor.
The room still smelled like coffee.
Like cinnamon.
Like home.
Everything had changed.
And somehow, nothing had.
Because even standing in the middle of fear and uncertainty and truths she hadn't yet uncovered, one thing remained undeniable.
Froth & Fortune was still full of people trying to love each other the best they knew how.
Messily.
Imperfectly.
Sometimes selfishly.
Sometimes bravely.
And maybe—
just maybe—
she deserved the chance to decide what love looked like for her, too.
Outside, the lights of Hollow Brook glowed against the darkening sky.
Inside, Soraya looked at the people who had once made choices about her life without her consent.
Then she met their eyes.
"Start talking."
And for the first time since the women from her past had walked back into her café, no one looked away.
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Nobody spoke.
The shattered remains of the coffee cup still littered the floor.
Leon had quietly ushered the remaining customers out with free pastry vouchers and assurances that everything was fine.
It was not fine.
The front door clicked shut behind the last person.
Silence settled over Froth & Fortune.
Soraya folded her arms.
"Well?"
Vera glanced at Elara.
Elara glanced at Celeste.
Celeste stared at the floor.
Soraya let out a short, disbelieving laugh.
"Seriously?"
Isaiah closed his eyes briefly.
"Soraya—"
"No."
She looked directly at him.
"You don't get to smooth this over."
Pain flickered across his face.
"I wasn't trying to."
"Good."
Because if anyone tried to calm her down right now, she might actually throw a mug.
"I said start talking."
Vera inhaled shakily.
"We don't know where to start."
Soraya stared at her.
"That's ridiculous."
"It isn't."
Vera looked exhausted.
"You think we've rehearsed this conversation."
"You haven't?"
Elara let out a watery laugh.
"We've rehearsed hundreds of versions."
That stopped Soraya cold.
"What?"
Celeste finally looked up.
"We never agreed on any of them."
The café felt impossibly small.
Outside, rain tapped gently against the windows.
Inside, the scent of coffee lingered in the empty room.
"What does that mean?" Soraya asked.
"It means..." Elara wiped at her eyes.
"...we stopped agreeing a long time ago."
Soraya frowned.
"You always agreed."
The words slipped out before she could stop them.
The HSBs exchanged glances.
Then Vera shook her head.
"No."
"You acted like you did."
"We tried."
The answer came quietly.
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
Celeste folded her hands.
"We thought unity made us stronger."
Elara's voice softened.
"We thought if we all believed the same thing..."
"...then maybe we wouldn't have to think about what we'd done," Vera finished.
The honesty settled heavily over the room.
Soraya looked between them.
For the first time, she noticed the distance.
Not physical.
The emotional space carved out over years.
Elara sat with her shoulders curled inward.
Celeste's posture remained rigid.
Vera looked exhausted.
None of them reached for each other.
"You haven't been close," Soraya said.
It wasn't a question.
"No," Celeste answered.
The single word landed like a stone.
Soraya stared.
"You mean since high school?"
Elara looked down.
"We tried after."
"After what?"
Nobody answered.
The old anger surged immediately.
"Seriously?"
Vera squeezed her eyes shut.
"After you."
The room went still.
Soraya's heartbeat stumbled.
"What?"
Vera looked at her.
After everything.
After all the tears.
After all the apologies.
The grief in Vera's expression remained unbearable.
"We lost you."
The words hung in the air.
"And then..." Vera swallowed.
"We lost each other."
Soraya opened her mouth.
Closed it.
Opened it again.
"You expect me to feel sorry for you?"
"No."
The answer came immediately.
Three voices.
Perfectly aligned for the first time all evening.
"No," Elara repeated softly.
"We don't."
"Good."
Because she didn't.
At least, she didn't think she did.
She remembered crying herself to sleep at seventeen.
Remembered pretending not to care at graduation.
Remembered building a life from the wreckage they'd left behind.
Good.
It should have hurt them.
It should have cost them.
"You know what?" she said quietly.
"I'm glad."
The words shocked the room.
Even Isaiah looked startled.
Tears slipped down Elara's face.
Celeste looked away.
Vera nodded once.
"You should be."
The lack of defensiveness caught Soraya off guard.
"You don't get to act like victims."
"We aren't."
Vera's voice cracked.
"We made choices."
"We hurt you," Elara whispered.
"We know that."
Celeste met Soraya's gaze.
"And we'd make different ones now."
The certainty in her voice sent a chill down Soraya's spine.
"How do you know?"
Because none of them had ever been given the chance to choose differently.
The silence stretched.
Then Vera laughed softly.
The sound held no humor.
"We don't."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"We don't know."
Vera looked down at her hands.
"We just know we'd want to."
The answer wasn't satisfying.
It wasn't enough.
It wasn't redemption.
It was painfully human.
Isaiah shifted beside Soraya.
For most of the evening, he'd remained quiet.
Present.
Watchful.
Now, he asked carefully,
"Have the three of you talked about this before?"
Elara let out a surprised laugh through her tears.
"God, no."
Vera looked horrified.
"We avoid each other whenever possible."
"You've been sitting together in this café for weeks."
"Because of her," Celeste said.
The words slipped out before anyone could stop them.
The room froze.
Soraya's stomach tightened.
"What does that mean?"
Celeste's expression shuttered instantly.
Vera stood so quickly her chair scraped against the floor.
"Celeste."
"I'm not doing this anymore."
The sharpness in Celeste's voice startled everyone.
"You don't get to decide that," Vera snapped.
"You don't get to decide anything!"
Years of tension exploded into the open.
Elara flinched.
Isaiah went very still.
Soraya watched.
Watched Vera's guilt.
Celeste's anger.
Elara's heartbreak.
Watched three women who had once seemed inseparable fracture along old fault lines.
And suddenly understood something she'd never considered.
They hadn't simply walked away from her.
They'd carried the consequences of that choice into every relationship afterward.
They'd built entire lives around the absence they'd created.
Good.
The thought arrived swiftly.
Almost viciously.
Good.
It should have mattered.
It should have hurt.
Then Elara started crying in earnest.
"I miss us," she whispered.
The argument stopped.
Silence crashed down around them.
"I miss the dock."
Elara wiped helplessly at her tears.
"I miss movie nights."
Her voice broke.
"I miss knowing what everyone ordered before they said it."
Nobody moved.
"I miss my friends."
The confession shattered something in the room.
Not enough to heal it.
Enough to expose it.
Soraya looked at the three women who had once been the center of her universe.
The girls she'd loved.
The women she'd lost.
The strangers who'd returned carrying fear and secrets and regret.
Then she looked at Isaiah.
Steady.
Patient.
The man who had helped her build something new.
Finally, she exhaled.
"I don't know what happens next."
Nobody answered.
Because nobody knew.
Outside, the rain finally stopped.
Inside Froth & Fortune, the coffee had gone cold.
The broken cup still waited to be swept away.
And Soraya realized that maybe this was what truth looked like before understanding.
Messy.
Unfinished.
Painful.
Not a revelation.
A reckoning.
She wasn't ready to forgive them.
She wasn't ready to trust them.
But for the first time since Vera Blackwood had walked back into her café, she stopped seeing the HSBs as a single wound.
Instead, she saw them for what they really were.
Three flawed women.
Who had loved her.
Who had failed her.
And who had been living with the consequences ever since.
That didn't make what they did acceptable.
It didn't make it right.
But it made them human.
And somehow, that frightened Soraya more than the magic ever could.
[bookmark: _heading=h.gcnax3x0igf7]Chapter Seventeen
Monday mornings at Froth & Fortune began with cinnamon.
It wasn't intentional.
At some point, years ago, Soraya had decided that the first batch of pastries out of the oven should be cinnamon rolls.
Customers expected them now.
The running club planned their routes around them.
Mrs. Alvarez claimed they cured almost anything.
Leon insisted they were proof that carbohydrates had divine origins.
"You're measuring aggressively."
Soraya glanced up from the mixing bowl.
"I'm measuring."
Leon tilted his head.
"You've got your angry measuring face."
"I do not."
"You absolutely do."
He leaned against the counter.
"So. How many emotional revelations are we baking through today?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"You really need new material."
Despite herself, Soraya smiled.
The smile faded quickly.
Because the truth was, she didn't know what to do.
Everyone had agreed.
Okay.
No more secrets.
Okay.
But agreement wasn't trust.
Agreement wasn't forgiveness.
Agreement wasn't knowing how to exist in the same room as people who had once broken your heart.
The bell above the front door chimed.
Leon looked toward the entrance.
"Oh good."
"What?"
"The emotional support brigade is here."
Soraya sighed.
Of course they were.
Vera stood just inside the café.
Elara beside her.
Celeste a step behind.
None of them moved farther into the room.
It reminded Soraya of stray cats deciding whether a porch was safe.
They looked nervous.
Good.
She wasn't the only one.
Vera raised one hand.
"Hi."
The word felt strangely ordinary.
Soraya wiped flour from her hands.
"Hi."
Silence.
Then Elara lifted a paper grocery bag.
"We brought blueberries."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"For the muffins."
Elara looked increasingly alarmed.
"You were out last Thursday."
"You noticed?"
Elara's expression suggested that was a ridiculous question.
"You always put the nearly-empty boxes on the left side of the shelf."
Soraya stared.
"You remember where I put empty produce boxes?"
"You organize the kitchen the same way you organized your locker."
Leon slowly looked between them.
"This is the weirdest reunion I've ever witnessed."
Celeste ignored him.
"We also brought coffee filters."
"What?"
"You were running low."
Soraya frowned.
"How would you know that?"
Celeste adjusted the sleeves of her cardigan.
"You buy them every third Tuesday."
"That's impossible."
"You've done it for years."
The certainty in Celeste's voice made something tighten painfully in Soraya's chest.
"You've been paying attention."
Vera looked down.
"We never stopped."
The café fell quiet.
Because that was the problem, wasn't it?
If they'd stopped caring, this would be easier.
If they'd been pretending, this would be easier.
Instead—
they'd remembered.
Blueberries.
Coffee filters.
Empty produce boxes.
"You can stay," Soraya said finally.
Three heads snapped up.
"You don't have to."
"We know."
"But if you're going to be here..." She folded her arms. "You work."
Leon looked delighted.
"Oh, this is excellent."
Vera blinked.
"You want us to help?"
"You owe me fifteen years of free labor."
For the first time in days, Vera laughed.
A real laugh.
"You know, that's fair."
Elara immediately moved toward the kitchen.
"What do you need?"
"Aprons."
"What?"
"You heard me."
Soraya pointed toward the storage closet.
"If you're staying in my café, you're useful."
The words slipped out before she could stop them.
The room stilled.
Useful.
There it was.
The old wound hiding beneath humor.
Soraya felt heat rise in her face.
"That's not—"
"We know," Vera said softly.
Do you?
Soraya wanted to ask.
Do you really?
Instead, she handed Elara a mixing bowl.
Celeste a clipboard.
Vera a tray of mugs.
Chaos followed.
Elara forgot the difference between teaspoons and tablespoons.
Celeste attempted to create an efficiency system for the pastry display.
Vera dropped three spoons.
Leon nearly cried laughing.
"This is deeply healing for me."
"No one asked," Vera informed him.
"You folded napkins wrong."
"There is no wrong way to fold napkins."
"There absolutely is."
Soraya stood behind the espresso machine watching them argue.
The sight felt impossible.
Vera teasing Leon.
Elara apologizing to a tray of burnt muffins.
Celeste color-coding the supply closet.
The HSBs.
In Froth & Fortune.
As if they belonged there.
As if they hadn't once left.
It hurt.
It healed.
It confused her.
All at once.
By early afternoon, the rush had settled.
Elara washed dishes.
Celeste updated inventory.
Vera sat at the corner booth with a chipped mug in both hands.
"You okay?" Soraya asked.
Vera looked up.
"Are you?"
"That's not an answer."
"No."
The honesty was immediate.
"No," Vera repeated.
"I'm terrified."
Soraya studied her.
"Of me?"
The question escaped before she could stop it.
Vera's expression softened.
"Never."
The answer arrived without hesitation.
"Then what?"
Vera looked around the café.
At the bookshelves.
The bulletin board.
The mismatched mugs.
The life Soraya had built without them.
Then she looked back at Soraya.
"I'm afraid we're too late."
The words settled heavily between them.
Too late for what?
The question hovered on Soraya's tongue.
But for once...
she didn't ask it.
Because Vera had promised.
No more secrets.
And Soraya had made a decision.
She would no longer drag the truth out of people kicking and screaming.
If they wanted to remain in her life—
they would choose honesty.
The same way she was choosing to let them stay.
Across the room, Isaiah emerged from the apartment staircase carrying a box of seasonal decorations.
His gaze immediately found Soraya.
The tension in his shoulders eased.
There it was again.
That fierce, ordinary love.
He crossed the room and kissed the top of her head.
"How's it going?"
Soraya glanced around Froth & Fortune.
At Leon teaching Elara how not to burn pastries.
At Celeste reorganizing inventory.
At Vera quietly watching the room.
At Isaiah beside her.
Messy.
Complicated.
Unfinished.
"We're trying," she said.
Isaiah's hand brushed hers.
"Sometimes that's enough."
Soraya wasn't sure she believed him.
Not yet.
But as she watched Vera stand to help a customer carry a stroller through the café...
as Elara offered a free cookie to a little boy having a terrible day...
as Celeste quietly corrected an error in the bookkeeping without being asked...
she realized something she hadn't expected.
Trust wasn't a lightning strike.
It wasn't a grand gesture.
It wasn't one apology.
Trust looked like showing up.
Again.
And again.
And again.
Outside, the clouds began to gather over Hollow Brook.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya looked around the place she'd built from the pieces of herself other people had abandoned.
Then she looked at the people slowly, imperfectly trying to return.
The truth was still coming.
She could feel it.
Whatever had started wasn't finished.
Whatever they feared hadn't gone away.
But for the first time since Vera Blackwood had walked back into her café, Soraya allowed herself to wonder whether there might be room for something between strangers and forgiveness.
Not trust.
Not yet.
But maybe—
the beginning of it.
Chapter Eighteen
Tuesday arrived quietly.
No thunderstorms.
No prophetic dreams.
No ancient doors opening beneath Hollow Brook.
Just rain threatening from low gray clouds and Leon complaining that someone had once again rearranged the tea display.
"It was more efficient this way," Celeste said.
"There was a system."
"There is a system."
"It was my system."
"It lacked optimization."
Leon looked personally betrayed.
Soraya hid a smile behind the espresso machine.
For the first time in weeks, Froth & Fortune almost felt normal.
Elara helped a little girl choose between blueberry and lemon muffins.
Vera argued with Mrs. Alvarez about whether cinnamon rolls counted as breakfast.
Isaiah came downstairs with an armful of invoices and kissed Soraya's cheek before disappearing into the office.
The café breathed around her.
Alive.
Ordinary.
Home.
Soraya held on to that feeling.
Maybe because she sensed it wouldn't last.
Around three o'clock, the rush faded.
Rain finally began tapping softly against the windows.
Elara had just finished restocking napkins when she froze.
The stack slipped from her hands.
Napkins scattered across the floor.
Everyone looked up.
"Elara?"
Elara blinked.
Then looked down.
"I..."
Her voice faltered.
"I thought I heard someone calling my name."
The room went still.
Vera set down the mug she'd been carrying.
Celeste straightened from the inventory clipboard.
"What did you hear?" Celeste asked.
Elara's face had gone pale.
"I don't know."
The answer sounded frightened.
"Never mind."
"It wasn't nothing," Vera said quietly.
Elara shook her head too quickly.
"I'm fine."
Nobody believed her.
Least of all Soraya.
The atmosphere shifted.
Not dramatically.
Subtly.
Like the pressure changing before a storm.
The rest of the afternoon passed in uneasy silence.
Then, just before closing, it happened.
Mrs. Alvarez approached the counter.
"My grandson forgot his lunchbox."
"I'll grab it," Soraya said.
The little boy's dinosaur lunchbox sat on the shelf behind the register.
She reached for it.
The moment her fingers brushed the handle—
The café disappeared.
Cold air.
The smell of lake water.
A wooden dock.
Rain.
Three figures standing at the edge.
Waiting.
Not for something.
For someone.
A voice.
Clear.
Urgent.
Find us.
Soraya jerked backward.
The lunchbox crashed onto the floor.
"Soraya!"
Hands reached for her.
Too many.
She stumbled.
"No."
This time, it wasn't panic.
It was certainty.
The vision faded.
Froth & Fortune snapped back into place.
The dinosaur lunchbox lay at her feet.
Mrs. Alvarez stared.
The little boy blinked up at her.
"Miss Soraya?"
She couldn't breathe.
Not because she was overwhelmed.
Because she'd known that place.
The dock.
The rain.
The waiting.
As though the memory hadn't belonged entirely to the past.
Isaiah reached her first.
"Are you hurt?"
"No."
The answer came automatically.
Then:
"Yes."
His hands tightened around her shoulders.
"Soraya."
"I saw it again."
The words fell into the silence.
Vera closed her eyes.
Elara sat down heavily in the nearest chair.
Celeste looked stricken.
"What did you see?" Vera asked.
Soraya met her gaze.
"The dock."
Nobody moved.
"And?"
Three women held their breath.
"There were people there."
Elara covered her mouth.
"They were waiting."
Vera's face drained of color.
"What did they say?"
Soraya swallowed.
Her voice barely rose above a whisper.
"They said..."
She closed her eyes.
Heard it again.
Felt it settle deep beneath her skin.
"Find us."
The café had never been quieter.
Outside, rain streaked the windows.
Inside, even Leon had gone pale.
Finally, Soraya looked around the room.
At Isaiah.
At Vera.
At Elara.
At Celeste.
Every one of them looked terrified.
Not surprised.
Terrified.
"You know what this means."
It wasn't a question.
Nobody answered.
Of course.
But this time, the silence felt different.
Not evasive.
Resigned.
As though something inevitable had finally arrived.
Vera looked down at shaking hands.
"We were hoping..."
She stopped.
"We thought..."
Elara wiped helplessly at tears.
Celeste's voice was barely audible.
"We didn't think it would happen this soon."
Soraya stared at them.
Anger flickered beneath the fear.
"You promised."
Isaiah closed his eyes.
"We know."
"No more secrets."
"We know."
Her pulse thundered.
She thought about the dock.
The voice.
The waiting.
She thought about Froth & Fortune.
About cinnamon rolls.
About Leon's terrible jokes.
About Isaiah knowing exactly where the cumin belonged.
About the life she'd built.
Then she realized something terrifying.
She wasn't afraid of the visions.
She was afraid of losing this.
The ordinary.
The beautiful.
The life she'd fought to create.
"What happens now?"
The question hung in the air.
For a long moment, no one answered.
Then Vera looked at her.
The grief in her expression felt bottomless.
"We tell you everything."
Silence.
Rain.
The scent of coffee.
Soraya searched Vera's face.
For hesitation.
For excuses.
For one more delay.
There was none.
Across the room, Elara nodded through tears.
Celeste straightened her shoulders.
Isaiah reached for Soraya's hand.
And this time, she let him take it.
Outside, Hollow Brook carried on beneath the rain.
Cars moved through intersections.
Children complained about homework.
Neighbors brought in groceries.
Ordinary life continued.
Inside Froth & Fortune, Soraya looked around the café she had built from heartbreak and hope.
Then she looked at the people who had once decided her future without her consent.
Tomorrow, they would finally tell her the truth.
Tomorrow, the story she had been living without understanding would begin to make sense.
Tomorrow, everything would change.
But tonight, Froth & Fortune still smelled like cinnamon and coffee.
Tonight, Isaiah's hand was warm in hers.
Tonight, Leon quietly swept up scattered napkins while pretending not to cry.
Tonight, Soraya stood in the center of the life she'd chosen.
And when tomorrow came—
whatever waited on the other side of the truth—
she would meet it on her own terms.
Chapter Nineteen
The next morning smelled like cinnamon.
Soraya hated that.
Not the cinnamon.
The normalcy.
The fact that the world insisted on continuing as though nothing had changed.
As though she hadn't heard voices at the dock.
As though three women hadn't promised to finally tell her the truth.
As though her husband hadn't looked at her with the expression of someone watching an inevitable storm roll in.
"You burned the first batch."
Leon peered into the trash.
"You never burn the first batch."
Soraya crossed her arms.
"They were overbaked."
"They were charcoal."
"You're being dramatic."
"They achieved sentience."
Despite herself, a laugh escaped.
It faded quickly.
Because today wasn't a normal day.
At eleven-thirty, she flipped the sign on the café door.
CLOSED FOR A PRIVATE EVENT
Mrs. Alvarez protested.
The running club attempted negotiations.
Leon distributed apology cookies.
By noon, Froth & Fortune was empty.
Only six people remained.
Soraya.
Isaiah.
Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
Leon.
"You can go home," Soraya told him.
Leon blinked.
"Absolutely not."
"Leon."
"You've spent weeks emotionally adopting these people and developing mysterious coffee powers."
He folded his arms.
"I'm invested."
Soraya stared at him.
"...Fine."
"No one has ever regretted keeping me around."
"That's objectively untrue."
Leon beamed.
The familiar banter eased the knot in her chest.
Only slightly.
The corner booth waited.
They gathered around it.
No coffee.
No pastries.
No distractions.
Isaiah sat beside Soraya.
Not touching her.
Close enough that she could if she wanted to.
Soraya took a breath.
Then another.
"Tell me."
Nobody moved.
Then Vera said quietly,
"You're not ordinary."
The words hung in the air.
Soraya blinked.
"That's your opening line?"
Vera looked momentarily offended.
"I had several drafts."
"I hate all of them."
To Soraya's surprise, Celeste let out a short laugh.
It disappeared quickly.
"People like us have existed for a very long time," Celeste said.
Soraya's pulse quickened.
"People like you."
The distinction mattered.
Celeste nodded.
"Yes."
Elara twisted her hands together.
"Most people never notice us."
"But some people have gifts."
Vera looked down at the table.
"Some people hear things others don't."
"Know things."
"See patterns."
"Feel emotions."
The certainty settled heavily in Soraya's chest.
"Coffee readings."
Vera met her gaze.
"Not exactly."
Not exactly.
The phrase chilled her.
"Then what?"
Silence.
Finally, Celeste answered.
"The readings aren't creating anything."
"They never were."
Soraya stared.
"What?"
"They're translating," Celeste said.
"You've always used coffee to understand things you couldn't explain."
The café seemed to tilt.
"No."
The denial came instantly.
"I wasn't like this in high school."
Four expressions shattered at once.
Vera closed her eyes.
Elara began crying.
Celeste looked away.
Isaiah inhaled sharply.
The room went silent.
"What?"
Soraya looked between them.
"What?"
Vera's voice broke.
"You were."
The words landed like a blow.
"You just didn't know."
"No."
"You didn't."
"I wasn't—"
"You were."
Tears slid down Vera's face.
"You've always been extraordinary."
The old wound cracked open immediately.
"Then why didn't anyone tell me?"
Nobody answered.
Of course.
Soraya stood so quickly her chair scraped against the floor.
"You promised."
"We're trying."
"No."
She shook her head.
"No more pieces."
Anger sharpened her voice.
"No more half-truths."
Isaiah stood too.
"Soraya—"
She turned toward him.
"You knew."
It wasn't a question.
The pain in his face answered anyway.
"I knew some of it."
The betrayal stole her breath.
"How long?"
Isaiah couldn't look at her.
"Soraya—"
"How long?"
His voice barely rose above a whisper.
"Since before we met."
Silence.
Leon stopped breathing.
Elara covered her mouth.
Vera looked like she might be sick.
Soraya stared at her husband.
The man who knew where the cumin belonged.
The man who held her while she cried.
The man who loved her.
The man who had known.
"You knew before you married me."
"Yes."
The world narrowed.
It would have been easier if he hadn't looked devastated.
Easier if he'd looked calculating.
Manipulative.
Instead, he looked heartbroken.
"I loved you before I understood what that meant."
The words settled heavily between them.
"I still love you."
Soraya's throat tightened painfully.
"That isn't the point."
"I know."
The answer came immediately.
"I know."
She wrapped her arms around herself.
Cold.
Suddenly, unbearably cold.
"Tell me the whole truth."
Nobody moved.
Then Vera looked up.
The grief in her expression felt ancient.
"There are people in this world whose gifts shape the people around them."
She swallowed.
"And there are people whose gifts remain incomplete without them."
The room held its breath.
Soraya stared.
"What does that mean?"
Vera closed her eyes.
When she opened them again, tears spilled freely down her face.
"It means..."
Her voice broke.
"...we came back because something is changing."
Elara sobbed quietly beside her.
Celeste looked shattered.
"It means the life we've been living can't continue the way it has."
The knot in Soraya's stomach tightened.
"And?"
Vera met her gaze.
Every apology.
Every memory.
Every lemon bar.
Every dock confession.
Everything sat between them.
"We should have told you fifteen years ago."
Soraya's pulse thundered.
"And?"
Vera inhaled shakily.
The next words sounded like they cost her everything.
"And we came back because..."
She looked at Soraya.
Not the Anchor.
Not the mystery.
Soraya.
"...we need you."
The silence that followed was absolute.
And somewhere deep inside herself, Soraya felt her oldest wound split wide open.
Of course.
Of course they did.
Chapter Twenty
Nobody moved.
The café had never been so quiet.
Outside, Hollow Brook carried on.
A truck rolled through the intersection.
Someone laughed on the sidewalk.
Rainwater dripped steadily from the awning.
Inside Froth & Fortune, six people sat suspended in the aftermath of a single sentence.
We need you.
Soraya stared at Vera.
The woman who had once shared blankets with her on a dock.
The woman who remembered lemon bars.
The woman who had just confirmed every fear Soraya had spent fifteen years trying to outrun.
Of course.
Of course they needed something.
Of course they did.
She laughed.
The sound startled everyone.
It wasn't joyful.
It wasn't even angry.
It sounded exhausted.
"Wow."
"Soraya—"
"No."
She held up a hand.
Vera stopped speaking immediately.
Good.
Because Soraya wasn't sure what would happen if someone tried to soften this.
She stood.
Slowly.
Carefully.
As though one sudden movement might shatter whatever composure she had left.
"We need you."
The words tasted bitter.
Across the booth, Elara started crying again.
Celeste closed her eyes.
Isaiah looked sick.
Soraya wrapped her arms around herself.
"You know what's funny?"
Nobody answered.
"You know what the really funny part is?"
Her voice shook.
"I actually started believing you."
Vera flinched.
"I believed you when you said our friendship was real."
"It was."
"I believed you when you said you missed me."
"We did."
"I believed you when you said you regretted what happened."
"We do."
Soraya nodded.
"I know."
Tears burned behind her eyes.
"I know."
The words echoed through the café.
Because that was the worst part.
She believed them.
She believed Vera.
She believed Elara.
She believed Celeste.
And now—
this.
"You came back because you needed me."
Vera's face crumpled.
"Yes."
The honesty cut deeper than any lie could have.
Soraya laughed again.
A small, broken sound.
"That's incredible."
"Soraya—"
"No."
She looked at Isaiah.
"You knew."
Pain crossed his face.
"Some of it."
"You knew they needed me."
Isaiah hesitated.
The hesitation told her everything.
"I knew they came back because something was changing."
"That's not what I asked."
His voice dropped.
"I suspected."
The room tilted.
"You suspected."
"I didn't know for certain."
"But you thought it."
"Yes."
Soraya looked away.
The man who had loved her.
The man who had chosen her.
The man who had built a life with her.
The man who had known.
Not everything.
Enough.
Enough.
"You know what I've spent my whole life doing?" she asked quietly.
Nobody answered.
"I take care of people."
She looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the mismatched mugs.
The bulletin board.
The community bookshelf.
"I built a café where everyone belongs."
Tears slipped down her cheeks.
"I remember birthdays."
Elara sobbed softly.
"I know regular orders."
Leon looked down at his hands.
"I notice when people are hurting."
The room remained painfully still.
"I make space."
Her voice broke.
"I give."
She looked directly at Vera.
Then Celeste.
Then Elara.
"And I have spent years wondering whether people love me..."
The next words barely emerged.
"...or whether they just love what I do for them."
Silence.
Absolute.
Devastating.
Elara covered her mouth.
"Oh, Soraya."
"No."
Soraya shook her head.
"Don't."
Because pity would destroy her.
Vera stood slowly.
"You think that's all this is."
"Isn't it?"
"No."
The answer came instantly.
Fierce.
Certain.
"No."
Soraya stared at her.
"You needed me."
"Yes."
"You came back because you needed me."
"Yes."
"Then how is that not exactly what this is?"
Vera's hands trembled.
"Because if that were all it was..."
Tears streamed down her face.
"...we never would have left."
The words landed like a physical blow.
The room froze.
"What?"
Vera wiped helplessly at her eyes.
"If all we wanted was what you could do for us..."
Her voice cracked.
"...we would have stayed."
Soraya couldn't breathe.
"We would have kept you close."
Celeste's composure finally shattered.
"We would have made sure you never had the chance to walk away."
Elara shook her head violently.
"But we didn't."
The café seemed to narrow around them.
Fifteen years.
Fifteen years of absence.
Of grief.
Of silence.
"You left me."
The accusation came out small.
Childlike.
True.
Vera nodded.
"We did."
"Why?"
Three women closed their eyes.
The answer sat between them.
Close enough to touch.
Not yet spoken.
Isaiah reached for Soraya's hand.
This time, she pulled away.
The hurt that crossed his face nearly undid her.
"I can't."
His voice broke.
"I know."
Soraya pressed trembling fingers against her lips.
Her mind spun.
They needed her.
They had left anyway.
Neither truth canceled the other.
Both existed.
Both hurt.
She hated that.
She hated the complexity of it.
She wanted villains.
She wanted clarity.
She wanted the girls from the dock.
Instead, she had this.
Messy.
Human.
Impossible.
Leon cleared his throat softly.
Six pairs of eyes turned toward him.
He looked deeply uncomfortable.
"I know this isn't my place."
"It isn't," Celeste said automatically.
He nodded.
"Cool."
A pause.
"But..."
He glanced around the café.
"You all keep talking like people only do one thing at a time."
Nobody spoke.
"My grandmother took care of my grandfather for ten years after his stroke."
He shrugged.
"She loved him."
The café remained silent.
"And some days, she resented him."
He looked at Soraya.
"People can need things from each other."
Then Vera.
"And love each other."
Then Isaiah.
"And hurt each other."
Finally, back to Soraya.
"It doesn't make any of those things less true."
No one moved.
Because Leon—ridiculous, sarcastic, pastry-obsessed Leon—had accidentally said the thing none of them wanted to admit.
Love and selfishness could coexist.
Need and devotion could coexist.
Care and harm could coexist.
It didn't excuse anything.
It simply complicated it.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
The place she'd built from the pieces of herself.
The place where people came exactly as they were.
Messy.
Lonely.
Trying.
Finally, she wiped at her cheeks.
"I don't forgive you."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"I don't trust you."
"I know."
"And I don't know if I ever will."
The grief in Vera's expression deepened.
"I know."
Soraya took a shaky breath.
Then another.
"But if you're going to tell me the rest of the truth..."
She looked at each of them.
"...you tell me all of it."
No more protecting.
No more choosing for her.
No more half-truths.
Isaiah lowered his head.
Celeste straightened.
Elara wiped away tears.
Vera met Soraya's gaze.
"Okay."
Outside, the rain finally stopped.
Sunlight broke through the clouds and spilled across the windows of Froth & Fortune.
Inside, Soraya looked around the café she'd created.
The place built on community.
On generosity.
On belonging.
And for the first time in years, she let herself ask a different question.
Not:
Was any of it real?
Not:
Did they ever love me?
But:
What happens when the people who hurt you are also the people who helped shape who you became?
The answer didn't come.
Not yet.
But for the first time since hearing the words we need you, Soraya realized something important.
She still had a choice.
And this time—
the choice would be hers.
Chapter Twenty-One
Nobody reached for the coffee.
It sat untouched in the center of the booth.
Six mugs cooling slowly beneath the late afternoon light filtering through Froth & Fortune's windows.
Soraya folded her hands in her lap.
Then unfolded them.
Then folded them again.
She'd asked for the truth.
She'd demanded it.
Now that it had finally arrived, she wasn't sure she wanted to hear it.
Too late.
"Tell me."
Vera closed her eyes.
"We knew about you before we met you."
The words settled quietly into the café.
For a moment, Soraya didn't understand them.
Then she did.
And everything inside her went still.
"What?"
Elara started crying immediately.
Celeste stared down at the table.
Isaiah's shoulders tightened.
Vera looked directly at Soraya.
"We knew who you were."
"No."
Soraya laughed softly.
Disbelieving.
"No."
"It's true."
"No."
Her voice sharpened.
"No."
Because this?
This was worse.
"Worse than what?" Leon asked quietly.
Soraya didn't realize she'd spoken aloud.
"Worse than them needing me."
She looked at Vera.
"You knew me before I knew you."
Vera nodded once.
"We were told about you."
The café tilted.
"Told what?"
Silence.
Then Celeste answered.
"That there was someone we needed to watch."
The old wound cracked wide open.
Watch.
Not befriend.
Not love.
Watch.
Soraya pushed back from the booth.
"You were assigned to me."
"Soraya—"
"You were assigned to me?"
Vera stood.
"We didn't know you."
"You sought me out."
"Yes."
"You became my friend."
"Yes."
"You knew exactly who I was."
"Yes."
Each answer landed harder than the last.
Across the room, Leon looked stricken.
Elara sobbed quietly.
Isaiah couldn't meet Soraya's eyes.
"You used me."
"No."
Vera's response came instantly.
"No."
"How is that not exactly what happened?"
Vera shook her head.
"We were fifteen."
"So?"
"We thought we understood what we'd been asked to do."
"What were you asked to do?"
The room fell silent.
Then Celeste spoke.
"Observe."
Elara whispered,
"Report changes."
Vera looked shattered.
"Keep you stable."
Soraya stared.
"What does that even mean?"
Nobody answered immediately.
Of course.
Finally, Vera said softly,
"It means we were told that if certain things happened..."
Her voice cracked.
"...people could get hurt."
The words settled heavily between them.
Soraya crossed her arms.
"And you believed that."
"Yes."
The honesty hurt.
"You never questioned it?"
Celeste looked up.
"We were children."
Elara wiped at her face.
"We trusted the adults around us."
Vera's expression twisted.
"We thought we were helping."
"You always thought you were helping."
The bitterness in Soraya's voice surprised even her.
Because wasn't that the story?
Everyone trying to protect her.
Everyone deciding for her.
Everyone convinced they knew best.
"What changed?" she asked.
The answer came immediately.
"You."
Vera's voice broke.
"You changed."
Silence.
"What?"
"We were supposed to observe."
Vera laughed shakily through tears.
"You made us friendship bracelets."
Elara let out a watery laugh.
"You forced Celeste to come to movie night."
"I did not force—"
"You absolutely forced me," Celeste interrupted.
"You volunteered us at the animal shelter."
"You gave Vera detention helping with the fundraiser."
A small smile flickered through Vera's tears.
"You taught Elara how to stand up to people."
"You helped Celeste cheat on a history presentation."
"I edited your presentation."
"You told me to cite Wikipedia."
"It was a different time."
Against all logic, Leon snorted.
Even Soraya's mouth twitched.
Then the smile disappeared.
Because none of it changed the truth.
"You loved me."
The statement felt fragile.
Dangerous.
Vera nodded.
"Yes."
"And then?"
No one moved.
The rain had started again outside.
Soft against the windows.
The familiar scent of coffee lingered in the air.
Vera looked down at her hands.
Then back at Soraya.
"And then things started changing."
The words landed between them.
Heavy.
Inevitable.
"The readings?"
Vera nodded.
"You started knowing things."
Elara's voice trembled.
"You knew things about teachers."
"Neighbors."
"Strangers."
"You thought everyone did."
Soraya's stomach twisted.
"I don't remember that."
"We know."
Vera wiped at her cheeks.
"You weren't supposed to."
Fear prickled along Soraya's spine.
"What did you do?"
Nobody answered.
"What did you do?"
Elara cried harder.
Celeste closed her eyes.
Isaiah looked physically ill.
Finally, Vera whispered,
"We made a choice."
The world narrowed.
"What choice?"
Vera's voice shattered.
"We chose what we'd been taught was right."
Soraya couldn't breathe.
"We chose duty."
The words echoed through Froth & Fortune.
Simple.
Unforgivable.
"We chose everyone else."
Tears streamed freely down Vera's face.
"And not you."
Silence.
Absolute.
Fifteen years.
The dock.
The yearbook.
The lemon bars.
The unanswered questions.
The girls who had loved her.
The women who had left.
Because they chose.
Not accidentally.
Not because they drifted apart.
Not because life got in the way.
They chose.
Soraya stood.
Nobody stopped her.
She walked behind the counter.
Past the pastry case.
Past the bookshelves.
Past the bulletin board covered in community announcements.
She wrapped trembling hands around the espresso machine.
Grounded herself in stainless steel and familiarity.
The café she'd built.
The life she'd chosen.
Eventually, footsteps approached.
Vera stopped several feet away.
"I know there's nothing I can say."
Soraya laughed softly.
"No."
Rain slid down the windows.
The café smelled like cinnamon and coffee.
The ordinary world carrying on around an extraordinary betrayal.
"You know what the worst part is?" Soraya asked.
Vera shook her head.
"I think you really believed you were doing the right thing."
Vera covered her mouth.
A sob escaped anyway.
"I did."
The answer broke something open.
Because villains were easy.
People who loved you and still failed you?
People who genuinely believed they were protecting you while destroying you?
There was no map for that.
Soraya looked at Vera.
At the woman she'd once loved like a sister.
The woman who still looked at her like home.
"You don't get to ask me to understand."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"You don't get to ask me to forgive you."
"I know."
"You don't get to ask me to trust you."
"I know."
The rain intensified.
The café remained warm.
Safe.
Beloved.
Finally, Soraya looked away.
Toward the windows.
Toward the town she'd spent fifteen years learning to love without them.
"You chose everyone else."
The words barely rose above a whisper.
Vera's reply was even quieter.
"Yes."
Soraya closed her eyes.
Then asked the question that had haunted her since the beginning.
"Would you choose differently now?"
The room held its breath.
When Vera answered, her voice didn't shake.
"Every single time."
And for the first time since learning the truth, Soraya wished she didn't believe her.
Because believing Vera meant accepting the hardest truth of all.
The people who had broken her heart...
had loved her when they did it.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The rain had stopped.
Hollow Brook glowed beneath the amber wash of late afternoon, the sidewalks slick and shining beyond Froth & Fortune's windows.
Inside, nobody had moved very far.
Elara sat curled into herself at the end of the booth, red-eyed and exhausted.
Celeste's hands remained folded so tightly in her lap that her knuckles had gone white.
Leon had retreated behind the counter, pretending to inventory coffee beans while very obviously listening.
Isaiah stood near the bookshelves.
Too far away to touch.
Close enough if she asked.
Soraya leaned against the espresso machine.
The steady hum beneath her fingertips grounded her.
Fifteen years ago.
They chose duty.
They chose everyone else.
They didn't choose her.
She had thought that was the worst part.
Then Vera spoke.
"There was a name for what was happening."
Soraya looked up.
"No."
Vera blinked.
"What?"
"You don't get to ease into this."
Soraya crossed her arms.
"You don't get to tell me I was watched, befriended, abandoned, and lied to, and then decide what pace works best for me."
The words landed heavily.
Vera nodded.
"Okay."
Tears still clung to her lashes.
"You deserve the whole truth."
The café fell silent.
Finally, Vera said:
"You were never broken."
The words struck Soraya with unexpected force.
"What?"
"You weren't unstable."
Elara's voice trembled.
"You weren't dangerous."
Celeste looked directly at Soraya.
"You weren't wrong."
Something inside Soraya cracked.
Because she had never said those fears aloud.
Not really.
Not to Isaiah.
Not to herself.
But there had always been a part of her that wondered.
The part that noticed too much.
The part that understood people before they understood themselves.
The part that built a café around belonging because she knew exactly what it felt like to stand outside of it.
"You've always been..." Vera hesitated.
"Different," Soraya supplied.
"No."
Vera shook her head.
"Important."
The word settled uneasily between them.
"I don't want to be important."
Vera's expression softened.
"I know."
"I wanted a coffee shop."
A watery laugh escaped Elara.
"You talked about it constantly."
"You drew floor plans in chemistry."
"You made us vote on pastry options," Celeste added.
"You wanted a place where nobody had to earn being welcome."
Soraya looked away.
Because that dream had always made sense to her.
Even before Froth & Fortune existed.
Even before she understood why belonging mattered so much.
"Then tell me what I am."
Nobody answered immediately.
Vera's hands trembled.
Isaiah lowered his gaze.
Finally, Celeste inhaled slowly.
"There are people whose gifts move outward."
Soraya frowned.
"What does that mean?"
"They influence."
Elara wiped at her face.
"They strengthen."
"They connect."
Vera looked directly at Soraya.
"They make other people more fully themselves."
A chill raced down Soraya's spine.
She thought of Froth & Fortune.
The way strangers became regulars.
The way people returned.
The way she'd always known how to make space.
Not because she had to.
Because she wanted to.
Because it felt natural.
Because creating belonging had never been work.
It had been joy.
"There was a word for people like that," Vera whispered.
The room held its breath.
Soraya looked at her.
"What word?"
Vera's voice broke.
"Anchor."
Silence.
The espresso machine hummed softly behind Soraya.
Outside, someone laughed on the sidewalk.
Inside, the world tilted.
"Anchor," Soraya repeated.
The word tasted strange.
Foreign.
Familiar.
"What does that mean?"
Vera closed her eyes.
"It means people gather around you."
Elara sniffled.
"It means you help people become more of who they are."
Celeste's voice remained steady.
"It means connection forms more easily in your presence."
Leon slowly lowered the bag of coffee beans he'd been holding.
"...That actually explains a lot."
Nobody looked at him.
Soraya stared at Vera.
"You named me."
"No."
Vera shook her head quickly.
"We didn't."
"The Conservatory did."
The unfamiliar word landed heavily.
"The Conservatory."
There it was.
Another truth.
Another thing decided without her.
"What is that?"
Celeste hesitated.
"An organization."
"Of course it is."
"They study people like us."
The bitterness rose quickly.
"They categorize us."
Elara looked devastated.
"They try to protect people."
"They decide things for them," Soraya corrected.
Nobody argued.
Because that was true too.
"So fifteen years ago..." Soraya swallowed.
"You decided I was an Anchor."
Vera's expression twisted.
"No."
"You knew."
The distinction mattered.
"We were told."
Soraya laughed softly.
A tired sound.
"You really thought you were helping."
"We did."
"And now?"
The question lingered.
Vera looked at her.
Not the Anchor.
Not the gift.
Soraya.
"We think we failed you."
The answer settled heavily into the café.
Leon looked suspiciously emotional near the pastry case.
Elara cried harder.
Celeste's eyes shone.
Isaiah remained painfully quiet.
Soraya stared down at her own hands.
The hands that brewed coffee.
Remembered birthdays.
Comforted strangers.
Built a life.
Anchor.
She had expected the word to explain her.
Instead, it complicated everything.
Because if they were right...
Then Froth & Fortune hadn't been compensation for what she'd lost.
It had been an expression of who she'd always been.
The realization stole her breath.
"You know what I hate most about this?" she asked quietly.
Nobody answered.
"You keep describing things I've loved about myself."
Silence.
"The way I notice people."
Her throat tightened.
"The way I make room."
She glanced around the café.
"The way I build community."
Tears blurred her vision.
"I thought those were choices."
Vera stood slowly.
"They were."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You chose them."
Vera's voice was fierce despite the tears.
"You could have turned away from people."
"You could have closed yourself off."
"You could have become bitter."
Elara nodded.
"You had every reason to."
"But you didn't."
Celeste met Soraya's gaze.
"You built Froth & Fortune anyway."
The room fell quiet.
Because maybe being an Anchor wasn't about destiny.
Maybe it wasn't obligation.
Maybe it wasn't usefulness.
Maybe it was simply naming a part of herself she'd already chosen, over and over again.
Soraya looked around the café she'd built from heartbreak and hope.
The place where people didn't have to earn belonging.
The place she'd dreamed about on a dock at sixteen.
The place she'd fought to create.
Then she looked back at the people who had once chosen for her.
"You don't get to tell me who I am."
The words landed gently.
Firmly.
Vera nodded.
"I know."
Soraya wiped at her eyes.
"But..."
She glanced around Froth & Fortune.
"...I think I might decide to keep some of it."
Anchor.
The word still felt too heavy.
Too sharp.
Too new.
But as the evening sunlight filtered through the windows of the café, Soraya realized something she hadn't expected.
For fifteen years, she'd wondered if there had been something wrong with her.
Too much.
Too sensitive.
Too aware.
Too strange.
Now, for the first time in her life, another possibility emerged.
Maybe there never had been.
Maybe the greatest betrayal wasn't that people had named her before she could name herself.
Maybe it was that they had taught her to fear the very things that had made her extraordinary.
And maybe—
just maybe—
she was finally ready to decide for herself what being an Anchor meant.
Chapter Twenty-Three
The café had gone dark.
Leon had long since stopped pretending to inventory coffee beans.
The pastries had been covered.
The espresso machine sat silent.
Outside, Hollow Brook settled into evening.
Inside Froth & Fortune, six people remained beneath the warm glow of string lights.
Soraya sat at the corner booth.
Anchor.
The word still echoed in her mind.
She wrapped both hands around an untouched mug.
Not drinking.
Grounding.
"What happens if I do nothing?"
The question landed softly.
Nobody answered.
Soraya looked up.
"What happens if I say no?"
Vera inhaled sharply.
Elara closed her eyes.
Celeste's fingers tightened around the edge of the table.
Isaiah stared at the floor.
The silence told her everything.
"Answer me."
Vera looked devastated.
"We don't know."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"We don't know."
The answer came again.
Steady.
Painful.
"We've never seen this happen before."
"You said there were others."
"There have been Anchors before."
Celeste nodded.
"But not like this."
The words settled uneasily between them.
"What does that mean?"
Elara's voice trembled.
"Most Anchors awakened young."
"They were trained."
"They knew who they were."
Vera met Soraya's gaze.
"You built an entire life without any of it."
The room went quiet.
Froth & Fortune.
The bookshelves.
The bulletin board.
The regulars.
The dream she'd sketched onto notebook paper at sixteen.
She'd done all of it herself.
No Conservatory.
No training.
No guidance.
"I wasn't waiting for this."
"No," Vera whispered.
"You weren't."
"And now?"
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
"Now we don't know what comes next."
The honesty settled over the room.
No scripts.
No prophecy.
No guarantees.
Soraya stared down into her untouched coffee.
"What happens to you?"
Nobody moved.
The question surprised all of them.
Elara blinked.
"What?"
"You said you needed me."
Soraya looked at Vera.
Then Celeste.
Then Elara.
"What happens if I walk away?"
The grief in Vera's expression deepened.
"You don't owe us that answer."
"That's not what I asked."
Celeste lowered her gaze.
"Our gifts continue to weaken."
Elara wiped at her eyes.
"We've been managing."
"Barely," Vera said quietly.
Soraya's stomach tightened.
"You mean..."
Vera nodded.
"We're less than we were."
The old wound reopened immediately.
Need.
Usefulness.
Value.
"But you're alive."
"Yes."
"You've had lives."
"Yes."
"You've worked."
"You think I don't teach terrified first graders every day?" Elara asked through tears.
"You think Celeste hasn't built an entire career?"
"You think Vera stopped existing?"
Vera let out a broken laugh.
"We adapted."
Soraya looked between them.
"You survived."
"Yes."
"Then if I say no..."
The silence stretched.
Finally, Celeste answered.
"We survive."
Soraya froze.
"What?"
"You heard me."
Celeste's voice remained steady.
"If you choose not to help us..."
She swallowed.
"...we survive."
Elara nodded tearfully.
"We'll be diminished."
"But alive."
Vera met Soraya's gaze.
"We won't lose ourselves."
Relief hit so suddenly Soraya almost couldn't process it.
"You mean I have a choice."
"Yes."
The word echoed through the café.
Real.
Solid.
True.
"You always should have had one."
Tears slipped down Vera's cheeks.
"We took that from you once."
The room fell silent.
"We won't do it again."
Soraya looked at Isaiah.
"You knew this?"
He hesitated.
Then nodded.
"I needed to hear them say it."
The answer surprised her.
"Why?"
Isaiah's expression softened.
"Because if you didn't have a choice..."
His voice broke.
"...I would have asked you to leave."
The room went still.
Vera stared.
Elara's hand flew to her mouth.
Even Celeste looked shocked.
"Soraya."
Isaiah finally looked directly at her.
"If helping them meant sacrificing you..."
His voice trembled.
"...I would choose you."
The words settled into the spaces between them.
Not because they were romantic.
Because they were terrifying.
Because for the first time, someone had openly chosen Soraya over the greater good.
She looked at him.
"You mean that."
"Every single time."
Tears blurred her vision.
Across the table, Vera lowered her head.
"I used to think choosing one person over everyone else was selfish."
The café held its breath.
"I don't anymore."
The admission shattered something inside Soraya.
Because fifteen years ago, that had been the choice.
Duty.
Or Soraya.
Everyone else.
Or Soraya.
And they hadn't chosen her.
Elara cried quietly.
"We were children."
Celeste looked exhausted.
"We believed what we'd been taught."
Vera's voice cracked.
"And we were wrong."
No one argued.
Not even Vera.
Soraya stared around Froth & Fortune.
At the place she'd built from heartbreak.
At the people who had failed her.
At the husband who would walk away from everything if it meant protecting her.
At the life she'd created with her own hands.
Then she asked the question that mattered most.
"What if I choose myself?"
The silence that followed felt sacred.
Then Vera smiled through tears.
Small.
Sad.
Certain.
"Then we'll learn how to live with it."
Elara nodded.
"We'll grieve."
Celeste straightened.
"We'll adapt."
Isaiah squeezed Soraya's hand.
"And I'll still be here."
The knot in Soraya's chest loosened.
Just slightly.
Because for the first time since Vera had walked back into Froth & Fortune...
she wasn't trapped.
She wasn't obligated.
She wasn't a sacrifice waiting to happen.
She wasn't a girl on a dock with adults making decisions behind closed doors.
She was a woman.
A wife.
A business owner.
A friend.
An Anchor.
And whatever happened next—
whether she embraced this part of herself or turned away from it entirely—
the decision would belong to her.
Outside, Hollow Brook glittered beneath the streetlights.
Inside, the café smelled faintly of cinnamon and coffee.
Soraya looked around the room.
At the people who had once stolen her choice.
Then she looked back at them.
"I haven't decided."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"I might never forgive you."
"I know."
"I might help anyway."
A tear slipped down Vera's face.
"I know."
Soraya glanced toward the dark windows of Froth & Fortune.
Toward the reflection of the life she'd built.
Toward the woman she'd become despite everything.
Then she took a slow breath.
For fifteen years, she'd believed the question was:
Who am I, really?
Now she understood the better question.
Who do I choose to become?
And for the first time in her life...
no one else would answer it for her.
Chapter Twenty-Four
The next morning, Soraya unlocked Froth & Fortune alone.
The key stuck in the lock.
It always stuck in the lock.
She'd meant to fix it for years.
The familiar resistance grounded her.
Metal.
Wood.
Routine.
Home.
She stepped inside and flipped on the lights.
The café greeted her exactly as it had the day before.
The bulletin board sagged beneath flyers advertising piano lessons and lost cats.
The bookshelves leaned slightly to the left.
The pastry case waited to be filled.
Nothing had changed.
Everything had changed.
Soraya stood in the center of the café.
Anchor.
The word drifted through her mind.
She hated it a little.
Not because of what it meant.
Because it felt like another thing someone else had chosen for her.
A definition handed down from strangers.
A role she'd never asked for.
The door opened behind her.
Isaiah stepped inside carrying two paper bags.
"You forgot breakfast."
"I own a café."
"You forget to eat."
"I sell muffins professionally."
"You still forget to eat."
He held up the bags.
"Bagels."
Soraya accepted one automatically.
"Thank you."
Neither of them moved.
Morning sunlight spilled across the wooden floor.
Dust motes drifted lazily through the air.
Normal.
She clung to it.
Finally, Isaiah said softly,
"You don't have to decide anything today."
Soraya laughed quietly.
"Everyone keeps saying that."
"Because it's true."
She stared down at the bagel in her hands.
"You knew."
The words came out without accusation.
Without anger.
Just truth.
Isaiah closed his eyes.
"I know."
"You knew before you met me."
"Some of it."
"You married me anyway."
His eyes opened immediately.
"I married you because I loved you."
The certainty in his voice was infuriating.
And comforting.
"I don't know what to do with that."
"You don't have to do anything with it."
He hesitated.
Then added quietly,
"You can be angry with me."
"I am."
"You can hate what I kept from you."
"I do."
"You can take all the time you need."
Soraya looked at him.
"What if I decide not to forgive you?"
His expression softened.
"I'll still love you."
Tears pricked unexpectedly behind her eyes.
"What if I decide I don't want any of this?"
"The Conservatory?"
"The Anchor."
The word felt foreign.
Isaiah's voice remained steady.
"Then we'll figure out what life looks like."
"We?"
A small smile touched his mouth.
"You think I'm letting you face this alone?"
Something inside her cracked.
Because for weeks, everyone had been asking what Soraya could do for them.
Only Isaiah kept asking:
What do you want?
She looked away.
"I don't know what I want."
"Okay."
"I don't know who I am anymore."
"I don't think that's true."
She frowned.
"What?"
Isaiah glanced around the café.
At the shelves.
The chalkboard menu.
The mismatched chairs.
"You built this."
His voice softened.
"You."
He pointed toward the bookshelves.
"You remembered what Mrs. Alvarez likes to read."
The pastry case.
"You know which kids save allowance money for brownies."
The bulletin board.
"You let people advertise piano lessons because nobody else would."
Then back to Soraya.
"You're still the woman who made strangers feel welcome."
Her throat tightened.
"The Anchor?"
"No."
Isaiah shook his head.
"Soraya."
The answer settled heavily between them.
The bell above the front door chimed.
Both of them looked up.
Vera stood just inside the entrance.
Alone.
For the first time since returning to Hollow Brook, she looked uncertain.
Almost young.
"I can leave," she said immediately.
Soraya studied her.
"You came anyway."
Vera looked down.
"I wanted to apologize."
Soraya sighed.
"You've done that."
"I know."
Vera's voice trembled.
"But I never apologized for the right thing."
The café fell silent.
Isaiah stepped back.
Giving them space.
"What do you mean?" Soraya asked.
Vera's eyes filled with tears.
"I apologized for leaving."
A shaky breath escaped her.
"I apologized for hurting you."
She looked directly at Soraya.
"But I never apologized for believing I knew what was best for your life."
The honesty landed like a stone.
"I thought loving you gave me the right to decide for you."
Soraya couldn't breathe.
"I thought protecting you mattered more than trusting you."
Tears spilled down Vera's face.
"I was wrong."
The words echoed through Froth & Fortune.
"I don't expect forgiveness."
"I don't expect trust."
"But if I could change one thing..."
Vera's voice broke.
"...I would have let you choose."
Silence.
The espresso machine remained quiet.
Morning sunlight warmed the floor.
Ordinary life carried on outside.
Finally, Soraya spoke.
"I don't know what happens next."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"I don't know if I want to help you."
"I know."
"I don't know if I want anything to do with the Conservatory."
A flicker of relief crossed Vera's face.
"Good."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You shouldn't trust them automatically."
The answer surprised her.
"You don't?"
Vera laughed softly through tears.
"Not anymore."
For a long moment, neither woman moved.
Then Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the place she'd built.
The place she'd chosen.
The place that had existed long before anyone called her an Anchor.
"I need time."
Vera nodded immediately.
"Take it."
"And no one follows me."
"Okay."
"And no one makes plans for me."
"Okay."
"And no one decides what happens next."
Vera's eyes shone.
"Okay."
Soraya released a slow breath.
For the first time since the truth had begun unraveling, she didn't feel trapped.
Afraid.
Overwhelmed.
Angry.
Yes.
But not trapped.
Because the next step belonged to her.
Outside, Hollow Brook bustled with ordinary life.
Inside, Soraya unlocked the pastry case.
Set out fresh muffins.
Straightened the stack of community flyers.
The familiar motions soothed her.
Anchor.
Maybe.
Needed.
Certainly.
Loved.
Complicated.
But none of those things erased the simplest truth of all.
Before the Conservatory.
Before the HSBs.
Before the awakening.
She had chosen this life.
And whatever came next...
she would choose that, too.
Chapter Twenty-Five
Tuesday evening brought the rain back.
Froth & Fortune glowed against the gray, its windows fogged from espresso steam and damp coats.
Soraya preferred weather like this.
People lingered longer.
Ordered second drinks.
Stayed for conversations they might otherwise avoid.
Rain gave people permission to soften around the edges.
At least, it usually did.
Tonight, Soraya couldn't settle.
She wiped already-clean counters.
Reorganized the pastry case.
Straightened the community bulletin board twice.
"You alphabetized the flyers."
Leon didn't even look up from the register.
"You only do that when you're trying not to think."
"I'm organizing."
"You've moved the piano teacher's flyer three times."
"Her tabs were crooked."
Leon snorted.
"You know, most people spiral in less productive ways."
Soraya opened her mouth to respond.
The bell above the café door chimed.
Mrs. Alvarez entered first.
Dripping umbrella.
Mystery novel tucked beneath one arm.
"You moved the mystery section again."
"You noticed?"
"You alphabetized by author instead of title."
Mrs. Alvarez narrowed her eyes.
"What's wrong?"
Soraya smiled automatically.
"Nothing."
Mrs. Alvarez gave her a look that suggested she'd survived raising four children and could detect nonsense at fifty paces.
"Mmm."
Twenty minutes later, the running club arrived.
Then the college students.
Then the retired teachers.
The café filled.
Conversation layered over music.
Milk hissed.
Plates clinked.
Normal.
Home.
And still—
something beneath Soraya's skin hummed.
A familiar pressure.
Like a song she almost remembered.
"You okay?"
Isaiah appeared beside her with a stack of clean mugs.
She nodded.
Then shook her head.
"I don't know."
His expression softened.
"You don't have to figure it out tonight."
Before she could answer, a voice interrupted.
"Excuse me?"
A woman stood near the register.
Mid-thirties.
Raincoat.
An exhausted smile.
"I heard you do readings."
The room seemed to pause.
Soraya's stomach tightened.
She hadn't done one since everything changed.
Since visions.
Since voices.
Since Anchor.
"No," she said.
Then stopped.
Because that wasn't true.
The woman shifted awkwardly.
"That's okay."
"I just..."
She hesitated.
"I've been trying to decide whether to move."
Something in her expression caught Soraya's attention.
Fear.
Hope.
Grief.
The familiar cocktail of wanting something enough to risk losing everything else.
"You don't have to."
The woman laughed quietly.
"Everyone keeps saying that."
The words landed unexpectedly hard.
You don't have to.
You have a choice.
The refrain of the last several days.
Soraya glanced around the café.
At Leon.
At Isaiah.
At Mrs. Alvarez pretending not to eavesdrop.
At the life she'd built.
Then she nodded.
"Okay."
The woman smiled with obvious relief.
A cup appeared between them.
Half-finished coffee.
Dark grounds clinging to porcelain.
Soraya touched the handle.
And the world narrowed.
Not a flood.
Not panic.
A porch swing.
Boxes stacked in a hallway.
A little girl dancing barefoot through an unfamiliar kitchen.
Sunflowers in a mason jar.
The feeling wasn't certainty.
It was possibility.
Soraya inhaled sharply.
When she opened her eyes, the woman looked nervous.
"You don't have to move."
The woman blinked.
"What?"
"But I think..."
Soraya looked down at the cup.
Then back up.
"...you've mistaken familiar for safe."
Silence settled between them.
The woman's eyes widened.
"My divorce was finalized six months ago."
Nobody moved.
"I've lived in the same town my entire life."
Her voice shook.
"I don't know how to leave."
Soraya swallowed.
"You'll miss things."
The porch swing.
The sunflowers.
The little girl laughing.
"You'll grieve them."
Tears filled the woman's eyes.
"But I think..."
Soraya's own voice softened.
"...you've already started building a home somewhere else."
The woman covered her mouth.
Across the café, Mrs. Alvarez dabbed at her eyes.
Leon looked suspiciously emotional.
The woman laughed through tears.
"You really can do this."
The statement sent unease curling through Soraya.
No.
She couldn't.
Could she?
The woman reached across the table.
"Thank you."
Then she gathered her coat and umbrella and stepped back into the rain.
The bell chimed behind her.
The café breathed again.
Conversation resumed.
Music continued.
But Soraya remained frozen.
"What did you see?"
Isaiah's voice was quiet.
She looked down at the cup.
"I don't know."
That wasn't entirely true.
"It felt different."
The humming beneath her skin had eased.
Not disappeared.
Settled.
Across the room, Mrs. Alvarez closed her book.
"You know what I think?"
Everyone looked at her.
"I'm eighty-two years old."
She adjusted her glasses.
"I've had teachers tell me who I was."
"Pastors."
"Husbands."
"Children."
She looked directly at Soraya.
"Most of them were wrong."
The café fell silent.
"But every now and then..."
Mrs. Alvarez smiled gently.
"...someone reminds you of who you've been all along."
Soraya felt tears prick unexpectedly behind her eyes.
Anchor.
The Conservatory.
The HSBs.
The woman who built Froth & Fortune.
All of them lived uneasily inside her.
"I don't know what this means," Soraya admitted.
"You don't have to."
Mrs. Alvarez stood.
Collected her mystery novel.
"You just have to decide what kind of person you want to be."
The familiar words echoed.
Choice.
Always choice.
Outside, rain streaked the windows.
Inside, the café glowed warm and golden.
Leon rang up a customer.
Isaiah stacked mugs.
Someone laughed near the bookshelves.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the place she'd created from longing and hope.
Then she glanced toward the front windows.
For just a moment—
she thought she saw three figures reflected there.
Standing in the rain.
Waiting.
Not frightening.
Patient.
She blinked.
The reflection disappeared.
But the humming beneath her skin returned.
Steadier now.
Insistent.
As though whatever had begun wasn't demanding.
It was inviting.
Find us.
The whisper brushed the edge of her thoughts.
Not a command.
A request.
Soraya wrapped both hands around the cooling coffee cup.
She still hadn't decided what came next.
She still didn't know whether she'd help.
Whether she'd forgive.
Whether she'd embrace being an Anchor or reject it entirely.
But as rain washed Hollow Brook clean outside the café windows, she realized something that frightened her almost as much as the truth itself.
Part of her wanted to know.
And for the first time since all of this began, curiosity outweighed fear.
Just a little.
Enough to take the next step.
Whatever it turned out to be.
Chapter Twenty-Six
The dock had existed in Soraya's mind long before she returned to it.
In memories.
In yearbook photographs.
In stories told through tears and lemon bars.
The place where four girls had dreamed about impossible futures.
The place where she had decided to build a coffee shop where nobody had to earn belonging.
The place where friendship had begun.
The place where something had ended.
Now it had become something else entirely.
The place that called her back.
Soraya stood at the kitchen counter above Froth & Fortune, staring out the apartment window while rain tapped gently against the glass.
"You've been holding the same mug for twenty minutes."
Isaiah's voice drifted from behind her.
"I know."
"You forgot to drink it."
"I know."
He stepped beside her.
She handed him the untouched coffee.
He took it without comment.
The small intimacy nearly undid her.
Outside, Hollow Brook settled into evening.
Streetlights glowed.
Cars splashed through wet intersections.
Ordinary life.
The thing she'd fought so hard to build.
"You want to go."
It wasn't a question.
Soraya stared out the window.
"Yes."
Isaiah waited.
"You don't have to ask permission."
A humorless laugh escaped her.
"I'm still getting used to that."
Silence settled between them.
Then:
"Do you want me to come with you?"
The question wasn't loaded.
No expectation.
No obligation.
Just love.
Soraya thought about it.
The dock.
The voices.
Find us.
The reflection she'd seen in the café window.
Then she looked at her husband.
The man who had kept secrets.
The man who had chosen her.
The man who had promised to let her choose for herself.
"Yes."
His shoulders relaxed.
"Okay."
"You don't get to tell me what to do."
"Understood."
"You don't get to decide if something is too dangerous."
"Understood."
"You don't get to make choices for me because you're scared."
He met her gaze.
"Understood."
Tears burned unexpectedly behind her eyes.
"Okay."
He kissed her forehead.
"Okay."

The rain had stopped by the time they reached Hollow Brook High.
The parking lot sat mostly empty beneath the fading light.
The football field stretched beyond rusted fencing.
The old bleachers looked smaller than Soraya remembered.
Everything did.
"You used to sneak out here?"
Isaiah glanced around.
"You say that like I was a delinquent."
"You were friends with Vera."
"That's fair."
The path toward the lake remained hidden behind overgrown brush.
Soraya found it anyway.
Memory carried her forward.
The smell of wet earth.
Crickets singing somewhere in the trees.
The quiet lapping of lake water against the shore.
And then—
The dock.
It looked exactly as she remembered.
Weathered wood.
A slight tilt near the far edge.
The fourth plank from the end still cracked.
The sight stole her breath.
"You remembered."
Isaiah's voice softened.
"I dreamed about this place for years."
She stepped forward.
One foot.
Then another.
The wood creaked beneath her shoes.
Memory rushed toward her.
Blankets spread beneath the stars.
Elara's laughter.
Celeste insisting everyone had homework.
Vera stealing snacks.
Sixteen-year-old Soraya declaring that one day she'd own a café where people could stay as long as they needed.
The ache of it settled heavily in her chest.
"I loved them."
The confession barely carried across the lake.
Isaiah looked at her.
"I know."
"They hurt me."
"I know."
"I still miss them."
"I know."
The simplicity of his answers broke something open.
Because maybe love wasn't less real because it ended badly.
Maybe grief existed because something had mattered.
Soraya moved toward the end of the dock.
Rainwater still clung to the boards.
The lake reflected the fading sky.
Then—
The humming returned.
Low.
Steady.
Familiar.
She went still.
Isaiah noticed immediately.
"Soraya?"
The air shifted.
Not colder.
Heavier.
The lake fell unnaturally quiet.
Even the crickets stopped singing.
Her heartbeat quickened.
Find us.
The whisper brushed the edge of her thoughts.
Not frightening.
Not demanding.
Patient.
She closed her eyes.
"What do you want?"
The words escaped before she realized she'd spoken them aloud.
Silence.
Then—
Warmth spread through her chest.
A memory that wasn't hers.
Hands sketching diagrams onto parchment.
Voices speaking in hushed excitement.
The feeling of standing in a crowded room and never being alone.
Connection.
Community.
Belonging.
Anchor.
Soraya gasped.
The vision vanished.
She stumbled.
Isaiah caught her immediately.
"I've got you."
She gripped his jacket.
Breathing hard.
"It wasn't like before."
"What happened?"
She searched for words.
"It didn't feel like a warning."
The lake rippled softly against the dock.
"It felt like..."
She hesitated.
"...an invitation."
Isaiah went very still.
The weight of the word settled between them.
Invitation.
Not command.
Not prophecy.
Choice.
She looked back across the water.
Toward the darkened shoreline.
Toward the place where childhood dreams had once lived.
Toward whatever waited beyond the life she understood.
Then she noticed something else.
A carving.
Small.
Worn by time.
Near the edge of the dock.
Her breath caught.
"No way."
"What?"
Soraya knelt.
Ran trembling fingers across the faded letters.
HSB
Beneath it, carved in uneven handwriting:
No one sits alone.
Tears blurred her vision instantly.
"We forgot this."
Isaiah crouched beside her.
"You carved it?"
"We all did."
She traced the words again.
No one sits alone.
The promise of four teenage girls who had believed love could fix anything.
Who had wanted to build a place where everyone belonged.
Who had failed each other anyway.
And somehow...
the words still mattered.
Soraya sat at the edge of the dock.
The lake stretched endlessly before her.
Anchor.
Friend.
Wife.
Business owner.
Betrayed girl.
Beloved woman.
All of them true.
Beside her, Isaiah settled into silence.
No advice.
No instructions.
No decisions made on her behalf.
Just presence.
Eventually, Soraya spoke.
"I think I need to meet the Conservatory."
Isaiah's head turned sharply.
"You don't have to."
A small smile touched her lips.
"I know."
The wind stirred gently across the water.
The lake shimmered beneath the first stars of evening.
"I want to."
The difference settled into the space between them.
Choice.
Isaiah looked out across the lake.
Then back at her.
"Okay."
Soraya glanced down at the carved words beneath her fingertips.
No one sits alone.
For the first time since Vera Blackwood had walked back into Froth & Fortune, Soraya understood that moving forward didn't mean surrendering herself.
It meant choosing what came next.
The dock had once witnessed the beginning of everything.
Friendship.
Dreams.
Betrayal.
Now, beneath a darkening sky and the steady rhythm of lake water against weathered wood, it became something else.
A threshold.
And this time, Soraya would cross it with her eyes wide open.
Chapter Twenty-Seven
By Wednesday morning, everyone had an opinion.
Soraya should have expected that.
Froth & Fortune had always attracted opinions.
About pastries.
About politics.
About whether pineapple belonged on pizza.
Apparently, life-altering decisions involving secret organizations weren't any different.
"You can't go alone."
Vera stood near the pastry case with her arms crossed.
"We don't even know if that's what I'm doing."
"You literally said you wanted to meet them."
"I said I think I need to."
"That's not better."
Across the café, Elara looked as though she hadn't slept.
"I don't think she should go at all."
Celeste closed the inventory spreadsheet she'd been pretending to work on.
"I don't think refusing to engage with them is realistic."
"You don't trust them," Vera snapped.
"I didn't say I trusted them."
"You implied it."
"I implied information has value."
"Information got us here."
"Emotion got us here too."
Leon looked up from frosting cinnamon rolls.
"I don't know what we're arguing about, but I support pastries."
No one acknowledged him.
"Excuse me."
The single phrase cut cleanly through the café.
Silence followed.
Soraya set down the tray she'd been carrying.
Three women stopped talking.
Immediately.
"You are doing it again."
Nobody moved.
Vera blinked.
"What?"
"You are arguing about my life like I'm not standing right here."
The old hurt sharpened beneath her ribs.
"They're dangerous," Elara whispered.
"They're powerful," Celeste corrected.
"They're manipulative," Vera said.
Soraya folded her arms.
"And somehow, none of those things involve asking what I want."
The room went still.
Leon slowly backed toward the kitchen.
"Strategic retreat," he muttered.
Isaiah emerged from the office just in time to catch the silence.
He took one look at Soraya's expression and wisely said nothing.
Finally, Vera looked down.
"What do you want?"
The question landed softly.
Heavily.
Soraya realized, with a jolt, how rarely people had asked it.
Not what she should do.
Not what she ought to do.
Not what would help everyone else.
What do you want?
She looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the regulars filtering through the doors.
At Mrs. Alvarez settling into her favorite chair.
At the college student who always forgot his charger.
At the young mother balancing a toddler on one hip.
This life.
Her life.
"I want to know who gets to decide things like this."
Vera frowned.
"What?"
"If I meet the Conservatory..."
Soraya looked directly at her.
"...I want to know who they think they are."
The café fell quiet.
Elara's eyes widened.
Celeste stared.
Isaiah's mouth twitched.
"What?" Soraya asked.
Isaiah looked suspiciously proud.
"You don't want answers."
"I absolutely want answers."
"You want accountability."
Soraya considered it.
Then sighed.
"Oh."
Leon pointed his frosting knife at Isaiah.
"She's going to ask to speak to the manager of the magical organization."
Mrs. Alvarez looked up from her mystery novel.
"As she should."
A startled laugh escaped Soraya.
The tension in the room loosened.
Just slightly.
Then Vera said quietly,
"You really are going to do this."
It wasn't approval.
It wasn't condemnation.
Just realization.
Soraya thought about the dock.
The invitation she'd felt.
The carving in the wood.
No one sits alone.
She thought about being fifteen and having adults make choices she never understood.
She thought about building Froth & Fortune because belonging mattered.
"I think so."
Elara looked devastated.
"What if they hurt you?"
The question settled over the café.
Soraya walked toward her.
"What if they don't?"
Elara's expression crumpled.
"What if they're right?"
"What if they're wrong?"
"What if they convince you?"
"What if they don't?"
Elara started crying.
"I don't know how to protect you."
Soraya's own throat tightened.
Slowly, she reached for Elara's hands.
"You don't have to."
Elara stared at her.
"You don't have to protect me."
The words trembled.
"You just have to trust me."
Tears spilled down Elara's cheeks.
"I don't know how."
"I know."
That was the tragedy of all of it.
Fifteen years ago, they'd chosen protection over trust.
Now, Soraya was asking them to do the harder thing.
Let her decide.
Even if they were afraid.
Even if they thought she was wrong.
Across the room, Celeste adjusted her glasses.
"If you're going..."
Everyone looked at her.
"...you should ask questions."
Vera groaned.
"Oh my God."
Celeste ignored her.
"What are the rules?"
"Who oversees them?"
"What records exist?"
"What happened with previous Anchors?"
"What safeguards are in place?"
Leon looked impressed.
"You've been waiting your entire life to interrogate a secret society."
"Obviously."
A smile tugged unexpectedly at Soraya's mouth.
Then Isaiah stepped beside her.
"If you decide to go..."
He hesitated.
"...I'll come."
Vera opened her mouth.
Isaiah looked at her.
"I'm not asking permission."
The café went silent.
"I won't decide for her."
He reached for Soraya's hand.
"But I won't leave her to face this alone either."
Soraya looked down at their joined fingers.
The man who had failed her.
The man who had loved her.
The man who had finally learned that choosing her didn't mean controlling her.
"You know what I realized?" Soraya asked quietly.
Nobody answered.
"I don't actually want certainty."
The room stilled.
"I want honesty."
Outside, rain tapped softly against the windows.
Inside, the smell of coffee wrapped around them.
The Conservatory.
The HSBs.
The Anchor.
None of it came with guarantees.
No promise of safety.
No assurance she'd make the right choice.
Only truth.
Messy.
Complicated.
Human truth.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the place where people gathered because they needed connection.
At the people who had hurt her.
At the people trying to do better.
Then she squared her shoulders.
"I'll meet them."
Vera closed her eyes.
Elara squeezed Soraya's hands.
Celeste immediately reached for a notebook.
Leon sighed.
"I really hope secret societies have snacks."
And for the first time since learning who she was, Soraya understood something that eased the fear just enough to let curiosity breathe.
She wasn't walking into the Conservatory because destiny demanded it.
She wasn't going because other people needed her.
She wasn't going because someone else had decided.
She was going because she had chosen to knock on the door.
And this time—
whatever waited on the other side—
it would answer to her, too.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
The Thursday night book club was arguing about endings.
"Bittersweet endings are cowardly," Mrs. Alvarez declared.
A chorus of protests erupted around the fireplace.
"They're realistic."
"They're emotionally satisfying."
"They're manipulative."
"Life is manipulative."
Leon leaned across the pastry case.
"I personally believe everyone should end up happy."
"You've never finished a serious novel in your life," Soraya informed him.
"I finish them."
"You skipped the last fifty pages of The Great Gatsby."
"I got the vibe."
The café erupted into laughter.
Froth & Fortune glowed beneath the string lights.
Outside, rain tapped gently against the windows.
Inside, cinnamon and espresso wrapped around familiar conversations.
This.
This was the life Soraya had built.
And for the first time since deciding to meet the Conservatory, she allowed herself to fully understand what she stood to lose.
Not her powers.
Not the HSBs.
This.
Mrs. Alvarez loudly defending fictional characters.
The college student who tipped in origami cranes.
The running club arguing over playlists.
Leon trying to convince people croissants counted as a personality trait.
Ordinary.
Beautiful.
Fragile.
"You disappeared."
Isaiah slid into the chair beside her during a lull in the evening rush.
"I own the café."
"You disappeared emotionally."
Soraya stared into the mug warming her hands.
"I've been thinking."
"Should I be concerned?"
"Probably."
He smiled.
The expression softened quickly.
"You don't have to do this."
She looked at him.
"You keep saying that."
"Because I mean it."
The honesty in his voice settled heavily between them.
The Conservatory.
The Anchor.
The awakening.
Every path forward felt uncertain.
"What if this changes everything?" she asked quietly.
Isaiah didn't answer immediately.
Instead, he looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the customers laughing near the bookshelves.
At Leon dramatically defending cinnamon rolls.
At Mrs. Alvarez lecturing someone half her age.
Then back at Soraya.
"It already has."
The truth of it stole her breath.
She wasn't the woman she'd been six weeks ago.
The HSBs had returned.
The past had cracked open.
The future had shifted.
And yet—
she still remembered regular orders.
Still noticed who needed an extra cookie slipped into a takeout bag.
Still loved this place.
"Are you afraid?" she asked.
Isaiah laughed softly.
"Terrified."
The answer surprised her.
"You don't look terrified."
"I'm trying not to."
"Why?"
His hand found hers beneath the table.
"Because one of us should probably remain calm."
Tears pricked unexpectedly behind her eyes.
"I don't know if I can do this."
"You don't have to do it perfectly."
"What if I make the wrong choice?"
Isaiah squeezed her hand.
"What if there isn't one right choice?"
The thought settled uneasily inside her.
Not destiny.
Not prophecy.
Choice.
Again and again.
Across the room, Vera stood frozen near the pastry case.
Watching.
Not intruding.
Waiting.
Soraya hesitated.
Then stood.
The movement caught Vera's attention immediately.
"You don't have to talk to me."
"I know."
"You still seem angry."
"I am."
A small smile tugged at Vera's mouth.
"Good."
Soraya folded her arms.
"You really think I should meet them?"
The question hung between them.
The Conservatory.
The people who had decided who Soraya was before she'd known herself.
Vera looked exhausted.
"I think..."
She hesitated.
"I think I owe you honesty."
The café noise faded around them.
"If you asked me fifteen years ago..."
Vera swallowed.
"...I would've said no."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"I would've trusted them."
The admission sounded like grief.
"I would've believed they knew best."
The old wound shifted beneath Soraya's ribs.
"And now?"
Vera looked directly at her.
"I think secrets rot people."
The words settled heavily between them.
"I think certainty can become cruelty."
Tears filled Vera's eyes.
"And I think if someone holds power over your life..."
Her voice broke.
"...they should have to answer to you."
Silence stretched between them.
"You've changed."
Vera laughed softly through tears.
"So have you."
Soraya thought about the dock.
No one sits alone.
The girls they had been.
The women they had become.
Neither erased the other.
"You know what I keep thinking about?" Soraya asked.
"What?"
"The coffee shop."
Vera frowned.
"What about it?"
"I built exactly what I wanted."
The realization arrived slowly.
Steadily.
"I spent fifteen years believing I'd lost everything."
She glanced around Froth & Fortune.
"I didn't."
Vera's eyes shone.
"No."
"You missed weddings."
"Yes."
"You missed birthdays."
"Yes."
"You missed this place."
A tear slipped down Vera's cheek.
"Yes."
Soraya looked at her.
"I built it anyway."
The pride in the statement startled her.
Not bitterness.
Not defiance.
Truth.
She had survived them.
She had loved people anyway.
She had built community anyway.
She had become herself anyway.
Vera smiled through tears.
"You did."
The book club erupted into another argument.
Leon loudly declared that symbolism was overrated.
Mrs. Alvarez threatened to revoke his library privileges.
Laughter filled the café.
Life continuing.
Finally, Soraya looked toward the darkened windows.
Tomorrow.
Tomorrow she would meet the Conservatory.
Tomorrow she would step willingly into a world she hadn't chosen.
Tomorrow she would demand answers from the people who had helped shape the course of her life without permission.
The thought should have terrified her.
Instead, she felt something unexpected.
Steady.
Not confidence.
Not certainty.
Conviction.
She looked back at Vera.
"Whatever happens tomorrow..."
Vera straightened instinctively.
"...I'm not the girl you left."
Silence.
Then Vera nodded.
"I know."
Soraya glanced around Froth & Fortune one last time.
At the people who belonged here.
At the place she'd built with her own two hands.
At the life that had never been an accident.
The Conservatory could tell her what an Anchor was.
It could explain history and gifts and obligations.
But there was one thing it could never define.
Who Soraya had chosen to become.
Outside, rain continued to fall over Hollow Brook.
Inside, someone asked Leon if cinnamon rolls counted as breakfast.
"They count as self-care," he answered solemnly.
The café burst into laughter.
And beneath the string lights of Froth & Fortune, Soraya took a slow breath and held the ordinary miracle of her life close.
Tomorrow, she would step into the unknown.
But tonight—
she was exactly where she belonged.
Chapter Twenty-Nine
The Conservatory was hidden in plain sight.
"I hate that."
Soraya stared through the windshield.
Beside her, Isaiah looked at the sprawling brick building across the street.
"You haven't even gone inside."
"It's a library."
"It is."
"It's literally a library."
Rain dotted the windshield.
The old Hollow Brook Public Archives sat tucked between the historical society and a law office downtown.
Red brick.
White columns.
A brass plaque near the entrance.
The kind of building most people walked past without noticing.
"You've got to admit," Leon said from the back seat, "that's objectively funny."
Soraya turned around.
"Why are you here?"
"You thought I was letting you walk into a magical bureaucracy without emotional support?"
"You invited yourself."
"You didn't say no."
Isaiah rubbed a hand over his face.
"I can't believe this is happening."
"I brought snacks," Leon offered.
Soraya looked back toward the building.
The Conservatory.
The organization that had known her name before she'd known herself.
The organization that had sent three teenage girls to observe her.
The organization that had helped shape the trajectory of her life.
It looked...
ordinary.
Of course it did.
"Do I have to go in?"
Isaiah glanced at her.
"No."
The answer came immediately.
No hesitation.
No pressure.
"You can leave."
The knot in Soraya's stomach loosened slightly.
Then tightened again.
Because she knew herself.
Curiosity had always won.
"I hate that you're right."
Isaiah smiled faintly.
"I know."
Outside, rain softened into a drizzle.
Finally, Soraya opened the car door.
"I'm going."
Isaiah climbed out beside her.
"So am I."
Leon grabbed his bag of snacks.
"I'm absolutely going."
"You are not."
"You brought me into this emotionally months ago."
"Leon."
"You named a cinnamon roll after me."
"I absolutely did not."
"You called it Leon's Last Chance."
"It burned."
The three of them climbed the library steps.
Ordinary.
Ridiculous.
Terrifying.
The heavy wooden doors opened easily.
Inside, the archive smelled like dust and old paper.
Soft lighting illuminated rows of bookshelves.
A receptionist glanced up from behind the front desk.
She smiled.
"We've been expecting you."
Soraya stopped walking.
"No."
The woman blinked.
"I'm sorry?"
"No."
Soraya crossed her arms.
"You don't get to say things like that."
Silence settled over the lobby.
Isaiah closed his eyes briefly.
Leon looked delighted.
The receptionist looked confused.
"You've been expecting me?"
"Yes."
"And nobody thought maybe someone should ask if I wanted to come?"
The woman's smile disappeared.
"I..."
"Do you know how many people have made decisions about my life without consulting me?"
"Soraya," Isaiah murmured.
"No."
She looked directly at the receptionist.
"I'm here because I chose to be."
The woman straightened.
Then, unexpectedly, nodded.
"You're right."
The answer startled everyone.
"I'm sorry."
The sincerity in her voice disarmed Soraya.
"I'll let them know you've arrived."
Them.
Of course.
The receptionist disappeared through a set of double doors.
Leon leaned closer.
"I don't know who they are, but I support your anti-bureaucracy stance."
Soraya snorted.
A moment later, the doors reopened.
An older woman stepped into the lobby.
Silver hair twisted into a neat knot.
Dark green cardigan.
Reading glasses hanging from a chain around her neck.
She looked more like someone's favorite literature professor than the architect of a secret magical institution.
She studied Soraya.
Not her gift.
Not her hands.
Her.
Then she said quietly,
"You have your mother's eyes."
The world stopped.
"What?"
The woman visibly paled.
"I..."
She looked genuinely stricken.
"I apologize."
Soraya couldn't breathe.
"My mother?"
The woman closed her eyes.
"I should not have said that first."
"First?"
Isaiah moved closer.
The atmosphere shifted.
No longer awkward.
Careful.
The woman took a slow breath.
"My name is Eleanor Hart."
She hesitated.
"And before anything else..."
She met Soraya's gaze.
"...I owe you an apology."
Silence crashed through the archive.
Soraya stared.
"What?"
Eleanor's hands trembled.
"We failed you."
The words landed with devastating simplicity.
Not:
You misunderstand.
Not:
We had no choice.
Not:
We did what was necessary.
We failed you.
The anger Soraya had carried for weeks surged immediately.
"You knew."
"Yes."
"You sent them."
"Yes."
"You watched my life unfold."
Eleanor's eyes filled with tears.
"Yes."
"And nobody thought to ask what I wanted."
"No."
The admission echoed through the quiet library.
Eleanor lowered her head.
"We didn't."
The honesty nearly stole Soraya's breath.
Because she'd prepared herself for excuses.
For justification.
For certainty.
Instead—
she found regret.
"I don't forgive you," Soraya said.
"I know."
"I don't trust you."
"I know."
"You don't get to decide anything for me."
Eleanor looked directly at her.
"You are absolutely correct."
The room fell silent.
Leon slowly lowered the snack bag he'd been holding.
"...I was expecting more villain energy."
Nobody acknowledged him.
Soraya stared at Eleanor.
At the woman standing at the center of an institution that had altered her life.
At the grief written plainly across her face.
"You know what I want?"
Eleanor nodded once.
"I think so."
"No."
Soraya's voice steadied.
"You don't."
A pause.
"Ask me."
The older woman's composure cracked.
Tears brightened her eyes.
Then, carefully, she asked:
"What do you want, Soraya?"
The question settled into the archive.
Simple.
Human.
Fifteen years too late.
Soraya thought of Froth & Fortune.
Of cinnamon rolls.
Of the dock.
Of Vera's tears.
Of Isaiah's unwavering presence.
Of No one sits alone carved into weathered wood.
Then she looked at Eleanor Hart.
"I want the truth."
The older woman nodded.
"You deserve it."
Outside, rain washed Hollow Brook clean.
Inside the Conservatory, surrounded by books and secrets and the wreckage of choices made long ago, Soraya stood on the threshold of another life.
Not because she had been chosen.
Not because she had been called.
Not because destiny demanded it.
Because she had walked through the door herself.
And for the first time in fifteen years...
the people waiting on the other side finally understood that they would answer to her.
Chapter Thirty
Eleanor Hart led them through the archives.
Soraya hated how ordinary it all looked.
The Conservatory existed beneath decades of dust and library cards.
Past local census records.
Past shelves of forgotten newspapers.
Past a volunteer sorting donated books near the front entrance.
Nothing glowed.
Nothing shimmered.
No hidden doors appeared from thin air.
"You know," Leon whispered, "I really expected more drama."
Eleanor glanced back.
"We're librarians."
Leon looked offended.
"That is not helping your case."
Despite herself, Soraya nearly smiled.
Nearly.
The deeper they moved into the building, the quieter it became.
Eventually, Eleanor stopped in front of an unremarkable wooden door.
No symbols.
No grand declarations.
Just worn brass hardware.
She rested her hand on the knob.
Then looked at Soraya.
"You don't have to go through this door."
Isaiah immediately spoke.
"You can leave."
The words overlapped.
Soraya blinked.
Eleanor's expression softened.
"Choice matters."
The statement landed heavily between them.
Fifteen years too late.
Soraya looked at the door.
Then at Eleanor.
"You've said you failed me."
"Yes."
"You've apologized."
"Yes."
"You've admitted you were wrong."
"Yes."
Soraya crossed her arms.
"So tell me why I should trust you now."
The older woman's shoulders lowered.
"You shouldn't."
Silence.
"What?"
"You shouldn't trust me because I apologized."
Eleanor's gaze remained steady.
"You shouldn't trust institutions because they regret the harm they've caused."
The honesty unsettled Soraya.
"You should ask questions."
"You should disagree."
"You should leave if you decide that's what you want."
Her voice cracked slightly.
"But if you stay..."
She swallowed.
"...then I hope you'll hold us accountable."
Soraya stared at her.
No defensiveness.
No certainty.
No insistence that the Conservatory knew best.
Just regret.
And hope.
It would have been easier if Eleanor had been a villain.
Isaiah shifted beside her.
"What happens if she walks away?"
The question settled over the hallway.
Eleanor looked directly at Soraya.
"Then we respect her choice."
"And the awakening?" Isaiah asked.
"We continue to help if she'll allow it."
"And if she doesn't?"
Eleanor hesitated.
"Then she lives her life."
The answer sounded almost unbearably simple.
Soraya thought of cinnamon rolls.
Book clubs.
Mrs. Alvarez.
The running club.
Froth & Fortune.
Life.
"You mean I could leave right now?"
"Yes."
No conditions.
No hidden threats.
Just yes.
The realization stole her breath.
Because nobody had ever offered her that before.
Not truly.
Not when it mattered.
Leon looked between them.
"Am I the only one deeply suspicious of how emotionally healthy this sounds?"
Eleanor's mouth twitched.
"Many people are."
For the first time since entering the Conservatory, Soraya laughed.
A startled sound.
Small.
Real.
The hallway eased around them.
Then Eleanor opened the door.
Inside, the room looked nothing like Soraya expected.
No council chamber.
No rows of elders.
No elaborate magical artifacts.
Books.
Tables.
Tea cups.
Photographs.
People.
A young woman sorting papers looked up.
An elderly man waved from a reading chair.
Someone argued quietly over historical records in the corner.
The room hummed with quiet industry.
Community.
The sight stopped Soraya cold.
It looked...
familiar.
No one sits alone.
Froth & Fortune.
Belonging.
Her stomach twisted.
"Why does this feel like my café?"
Eleanor's expression shifted.
Because, Soraya realized with sudden clarity, she'd asked exactly the right question.
"Because," Eleanor said softly,
"the café isn't separate from who you are."
The room fell silent.
"You built what Anchors have always built."
Soraya's pulse quickened.
"What does that mean?"
Eleanor looked around the room.
At the tea cups.
The books.
The people gathered in shared purpose.
Then back at Soraya.
"It means that before anyone gave it a name..."
Her voice gentled.
"...you were already becoming yourself."
The truth settled somewhere deep inside Soraya.
Anchor.
Not destiny.
Not obligation.
Recognition.
A name for something she'd chosen again and again.
Outside, rain continued tapping softly against the old library windows.
Inside the Conservatory, Soraya stood between two worlds.
The life she'd built.
The life she'd inherited.
For the first time, they didn't feel like opposites.
That realization frightened her almost as much as it comforted her.
Because if the two worlds could coexist...
Then the next choice wouldn't be whether she belonged in one or the other.
It would be deciding how to live in both.
And somehow, Soraya suspected...
that would be the hardest choice of all.
Chapter Thirty-One
Soraya had expected archives.
She had not expected tea.
"Chamomile?"
The elderly man from the reading chair held up a kettle.
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"Chamomile," he repeated. "Or peppermint. We also have Earl Grey."
Leon looked delighted.
"I knew it. Magical bureaucracy runs on beverages."
"We're archivists," the man corrected mildly.
"You say that like it helps."
The room hummed around them.
Pages turning.
Pens scratching.
Soft conversations drifting between bookshelves.
Someone in the far corner argued over filing systems.
Someone else was mending the spine of an old journal.
No one looked particularly mystical.
They looked...
familiar.
Comfortable.
Human.
It unsettled Soraya more than anything else had.
Eleanor watched her carefully.
"What did you expect?"
Soraya glanced around the room.
"I don't know."
She thought about secret councils and cold authority.
People cloaked in certainty.
Instead, she found tea and librarians.
"Villains," Leon supplied.
Eleanor's expression softened.
"That would be easier."
It would.
Soraya followed Eleanor deeper into the Conservatory.
Isaiah remained at her side.
Not leading.
Not hovering.
Present.
Eventually, Eleanor stopped beside a long wooden table.
Boxes rested neatly across its surface.
Labeled.
Cataloged.
Organized.
"These belong to previous Anchors."
The room went silent.
Soraya stared.
"What?"
Eleanor rested her hand on one of the boxes.
"They left journals."
Photographs.
Letters.
Recipes.
Lesson plans.
Pressed flowers.
The ordinary remnants of extraordinary lives.
"You kept their things?"
"We preserved their stories."
Soraya's stomach tightened.
"Why?"
Eleanor hesitated.
"Because institutions forget individuals."
The answer startled her.
"And we were trying not to."
Trying.
The word settled uneasily between them.
"What happened to them?"
The question escaped before she could stop it.
The room quieted.
The elderly man lowered his teacup.
The woman repairing journals looked up.
Nobody answered immediately.
Then Eleanor said softly,
"They lived."
Soraya frowned.
"What?"
"They taught."
"They married."
"They traveled."
"They baked bread."
A small smile touched Eleanor's mouth.
"One of them opened a bookstore."
The details caught Soraya off guard.
"They weren't consumed by this?"
"No."
Eleanor looked directly at her.
"They were people."
Anchor.
Not identity.
Part of identity.
The distinction mattered.
Then Soraya noticed something.
The boxes.
There weren't many.
"How many?"
Eleanor's expression shifted.
"How many what?"
"Anchors."
Silence.
The room grew still.
"Not enough," Eleanor said quietly.
A chill raced down Soraya's spine.
"What happened?"
Eleanor closed her eyes.
"When people become symbols..."
Her voice roughened.
"...they stop being treated like people."
The truth landed heavily.
Soraya thought of herself.
Anchor.
Needed.
Watched.
Betrayed.
"I know something about that."
Eleanor's eyes filled.
"I know."
The older woman looked older suddenly.
More tired.
"We thought we were protecting them."
The familiar phrase tightened something in Soraya's chest.
"That's what everyone says."
Eleanor nodded.
"I know."
"No."
Soraya's voice sharpened.
"You don't."
The room fell silent.
"You tell yourselves you're protecting people."
"You decide what's best."
"You keep secrets."
"You make choices for them."
Her anger rose.
Steady.
Earned.
"And then you're surprised when they stop trusting you."
Nobody interrupted.
Nobody defended themselves.
"You made me into an assignment."
Her throat tightened.
"You made them into assignments."
Eleanor looked at the boxes.
At the journals.
At the photographs.
"We did."
The honesty robbed Soraya of momentum.
Because there it was again.
Not denial.
Recognition.
"We were wrong."
The words echoed softly.
A young woman shelving books nearby lowered her gaze.
"We're still learning how to do better."
Leon shifted uncomfortably.
"Can I ask something?"
Everyone looked at him.
"If you know your system hurt people..."
He hesitated.
"...why keep it?"
The question settled into the room.
Simple.
Devastating.
Eleanor looked around the Conservatory.
At the archives.
At the people inside them.
"Because abandoning responsibility isn't the same thing as reform."
Soraya frowned.
"What does that mean?"
"It means people still need support."
"It means gifts still emerge."
"It means community matters."
Eleanor's voice trembled.
"But certainty..."
She looked directly at Soraya.
"...certainty is dangerous."
Soraya thought about Vera.
Fifteen years old.
Convinced she was helping.
Choosing duty.
Loving Soraya anyway.
The HSBs hadn't started as villains.
They'd inherited certainty.
They'd trusted systems.
And then they had hurt someone they loved.
The thought hollowed her out.
Because Eleanor was right.
Systems didn't fail by accident.
People built them.
People maintained them.
People changed them.
Or didn't.
"You know what scares me?" Soraya asked quietly.
Nobody answered.
"What?"
She looked down at the photographs spread across the table.
At smiling faces.
Ordinary lives.
People who had been named before they named themselves.
"What if I become like you?"
Silence.
Absolute.
Eleanor's eyes widened.
The question hung in the Conservatory.
Not:
What if I fail?
What if I refuse?
But—
What if I hurt people because I believe I'm right?
Eleanor stepped closer.
"You already asked the question."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"The people who caused the most harm here..."
Eleanor's voice softened.
"...never wondered if they could."
The room remained quiet.
"You do."
Isaiah's hand brushed against Soraya's.
Not reassurance.
Recognition.
"You built a café where people choose to stay," Eleanor continued.
"You asked if you could leave."
"You demanded answers."
A sad smile crossed her face.
"You keep insisting on consent."
The word settled deep inside Soraya.
Consent.
Choice.
Agency.
Everything she'd been denied.
Everything she refused to deny others.
Tears burned behind her eyes.
"I don't know what kind of Anchor I'll be."
Eleanor looked around the Conservatory.
Then back at Soraya.
"Neither did they."
She rested her hand lightly on one of the journals.
"The difference is..."
Her voice gentled.
"...you get to decide."
Outside, rain tapped softly against the archive windows.
Inside, surrounded by books and tea and the stories of people who had come before her, Soraya understood something that frightened and comforted her in equal measure.
Being an Anchor wasn't about becoming what others expected.
It wasn't about fulfilling destiny.
It wasn't even about fixing what had been broken.
It was about choosing.
Again and again.
Who she wanted to be.
And perhaps the bravest thing she'd done so far wasn't walking through the Conservatory's doors.
It was refusing to surrender her humanity once she'd crossed the threshold.
Chapter Thirty-Two
"I want my file."
The Conservatory went silent.
Eleanor looked up from the journal she'd been carefully returning to its archival box.
"I'm sorry?"
"My file."
Soraya folded her arms.
"You had records on previous Anchors."
She glanced toward the long tables lined with journals and photographs.
"You knew who I was before I knew who I was."
The knot in her throat tightened.
"You documented my life."
Eleanor's expression shifted.
Slowly.
Carefully.
"You want to read it."
It wasn't a question.
Soraya thought of coffee readings.
The dock.
The HSBs.
The years she had spent wondering what she'd done wrong.
The unanswered text messages.
The silence.
The grief.
"I think," Soraya said quietly, "if people have been writing my story without my consent..."
She steadied her voice.
"...then I deserve to know what they wrote."
The room remained still.
Isaiah's hand found the small of her back.
Grounding.
Present.
Leon looked deeply uncomfortable.
"Can organizations even have emotional support liability waivers?" he asked.
No one answered.
Eleanor removed her glasses.
"This won't make you happy."
Soraya laughed softly.
"I don't think that's been an option for a while."
A sad smile touched Eleanor's mouth.
"No."
She disappeared through another doorway.
No hidden mechanisms.
No magical vault.
Just an older woman walking down a hallway lined with books.
Eventually, she returned carrying a slim archival box.
Smaller than Soraya expected.
Cream-colored.
Labeled neatly.
BENNETT, SORAYA
The sight stole her breath.
She'd imagined volumes.
Shelves.
Evidence that she'd been consumed by this system.
Instead—
one box.
One life.
One person.
Eleanor rested it carefully on the table.
"You don't have to open it."
Soraya looked at her.
"You really like saying that."
Eleanor's eyes filled.
"I spent too many years not saying it."
Silence settled around them.
Then Soraya lifted the lid.
Inside sat photographs.
School records.
Handwritten reports.
A pressed daisy.
Her fingers froze.
"What is this?"
She lifted the flower carefully.
It crumbled slightly at the edges.
Elara.
The realization hit immediately.
"You picked daisies behind the gym because you thought they looked lonely."
Eleanor's voice softened.
"You gave them away."
Tears burned unexpectedly behind Soraya's eyes.
She reached for another item.
A photocopy of a chemistry worksheet.
The margin held a note written in familiar handwriting.
Do NOT let Celeste convince you Wikipedia counts as a source.
Soraya laughed.
The sound broke halfway through.
"Oh my God."
Celeste.
Another page.
A detention slip.
Vera's name.
Soraya's name.
The handwritten explanation made her chest tighten.
Volunteered to organize fundraiser decorations during lunch.
"I didn't volunteer."
Eleanor looked at the paper.
"No."
"You insisted Vera help."
The room blurred.
She had expected observations.
Assessments.
Clinical distance.
Instead—
friendship.
The box continued.
Report cards.
Yearbook clippings.
Notes.
Pieces of a life.
Then she found the reports.
Her stomach tightened immediately.
Typed.
Objective.
Measured.
Subject demonstrates increased intuitive responses.
Emotional attunement appears heightened.
Interpersonal influence remains significant.
Subject.
The word hollowed her out.
The room faded around her.
There it was.
Both truths.
Pressed together.
The girls who had loved her.
The institution that had categorized her.
The friendships.
The surveillance.
Tears slipped silently down her cheeks.
"They really cared."
Eleanor nodded.
"They did."
"They still reported on me."
"Yes."
Soraya stared down at the pages.
"I don't know what to do with that."
"No," Eleanor agreed quietly.
"I don't suppose you do."
She picked up another report.
Subject demonstrates unusual community-building tendencies.
The words made her blink.
Community-building tendencies.
Froth & Fortune.
Mrs. Alvarez.
The bulletin board.
The running club.
The bookshelves.
The life she'd built.
The report continued.
Displays persistent desire to create environments of belonging.
Soraya's breath caught.
Even at fifteen.
Before the café.
Before the heartbreak.
Before the abandonment.
She had been herself.
Anchor.
Not because someone told her to be.
Because she chose belonging again and again.
A tear slid down her cheek.
"I thought they took everything from me."
Isaiah squeezed her shoulder.
"They didn't."
She looked up at him.
"They took choices."
His voice roughened.
"They took trust."
"But they didn't create who you are."
The truth settled heavily inside her.
The Conservatory had documented her.
The HSBs had failed her.
None of them had invented her.
She looked down at the reports again.
Then back at the photographs.
The pressed daisy.
The chemistry worksheet.
The detention slip.
People.
Systems.
Love.
Harm.
Complicated truths layered together.
"What happened after we graduated?"
The question slipped out quietly.
Eleanor's expression changed.
Grief moving beneath the surface.
"The reports stopped."
Soraya frowned.
"What?"
"The HSBs refused to continue."
Silence crashed through the archives.
"They what?"
Eleanor lowered her gaze.
"They resigned from active observation."
The room went still.
"They told us they'd made a mistake."
Tears filled Soraya's eyes again.
"They fought with you."
"Yes."
"They defended me."
"Yes."
Eleanor looked directly at her.
"It didn't undo the harm they'd caused."
The truth echoed.
"No."
"But they stopped participating."
The Conservatory quieted around them.
Soraya looked down at the fragments of her life spread across the table.
The evidence of who she'd been.
Who others had believed her to be.
Who she had become anyway.
Then she closed the file.
Not because she was finished.
Because she wasn't.
Not even close.
But because she finally understood something that had eluded her since Vera walked back into Froth & Fortune.
People could shape your story.
Influence it.
Complicate it.
Even wound it.
But they couldn't own it.
She rested her hand atop the archival box.
BENNETT, SORAYA
A label.
Not an identity.
Outside, rain softened against the old library windows.
Inside, surrounded by the paper trail of choices both loving and terrible, Soraya took a slow breath.
Then she looked at Eleanor Hart.
"I think," she said quietly, "I'd like to know what happened after they chose me."
Eleanor's expression went pale.
Because some truths healed.
And some truths reopened every wound.
"They chose you," Eleanor whispered.
"They just did it too late."
And Soraya realized the next part of the story wasn't about discovering who she had been.
It was about understanding what everyone had lost in the years between.
Chapter Thirty-Three
"They resigned."
The words echoed through the Conservatory.
Soraya stared at Eleanor.
"What does that mean?"
The older woman looked down at the archival box.
"It means they refused to continue."
"That's not an answer."
"No," Eleanor agreed quietly.
"It isn't."
Isaiah shifted beside Soraya.
Leon had stopped making jokes entirely.
The Conservatory had gone still around them.
People pretending not to listen.
Listening anyway.
"What happened?"
Eleanor hesitated.
Then pulled another folder from beneath the archival file.
Older.
Worn.
The edges softened from use.
"You should hear this from them."
Soraya looked at the folder.
Then back at Eleanor.
"No."
The word surprised even her.
"No?"
"I've spent fifteen years listening to everyone else's version of my life."
Her voice steadied.
"If this is about them..."
She swallowed.
"...I want to hear it from them."
Eleanor studied her for a long moment.
Then nodded.
"I think that's wise."
Soraya wasn't sure she agreed.
But she knew one thing.
She was done reading summaries of grief she hadn't witnessed.

Froth & Fortune smelled like cinnamon.
Of course it did.
By the time Soraya pushed through the café doors, evening had settled over Hollow Brook.
The string lights glowed.
The pastry case stood half-empty.
Mrs. Alvarez looked up from her mystery novel.
"Oh good."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You found your way home."
The simple statement nearly undid her.
Home.
Not the Conservatory.
Not the dock.
Froth & Fortune.
She smiled weakly.
"I think so."
Mrs. Alvarez nodded once.
"As long as someone does."
Then returned to her book.
Soraya laughed despite herself.
Behind the counter, Vera froze.
Elara dropped a tray of clean mugs.
Celeste looked like she'd forgotten how to breathe.
Isaiah gently touched Soraya's shoulder.
"I'll be upstairs."
She glanced at him.
"You don't have to."
"I know."
His expression softened.
"But I think this belongs to the four of you."
The four of you.
The words hung in the air.
Then he disappeared toward the apartment staircase.
Leon immediately grabbed an apron.
"I also think this belongs to the four of you."
Nobody looked at him.
"...I'm going to reorganize the napkins."
He fled.
The café settled into silence.
Four women remained.
Soraya.
Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
The HSBs.
For a moment, nobody spoke.
Then Soraya asked quietly,
"You resigned."
Three faces went pale.
"What?" Elara whispered.
"The Conservatory."
Soraya folded her arms.
"They said you stopped reporting after graduation."
Tears filled Elara's eyes immediately.
Vera looked away.
Celeste closed her eyes.
"You fought them."
The silence stretched.
Then Vera laughed softly.
It sounded exhausted.
"We were terrible at it."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"We didn't exactly stage a revolution."
Elara let out a tearful laugh.
"We cried a lot."
"You cried," Celeste corrected.
"You also cried."
"I was experiencing frustration."
"You were sobbing."
"I was not sobbing."
"You called Eleanor a fascist."
Celeste looked offended.
"She was being authoritarian."
For one surreal moment, Soraya saw them.
Not as symbols.
Not as betrayers.
Not as women carrying unbearable guilt.
Teenagers.
Young.
Scared.
Trying.
"What happened?" Soraya asked.
Vera wiped at her face.
"We graduated."
"We left."
"We thought..."
Her voice cracked.
"We thought we'd done the right thing."
Silence.
"And then?"
Elara covered her mouth.
"I couldn't sleep."
Celeste stared at the floor.
"Everything kept reminding us of you."
"The coffee shops," Vera whispered.
"The lemon bars."
"The stupid movies."
"The dock."
Soraya's throat tightened.
"You missed me."
The words emerged small.
Childlike.
True.
Three women started crying.
"We never stopped," Elara whispered.
Vera pressed trembling fingers to her eyes.
"We'd call each other."
"We'd ask if anyone had heard anything."
"We'd wonder if you were okay."
"We'd look at your social media and then pretend we hadn't."
A startled laugh escaped Soraya.
"You stalked my Facebook?"
"You had a photo album called 'Muffin Experiments.'"
"It was public."
"It shouldn't have been."
Even Soraya laughed at that.
The sound dissolved quickly.
Because none of this erased what happened.
"You still left."
"Yes."
"You still chose duty."
"Yes."
"You still hurt me."
Vera looked directly at her.
"Yes."
No excuses.
No justifications.
Just truth.
"So why resign?"
Elara started crying harder.
"Because one day..."
Her voice shook.
"...I realized that if protecting people required abandoning someone I loved..."
She wiped helplessly at her tears.
"...then maybe I didn't understand protection at all."
The café fell silent.
Celeste adjusted her glasses.
"I reviewed every report we'd written."
The admission startled Soraya.
"What?"
"I wanted proof we'd done the right thing."
Celeste's voice roughened.
"I couldn't find any."
Tears filled her eyes.
"What I found instead..."
She swallowed.
"...was a record of a girl who made people feel safe."
The room blurred.
Vera looked at Soraya.
"You built Froth & Fortune."
Her voice broke.
"You made exactly the place you said you would."
A tear slid down Soraya's cheek.
"You remembered."
"We remembered everything."
The dock.
The floor plans.
The cinnamon rolls.
No one sits alone.
Fifteen years of absence couldn't erase that.
It hadn't.
Vera stepped closer.
"We resigned because we couldn't keep pretending we'd chosen correctly."
"You were twenty-two."
"Yes."
"You could've come back."
"We know."
The words shattered in Vera's throat.
"We should have."
Silence.
Absolute.
The grief in the room felt sacred.
Not redemptive.
Not cleansing.
Just honest.
Finally, Soraya looked at them.
Three women she'd loved.
Three women who'd broken her heart.
Three women who had eventually chosen her.
Too late.
"You know what I hate?" she asked softly.
Nobody answered.
"I think you're telling the truth."
Elara sobbed openly.
Celeste cried silently.
Vera closed her eyes.
Because that was the tragedy.
If they'd been lying, this would be easier.
If they'd never loved her, this would be easier.
Instead—
they had loved her.
Failed her.
Regretted it.
And carried that regret for fifteen years.
Soraya wiped at her face.
"I don't forgive you."
Vera nodded.
"I know."
"I don't know if I ever will."
"I know."
"But..."
The word hung between them.
Fragile.
"...I don't think I hate you."
The silence that followed felt enormous.
Elara broke first.
A sob escaped her.
Celeste looked away.
Vera covered her mouth.
Because maybe forgiveness wasn't a lightning strike.
Maybe it wasn't a grand declaration.
Maybe it began here.
In truth.
In grief.
In refusing to simplify people into heroes or villains.
Outside, Hollow Brook settled into night.
Inside Froth & Fortune, four women stood surrounded by cinnamon and coffee and the wreckage of choices they could never undo.
Soraya looked at the people who had once stolen her choice.
The girls who had carved No one sits alone into a dock.
The women who had spent fifteen years wishing they'd chosen differently.
Then she took a slow breath.
"You don't get to decide what happens next."
Vera nodded through tears.
"We know."
Soraya looked around the café she'd built without them.
The life she'd created anyway.
Then back at the HSBs.
"But maybe..."
Her voice trembled.
"...you can be here while I figure it out."
And for the first time since they walked back through the doors of Froth & Fortune...
hope entered the room.
Not forgiveness.
Not absolution.
Something smaller.
Something harder.
The possibility of beginning again.
Chapter Thirty-Four
Soraya woke before dawn.
For a moment, everything felt normal.
The familiar weight of blankets.
The soft hum of the refrigerator downstairs.
Isaiah's steady breathing beside her.
Then she opened her eyes.
And knew something was wrong.
The sensation wasn't fear.
It wasn't pain.
It was absence.
She sat up slowly.
The apartment above Froth & Fortune felt too quiet.
Beside her, Isaiah stirred.
"Soraya?"
She swung her legs over the side of the bed.
"I don't know."
His voice sharpened immediately.
"What's wrong?"
She pressed a hand against her chest.
"I can't..."
The words caught.
"I can't feel it."
"What?"
The humming.
The steady awareness beneath her skin.
The invitation she'd carried since the dock.
The sensation of standing near an unseen current.
Gone.
Panic bloomed instantly.
"It's gone."
Isaiah sat up.
"Soraya."
"It's gone."
The certainty in her voice frightened them both.
She stood too quickly.
The apartment tilted.
"No."
Her hands trembled.
"No, no, no."
Isaiah caught her shoulders.
"Breathe."
"What if it left?"
"What if I broke it?"
"What if I finally decided to understand it and now it's gone?"
The questions spilled out faster than she could catch them.
What if she'd waited too long?
What if she'd made the wrong choice?
What if choosing herself had cost something she hadn't understood?
Isaiah held her steady.
"Look at me."
She tried.
Failed.
"Soraya."
His voice remained calm.
"You are not broken."
Tears sprang immediately to her eyes.
"You don't know that."
He brushed her hair back from her face.
"No."
The honesty steadied something inside her.
"I don't."
"But I know you."
The apartment remained painfully quiet.
Outside, Hollow Brook still slept.
No morning traffic.
No café customers.
Only the distant promise of dawn.
"You built a community before any of this."
Isaiah's thumbs brushed against her cheeks.
"You loved people before anyone called you an Anchor."
His voice softened.
"If the humming never comes back..."
He hesitated.
"...you'll still be Soraya."
Her throat tightened painfully.
"What if that's not enough?"
The question escaped before she could stop it.
The silence that followed felt sacred.
Because there it was.
Not fear of the Conservatory.
Not fear of destiny.
The deeper fear.
If people stopped needing me...
would they still stay?
Isaiah's eyes filled.
"Soraya."
His voice broke.
"I married the woman who alphabetized spice jars."
A startled laugh escaped her.
"You cry during baking competitions."
A tear slid down her cheek.
"You remember everyone's birthday."
He pressed his forehead against hers.
"You make strangers feel seen."
The apartment blurred through tears.
"I didn't marry your usefulness."
His voice roughened.
"I married you."
Something inside her cracked open.
The tears came quickly after that.
Relief.
Grief.
Exhaustion.
Isaiah held her while she cried.
Not fixing.
Not explaining.
Simply staying.
Eventually, the sobs quieted.
The sky beyond the apartment windows shifted toward pale gray.
Morning.
"I still don't understand."
"You don't have to understand everything today."
Soraya leaned against him.
"I hate when people say that."
"I know."
Silence settled between them.
Then—
The bell downstairs rang.
Once.
Twice.
Then continuously.
"What on earth?"
Isaiah frowned.
"Please tell me Leon didn't lose his keys again."
The frantic ringing continued.
Soraya wiped at her face.
"I'll check."
"You don't have to—"
"I know."
She offered him a watery smile.
"But I want to."
The familiar words eased some of the tension between them.
Choice.
Always choice.
They descended the stairs together.
Froth & Fortune remained dark.
Closed.
The bell above the front door rattled again.
This time accompanied by a muffled voice.
"Soraya!"
Mrs. Alvarez.
Soraya hurried toward the entrance.
Unlocking the door just enough to peer outside.
Mrs. Alvarez stood on the sidewalk.
Disheveled.
Out of breath.
Terrified.
"Mrs. Alvarez?"
The older woman grabbed Soraya's hands.
"You have to help."
The café fell silent.
Soraya's stomach dropped.
"What happened?"
"It's Thomas."
Her grandson.
The little boy who loved dinosaur-shaped cookies.
The one who left crayons beneath café tables.
"He wandered off."
Mrs. Alvarez's voice shook.
"He got scared at the park and no one can find him."
Fear rushed through the room.
Isaiah immediately reached for his phone.
"We'll call—"
"I already did."
Mrs. Alvarez looked at Soraya.
Not the Anchor.
Soraya.
"The police are searching."
Tears filled the older woman's eyes.
"But I didn't know where else to go."
The words landed with devastating simplicity.
I didn't know where else to go.
Soraya froze.
The humming remained absent.
The invitation silent.
The awakening nowhere to be found.
She wasn't sure what she was anymore.
Anchor.
Woman.
Both.
Neither.
Mrs. Alvarez squeezed her hands.
"Please."
Soraya looked at Isaiah.
At the frightened woman in front of her.
At the darkened café behind her.
Then she took a breath.
Steady.
Certain.
The same certainty that had led her to Froth & Fortune again and again.
"I'm going to help."
Not because destiny demanded it.
Not because someone needed an Anchor.
Because a frightened grandmother had come to her door.
Because a little boy was missing.
Because community mattered.
Isaiah nodded once.
"I'm with you."
Mrs. Alvarez broke into tears.
And as dawn stretched slowly over Hollow Brook, Soraya realized something that settled deep into her bones.
The humming might return.
Or it might not.
The Conservatory might have answers.
Or it might not.
But this—
showing up when people needed each other—
had never required permission.
It had never depended on certainty.
It had never belonged to anyone else.
Whatever being an Anchor truly meant...
it had always started here.
With love.
With choice.
With refusing to let anyone sit alone.
And somewhere, deep beneath the fear and exhaustion and uncertainty, Soraya thought she felt it again.
Not a command.
Not an invitation.
A quiet recognition.
As if something ancient had been waiting for her to remember:
She had never needed magic to become herself.
Chapter Thirty-Five
By seven-thirty that morning, Hollow Brook had organized itself into search parties.
The police had cordoned off the playground.
Volunteers clustered beneath the pavilion in rain jackets and baseball caps.
People checked wooded trails.
Neighborhood groups refreshed social media feeds.
Someone handed out bottled water.
Someone else made a list of names.
Community moved.
Messy.
Immediate.
Human.
Soraya stood near the edge of the park with Isaiah and Mrs. Alvarez.
The older woman's hands shook around a photograph.
Thomas.
Six years old.
Gap-toothed grin.
Dinosaur obsession.
A tendency to wander whenever something interesting caught his attention.
"He doesn't like loud noises," Mrs. Alvarez whispered.
"He covers his ears during fireworks."
Tears spilled down her cheeks.
"He always hides when he's overwhelmed."
Soraya squeezed her hand.
"We're going to keep looking."
The words weren't a promise.
They were a commitment.
Mrs. Alvarez nodded anyway.
Across the park, Vera arrived first.
Then Elara.
Then Celeste.
None of them asked whether they should be there.
They simply joined the volunteers.
Elara distributed snacks.
Celeste organized search maps.
Vera spoke quietly with local officers.
No one mentioned the Conservatory.
No one mentioned gifts.
This wasn't about them.
This was about Thomas.
"I still don't feel it."
Soraya's voice remained low.
Isaiah looked at her.
"The humming?"
She nodded.
"It's okay."
"What if it isn't?"
"What if it is?"
The familiar answer frustrated her.
Comforted her.
She didn't know which.
Children played an odd role in community.
They belonged to everyone.
The elderly woman at church who slipped extra cookies into backpacks.
The teenager who coached soccer.
The librarian who remembered favorite books.
The neighbor who slowed traffic near school crossings.
A missing child belonged to everyone, too.
The entire town felt it.
Fear moved through Hollow Brook.
Hope moved through it, too.
"Mrs. Bennett?"
A police officer approached.
"You own Froth & Fortune, right?"
Soraya blinked.
"Yes."
"You know most of the community."
He glanced down at the photograph.
"Can you think of anywhere Thomas might go if he wanted to be alone?"
The question settled heavily between them.
Alone.
She looked at the picture again.
Thomas.
Dinosaur cookies.
Crayons beneath café tables.
Questions about whether T-Rexes liked muffins.
She closed her eyes.
Not to summon anything.
Just to remember.
"He likes quiet places," she said slowly.
"Places where people don't ask too many questions."
Mrs. Alvarez nodded immediately.
"He gets embarrassed when he's upset."
"He loves stories," Soraya continued.
"He likes spaces where he knows what comes next."
The police officer scribbled notes.
Then paused.
"How do you know that?"
Soraya opened her eyes.
The answer came easily.
"I pay attention."
The officer nodded once.
Then hurried away.
No magic.
Just noticing.
Still—
something shifted.
Not a humming.
A warmth.
Gentle.
Familiar.
She turned.
The park blurred around the edges.
A flash of memory.
Not hers.
A blanket fort beneath library tables.
A little boy hiding after his parents argued.
Small hands clutching a dinosaur book.
Fear.
Shame.
Waiting.
Soraya gasped.
Isaiah caught her elbow.
"Soraya?"
She looked toward the edge of the park.
Past the playground.
Past the walking trails.
Toward the old Hollow Brook library.
"The library."
Isaiah blinked.
"What?"
Mrs. Alvarez stared.
"Thomas loves the reading corner."
The older woman's voice cracked.
"He hides there when he gets overwhelmed."
The warmth deepened.
Not overwhelming.
Not invasive.
Connection.
Threads.
Understanding.
Soraya's breath caught.
She wasn't hearing thoughts.
She wasn't seeing the future.
She was understanding.
Anchor.
She turned toward the officer.
"The library."
People moved immediately.
Search teams shifted.
Mrs. Alvarez pressed trembling hands to her mouth.
"Please."
The drive lasted three minutes.
It felt like hours.
When they entered the library, silence greeted them.
Soft carpet.
Bookshelves.
The scent of paper.
The children's corner sat empty.
Then—
A tiny sneaker peeked out from beneath the puppet theater.
Mrs. Alvarez sobbed.
"Thomas?"
Silence.
Then:
"I don't want everyone looking at me."
The small voice shattered the room.
Mrs. Alvarez dropped to her knees.
"Oh, sweetheart."
Thomas peeked out.
Tears streaked his face.
"It was too loud."
The police officer lowered himself carefully.
"You gave us quite a scare."
Thomas's lower lip trembled.
"I'm sorry."
Mrs. Alvarez wrapped him in her arms.
"You never have to apologize for being scared."
The entire library exhaled.
Outside, news spread quickly.
Found.
Safe.
People cried openly.
Laughed.
Hugged strangers.
The park transformed.
Relief rippled through Hollow Brook.
Soraya stood quietly near the library doors.
The warmth beneath her skin remained.
Different now.
Steady.
Isaiah joined her.
"You felt something."
She nodded slowly.
"I understood him."
The admission settled between them.
Not certainty.
Not prophecy.
Recognition.
"I didn't know exactly where he was."
Isaiah waited.
"But I knew what being alone felt like."
Tears filled her eyes unexpectedly.
"I knew what it felt like to think everyone was looking at you."
To hide.
To wait.
To hope someone came anyway.
Isaiah's hand slipped into hers.
"You found him."
Soraya looked toward Mrs. Alvarez and Thomas.
At Vera helping distribute water bottles.
At Elara kneeling beside frightened children.
At Celeste coordinating volunteers.
At the police officers thanking residents.
At Hollow Brook.
"No."
Her voice softened.
"We found him."
The distinction mattered.
Anchor.
Not savior.
Connection.
Community.
People choosing each other.
The warmth beneath her skin settled deeper.
As if something inside her had been waiting for this understanding.
Being an Anchor wasn't about having all the answers.
It wasn't about being needed.
It wasn't about sacrifice.
It was about helping people remember they didn't have to carry fear alone.
Mrs. Alvarez approached slowly.
Thomas held tightly to one of her hands.
The little boy looked up at Soraya.
"You knew where I'd be."
Soraya knelt until they stood eye-to-eye.
"I knew you'd want somewhere safe."
Thomas considered this seriously.
Then asked,
"Do dinosaurs get scared?"
A laugh escaped her.
"All the time."
He nodded.
"Okay."
Then wrapped his small arms around her neck.
The hug wasn't gratitude.
It wasn't reverence.
It was trust.
Simple.
Freely given.
When Thomas finally pulled away, Mrs. Alvarez touched Soraya's cheek.
"You always know how to find people."
The words settled deep within her.
Not because they named a gift.
Because they named a choice.
Soraya looked around Hollow Brook.
At the town she'd helped weave together.
At the people showing up for one another.
At the life she'd built.
The humming had returned.
Soft.
Steady.
No longer asking.
No longer inviting.
It simply existed beneath everything else.
As if reminding her of something she'd almost forgotten.
She had never been meant to carry people.
She had been meant to connect them.
And maybe that was enough.
Maybe it always had been.
Chapter Thirty-Six
By the time Froth & Fortune reopened the next morning, Hollow Brook had already transformed Thomas's disappearance into a story.
Not gossip.
Community.
Mrs. Alvarez had baked enough empanadas to feed half the town.
The police department dropped off a thank-you card signed by every officer involved in the search.
Someone had left dinosaur stickers near the register.
The bulletin board had acquired three new flyers advertising neighborhood safety workshops.
Life moved forward.
As it always did.
Soraya stood behind the espresso machine, steaming milk.
"You've made that cappuccino three times."
Leon leaned against the pastry case.
"The foam keeps collapsing."
"The foam is perfect."
"You've been staring at it for five minutes."
Soraya glanced down.
The foam was, in fact, perfect.
"Oh."
Leon tilted his head.
"You okay?"
She considered the question.
Yesterday, a missing child had been found.
The humming beneath her skin had returned.
The Conservatory still existed.
The HSBs were still downstairs.
Isaiah still kissed her forehead before balancing invoices at the corner table.
"I don't know."
Leon nodded.
"Fair."
A familiar voice interrupted.
"Excuse me."
Soraya looked up.
The young woman from several days ago stood near the counter.
The woman contemplating a move after her divorce.
She smiled uncertainly.
"You said I was mistaking familiar for safe."
Recognition flickered.
"You moved."
The woman's eyes widened.
"I did."
Tears brightened them.
"I signed the lease yesterday."
She laughed shakily.
"I just wanted to tell you..."
Her voice caught.
"...thank you."
The café fell quiet.
"I didn't tell you what to do," Soraya said.
"No."
The woman smiled.
"You reminded me I had a choice."
The words settled deep beneath Soraya's ribs.
Choice.
Again.
And again.
The woman accepted her latte.
Then disappeared back into Hollow Brook.
The bell chimed softly behind her.
"You know," Leon said carefully, "you're kind of terrifying."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You keep helping people become brave."
He pointed toward the door.
"Then they go make life decisions."
A laugh escaped her.
"I don't think that's how it works."
Mrs. Alvarez looked up from her mystery novel.
"It absolutely is."
Soraya rolled her eyes.
But later, when the lunch rush settled and Isaiah joined her near the pastry case, the words lingered.
"You okay?" he asked.
"I've been thinking."
"Should I be worried?"
"Probably."
He smiled.
"Okay."
Soraya wiped down the counter.
"I don't think I want the Conservatory's version of this."
Isaiah waited.
"I don't think I want to train people."
"I don't think I want titles."
She glanced around Froth & Fortune.
"The café already exists."
The bookshelves.
The community board.
The regulars who knew one another's names.
The quiet understanding that no one sat alone.
"It isn't separate from who you are," Isaiah said.
The realization settled over her.
No.
It wasn't.
The front door opened.
Vera stepped inside.
Then Elara.
Then Celeste.
They approached carefully.
Still uncertain.
Still trying.
"We spoke with Eleanor," Vera said.
Soraya tensed instinctively.
"And?"
Elara twisted her hands together.
"The Conservatory wants to know what you intend to do."
A familiar irritation sparked.
"Of course they do."
Celeste adjusted her glasses.
"We told them it wasn't their business."
Silence.
"What?"
Vera shrugged.
"You said no one decides for you."
Elara offered a watery smile.
"We're trying to learn."
The admission softened something in Soraya's chest.
Not forgiveness.
Trust.
Tiny.
Growing.
"What if they ask again?" Soraya asked.
Celeste's expression remained steady.
"We'll tell them the same thing."
"They won't like that."
"No," Vera agreed.
"They won't."
For a moment, the four women stood in the center of Froth & Fortune.
The place Soraya had built without them.
The place they were slowly relearning how to enter.
"I used to think being an Anchor meant responsibility," Vera said quietly.
Soraya looked at her.
"What do you think now?"
Vera glanced around the café.
At Mrs. Alvarez discussing detective novels.
At college students sharing textbooks.
At Leon arguing about croissants.
At Isaiah refilling sugar containers.
"I think it means reminding people they belong to each other."
Tears sprang unexpectedly to Soraya's eyes.
Because maybe that was true.
And maybe...
it had always been true.
The humming beneath her skin strengthened.
Not painful.
Not urgent.
Warm.
Like standing near a fire on a cold evening.
Connection.
Community.
Belonging.
No one sits alone.
The words drifted through her thoughts.
Not as memory.
As understanding.
She looked at the HSBs.
Three women who had loved her badly.
Three women trying to love her better.
Then she looked at Hollow Brook.
The town that had become home.
The people who chose one another every day.
Finally, she turned toward Isaiah.
"What if this is enough?"
His expression softened.
"What if it is?"
The question lingered.
Not small.
Not simple.
Enough.
A café.
A marriage.
Friendships rebuilt in inches instead of miles.
A town that showed up when children went missing.
The freedom to choose.
Maybe enough wasn't settling.
Maybe enough was sacred.
The bell above the door chimed again.
Thomas burst into the café carrying a stuffed dinosaur.
"Dinosaurs can get scared!" he announced to the entire room.
Mrs. Alvarez closed her eyes.
"Oh dear."
"But they still have friends!"
Laughter erupted throughout Froth & Fortune.
Thomas grinned.
"Dino muffins, please."
Soraya laughed.
The sound felt lighter than it had in weeks.
Maybe months.
Maybe years.
As she handed Thomas a blueberry muffin, she realized something that settled into the deepest parts of herself.
She had spent so long fearing that being needed would erase who she was.
That usefulness and love couldn't coexist.
That if people benefited from her, they couldn't truly choose her.
But Hollow Brook had spent the morning proving otherwise.
People needed one another.
Not because of obligation.
Because community worked that way.
The difference wasn't need.
The difference was choice.
Outside, sunlight finally broke through the lingering clouds.
Inside, Froth & Fortune glowed.
Anchor.
Friend.
Wife.
Business owner.
Soraya.
All of them true.
And perhaps the most extraordinary thing of all wasn't that she had finally learned who she was.
It was that she was free to decide what to do with it.
Chapter Thirty-Seven
The anniversary arrived without warning.
Soraya didn't realize what day it was until she unlocked Froth & Fortune and saw the date scribbled across the staff calendar.
October 14.
Fifteen years.
Fifteen years since graduation.
Fifteen years since unanswered messages.
Fifteen years since standing at the edge of the dock wondering what she had done wrong.
She stared at the calendar.
Then closed it quietly.
The key stuck in the front lock.
It always stuck.
The familiar resistance steadied her.
Home.
The café smelled faintly of cinnamon and old books.
Outside, Hollow Brook yawned awake.
Inside, Soraya turned on the lights.
"You look weird."
Leon appeared from the kitchen carrying a tray of muffins.
"You say that every morning."
"Today feels more existential."
Soraya hesitated.
Then:
"It's been fifteen years."
Leon went still.
"Oh."
He set the tray down carefully.
"Oh."
Neither of them spoke for a moment.
Then Leon wrapped his arms around her.
The hug was awkward.
Unexpected.
Entirely Leon.
"You deserved better," he said quietly.
The words nearly undid her.
"Yeah."
His voice cracked.
"But you also deserved this."
He gestured around the café.
The bookshelves.
The bulletin board.
The pastry case.
The life.
Before Soraya could respond, the bell above the door chimed.
Mrs. Alvarez entered carrying a covered dish.
"You forgot breakfast."
"You say that every week."
"You forget breakfast every week."
She paused.
Then studied Soraya's face.
"Oh."
The older woman adjusted the dish in her arms.
"Lemon bars."
Soraya blinked.
"What?"
"You always need lemon bars when you're sad."
The room tilted.
Lemon bars.
The dock.
Teenage promises.
Tears burned immediately behind her eyes.
"How did you know that?"
Mrs. Alvarez looked offended.
"You've been feeding this town for years."
She set the dish down.
"We pay attention."
The words settled somewhere deep inside Soraya.
One by one, people arrived.
The running club.
The college students.
The retired teachers.
Thomas and Mrs. Alvarez.
The young woman who moved after her divorce.
The police officer whose daughter loved blueberry muffins.
They filled Froth & Fortune the way they always did.
Ordinary.
Beautiful.
Until the bell chimed again.
Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
The HSBs stopped just inside the doorway.
Uncertain.
Still learning.
Vera's gaze found Soraya immediately.
"You remembered."
It wasn't a question.
Soraya nodded.
The café quieted.
Not completely.
Just enough.
Elara stepped forward.
"We almost didn't come."
"Elara."
"We thought maybe you wouldn't want us here."
Soraya looked at them.
The girls she'd loved.
The women she'd lost.
The people who had broken her heart.
The people trying to rebuild something in its place.
"You know what I realized?" Soraya asked quietly.
Nobody answered.
"I spent fifteen years thinking everyone left because I wasn't enough."
Silence spread through Froth & Fortune.
"I thought if I had been different..."
Kinder.
Less intense.
Less strange.
Less.
"...you would've stayed."
Tears filled Elara's eyes.
Vera closed her own.
Celeste looked devastated.
"Soraya—"
"No."
Her voice softened.
"I'm not saying this because I need reassurance."
She looked around the café.
At the people gathered beneath string lights.
At the life she'd built from heartbreak.
"I'm saying it because I finally understand something."
The humming beneath her skin strengthened.
Warm.
Steady.
Like the pulse of connection moving through the room.
"You leaving wasn't proof that I wasn't worthy."
A tear slid down Vera's face.
"It was proof that you were human."
The silence that followed felt sacred.
"You were scared."
"You were wrong."
"You hurt me."
Elara sobbed openly.
"You loved me."
Vera covered her mouth.
"And all of those things are true."
No one argued.
Because complexity had become the language of this story.
Then Soraya turned.
Toward the rest of Froth & Fortune.
"I spent years making sure no one sat alone."
Mrs. Alvarez wiped at her eyes.
"I remembered birthdays."
The running club nodded.
"I noticed when people needed help."
The young woman from the divorce looked down.
"I built this place because I thought belonging had to be created."
The humming deepened.
Threads of understanding.
Fear.
Joy.
Grief.
Hope.
Community.
Then Soraya's voice broke.
"But I never let myself believe I belonged here, too."
Absolute silence.
Because there it was.
The wound beneath every other wound.
Not abandonment.
Unworthiness.
Leon started crying.
"That's rude."
Mrs. Alvarez sniffed loudly.
"Someone hug her."
Thomas raised his hand.
"I volunteer."
Laughter burst through the tears.
Thomas hurried over first.
His dinosaur tucked beneath one arm.
He wrapped both arms around Soraya's legs.
"You belong."
The simple certainty shattered something open.
Mrs. Alvarez stood next.
Then the running club captain.
Then the young woman who moved.
Then Leon.
The police officer.
The college students.
One by one.
Not dramatic.
Not perfect.
Human.
Until Soraya stood surrounded by the people she'd spent years loving.
People who chose her back.
The humming surged.
Not overwhelming.
Expansive.
Threads connecting.
Not because she held them together.
Because they held one another.
Anchor.
Not center.
Bridge.
She looked over their shoulders.
Toward Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
Three women frozen in tears.
Slowly, Soraya held out her hand.
Not forgiveness.
Not absolution.
An invitation.
The HSBs crossed the room.
Vera crying openly.
Elara already apologizing.
Celeste pretending she wasn't crying.
They stepped into the circle.
No one sits alone.
The words echoed through Soraya's memory.
Not as longing.
As truth.
The dock.
The café.
The Conservatory.
The years between.
All leading here.
Not to destiny.
To belonging.
Isaiah slipped into place beside her.
His hand finding hers.
Steady.
Chosen.
"You okay?" he whispered.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the people she'd gathered.
The people who had gathered around her.
The people who stayed.
For the first time in fifteen years, she understood something that had frightened her for so long.
Being needed had never made her unlovable.
Being loved had never required usefulness.
Community wasn't transactional.
It was reciprocal.
Messy.
Imperfect.
Chosen.
Tears spilled freely down her cheeks.
And this time, she didn't wipe them away.
"I'm home," she whispered.
Isaiah squeezed her hand.
"You always were."
Outside, Hollow Brook carried on beneath an autumn sky.
Inside Froth & Fortune, beneath string lights and the scent of cinnamon and coffee, Soraya finally accepted the one truth she had spent her entire life trying to earn.
She had belonged all along.
Chapter Thirty-Eight
The storm arrived just after closing.
Not rain.
Not the steady autumn weather Hollow Brook knew how to navigate.
This storm felt different.
The sky darkened too quickly.
The air pressed heavily against the windows of Froth & Fortune.
The string lights flickered.
Leon looked up from wiping tables.
"Please tell me that's normal."
Outside, people stopped walking.
Conversations paused.
Dogs barked.
The familiar rhythm of the town faltered.
Soraya stood behind the counter, her pulse quickening.
The humming beneath her skin sharpened.
Not warmth.
Urgency.
Isaiah appeared beside her immediately.
"Soraya."
"I know."
She didn't know.
But she knew.
The bell above the door burst open.
Vera stumbled inside first.
Elara and Celeste close behind.
All three looked pale.
"What is it?" Soraya asked.
Vera struggled for breath.
"It's spreading."
The café fell silent.
"What is?"
Elara pressed trembling fingers against the counter.
"Isolation."
Leon blinked.
"I'm sorry. What?"
Celeste removed her glasses.
"We've seen it before."
The words settled heavily.
"Fear."
"Withdrawal."
"Communities fracture."
Elara's eyes filled with tears.
"People stop trusting each other."
"They pull away."
"They retreat."
Vera looked directly at Soraya.
"The opposite of an Anchor."
The lights flickered again.
Outside, Hollow Brook shifted.
A couple arguing on the sidewalk walked away from one another.
A teenager stormed out of the diner.
A man shoved past someone without apologizing.
Small moments.
Tiny fractures.
The humming intensified.
Not pain.
Recognition.
"No."
Soraya stared through the café windows.
"This isn't possible."
"It shouldn't be," Celeste whispered.
"But it is."
Isaiah's expression tightened.
"What causes it?"
Nobody answered.
Finally, Vera admitted:
"We don't know."
For one terrible moment, Soraya thought she was fifteen again.
Adults pretending certainty.
Systems failing.
Fear disguised as authority.
Then Vera added:
"But we know what feeds it."
Everyone looked at her.
"Loneliness."
Silence.
Elara wiped at her tears.
"Disconnection."
Celeste's voice roughened.
"The belief that no one will come if you ask for help."
The café held its breath.
Outside, Hollow Brook continued to unravel in subtle ways.
A mother snapped at her child.
Someone slammed a car door.
The running club split into two groups, glaring at one another.
Not dramatic.
Human.
And that's what made it terrifying.
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
The bookshelves.
The bulletin board.
The tables worn smooth by years of conversation.
No one sits alone.
The words echoed through her.
Anchor.
Bridge.
Connection.
Not savior.
Bridge.
"I know this feeling."
Everyone turned toward her.
Her voice trembled.
"I've lived this."
Fifteen years.
The unanswered questions.
The certainty that people left because she wasn't enough.
The belief that she had to earn belonging.
The temptation to pull away before anyone else could.
The opposite of connection.
Isolation.
The humming surged.
Not demanding.
Asking.
What do you choose?
Isaiah touched her shoulder.
"You don't have to fix this."
Tears filled Soraya's eyes.
"I know."
Mrs. Alvarez pushed open the café door.
"I knew I'd find everyone here."
No panic.
No dramatics.
She carried a casserole dish.
Thomas clung to her hand.
Outside, neighbors hesitated.
Inside, Mrs. Alvarez set the dish on the counter.
"People are scared."
The older woman looked around.
"So feed them."
Leon immediately pointed at the kitchen.
"I can absolutely do that."
Vera blinked.
"What?"
"Soup," Leon said.
"Soup?"
"Crisis soup."
The room remained silent.
Then Thomas raised his hand.
"And muffins."
Something inside Soraya steadied.
Because this wasn't about stopping a storm.
It wasn't about magical power.
It wasn't about becoming extraordinary.
It was about choosing each other.
Again.
And again.
And again.
She looked at the HSBs.
At Isaiah.
At Mrs. Alvarez.
At Thomas.
At Hollow Brook beyond the windows.
Then she took a breath.
"Open the doors."
Leon grinned.
"Seriously?"
"Seriously."
Within an hour, Froth & Fortune overflowed.
Neighbors who had argued sat at opposite ends of tables.
Then slowly moved closer.
Soup was shared.
Muffins passed hand to hand.
Children played beneath bookshelves.
The running club apologized.
Someone started a puzzle.
Someone else tuned the old piano.
The humming moved through Soraya.
Warm.
Bright.
Threads of connection.
Not controlling.
Inviting.
She moved through the room.
Listening.
Remembering names.
Making introductions.
Not solving.
Bridging.
The HSBs followed her lead.
Elara comforted crying children.
Celeste organized practical needs.
Vera sat beside people who thought they wanted to be alone.
Isaiah refilled coffee cups.
Mrs. Alvarez handed out lemon bars.
Thomas distributed dinosaur stickers.
The storm outside intensified.
The storm inside softened.
Slowly.
Imperfectly.
People laughed.
People cried.
People stayed.
The humming expanded until Soraya could barely distinguish where it ended and the room began.
She wasn't carrying them.
They were carrying one another.
Tears slipped down her cheeks.
Because this—
this had always been the dream.
Not power.
Not destiny.
A place where people didn't have to earn belonging.
A place where they could bring fear and grief and anger and still be welcomed.
A place where no one sat alone.
Isaiah found her near the bulletin board.
"You okay?"
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the chaos.
At the kindness.
At the ordinary miracle unfolding beneath string lights and the scent of cinnamon.
For the first time since learning she was an Anchor, she understood.
Being an Anchor wasn't about being indispensable.
It wasn't about saving everyone.
It wasn't about sacrificing herself.
It was choosing to remain open when isolation seemed safer.
It was believing that community mattered even when it was difficult.
It was inviting people toward one another.
And trusting them to take the final step themselves.
She looked at Isaiah.
Then Vera.
Elara.
Celeste.
Mrs. Alvarez.
Thomas.
Hollow Brook.
The people she'd spent years loving from a distance.
The people who had chosen her back.
The humming settled into certainty.
Not because someone had named her.
Because she had chosen.
"I'm okay," she whispered.
Outside, the storm still raged.
Inside Froth & Fortune, people lingered over soup and coffee and second chances.
And for the first time in her life, Soraya understood that the strongest thing an Anchor could do wasn't hold everyone together.
It was remind them that they had never been alone in the first place.
Chapter Thirty-Nine
The dock looked smaller than Soraya remembered.
Maybe all childhood landmarks did.
The walk through the trees felt shorter.
The path less hidden.
The lake less endless.
Or maybe she had simply grown into herself.
The evening air carried the crisp promise of late autumn. Leaves crunched beneath their shoes as four women walked the familiar path in silence.
No one had suggested it.
No one had planned it.
After Hollow Brook gathered beneath the string lights of Froth & Fortune and chose each other through fear and uncertainty, it had simply seemed obvious.
The dock.
The beginning.
The place where girls had once believed they could solve loneliness with dreams and lemon bars.
Soraya stepped onto the weathered wood first.
The fourth plank from the end still cracked beneath her weight.
"It still does that," Elara said softly.
"It always will," Celeste replied.
Vera laughed quietly.
"You said that when we were sixteen."
"You argued that wood expands and contracts seasonally."
"It does."
"You had statistics."
"I still have statistics."
For a moment, they weren't women carrying fifteen years of grief.
They were girls.
Brilliant.
Complicated.
Certain of impossible things.
Soraya walked to the end of the dock.
The lake stretched before them, reflecting the deepening colors of sunset.
She remembered blankets spread beneath stars.
Shared earbuds.
Dreams spoken aloud because they had trusted one another enough to imagine futures.
"I thought I did something wrong."
The words slipped into the quiet.
No one interrupted.
"I thought if I'd been different..."
Kinder.
Less intense.
Less strange.
"...you would've stayed."
The lake lapped gently against the dock.
Behind her, someone cried softly.
Elara.
"I know."
Soraya closed her eyes.
"I spent fifteen years trying to earn belonging."
The confession hurt.
Even now.
"I built Froth & Fortune because I wanted other people to have what I thought I'd lost."
A place to land.
A place to stay.
A place where no one had to earn being welcome.
When she turned, Vera was openly crying.
Elara looked heartbroken.
Even Celeste had tears slipping silently down her cheeks.
"You hurt me."
The truth settled between them.
Simple.
Undeniable.
Vera nodded immediately.
"We did."
"You chose for me."
"Yes."
"You didn't trust me."
Vera pressed trembling fingers to her mouth.
"No."
"You left."
The word echoed.
The oldest wound.
The deepest grief.
"Yes."
Silence spread across the lake.
Then Soraya inhaled slowly.
"I loved you anyway."
Three women broke at once.
Elara sobbed.
Celeste looked away.
Vera covered her face with both hands.
"I never stopped," Vera whispered.
Neither did I.
The thought surprised Soraya with its gentleness.
Because love hadn't disappeared.
It had changed.
Broken.
Grieved.
Waited.
But it had remained.
"I don't know if forgiveness is a destination," Soraya admitted.
"I think maybe it's a practice."
The sunset painted gold across the water.
"I don't know what happens next."
Vera lowered her hands.
"What do you mean?"
Soraya laughed softly.
The sound carried across the lake.
"I mean I don't know."
Elara blinked.
"You always know."
"No."
Soraya smiled through tears.
"I just pretend really convincingly."
A startled laugh escaped Celeste.
"You absolutely do."
The four of them stood together at the end of the dock.
Women now.
Not girls.
Not heroes.
Not villains.
People.
Trying.
"What happens now?" Vera asked quietly.
Soraya looked out across the water.
Tomorrow.
The Conservatory.
The café.
The HSBs.
Hollow Brook.
The future stretched before them, unwritten.
"Tomorrow morning," Soraya said thoughtfully, "I have to be at the café by six."
Elara let out a watery laugh.
"Of course you do."
"Mrs. Alvarez is bringing empanadas."
Vera snorted.
"Thomas wants dinosaur muffins."
Celeste adjusted her glasses.
"Leon will burn the scones."
"He absolutely will."
The laughter came easier this time.
Gentler.
"We still don't know what the Conservatory expects," Vera said.
"We don't know if Hollow Brook is finished changing," Elara added.
"We don't know what being an Anchor means long-term," Celeste said.
Soraya listened.
Then nodded.
"You're right."
The lake shimmered beneath the fading light.
"I don't know what happens next."
A pause.
"I think that's okay."
The humming beneath her skin remained.
Soft.
Steady.
Not a summons.
Not a burden.
Simply part of her.
Anchor.
Soraya.
Bridge.
Beloved.
All of them true.
She knelt carefully near the edge of the dock.
The faded carving remained beneath weathered fingertips.
No one sits alone.
The promise of four girls who had wanted to save one another from loneliness.
Tears blurred her vision.
Slowly, Soraya reached into her pocket.
"I brought a penknife."
Three women stared.
"You brought a penknife?"
"I own a café."
"What does that have to do with anything?"
"I don't know. It felt practical."
Vera laughed through her tears.
Elara dissolved into giggles.
Even Celeste's shoulders shook.
Carefully, beneath the old words, Soraya carved a second line.
The blade caught slightly against the aged wood.
She pressed harder.
Finished.
Then stepped back.
No one sits alone.
Including me.
Silence.
The lake carried the words.
Elara cried openly.
Celeste removed her glasses.
Vera touched the carving with trembling fingers.
"Oh," she whispered.
Soraya looked at the promise.
The old one.
The new one.
Then she looked at the women beside her.
"I'm moving forward."
Not forgetting.
Not excusing.
Choosing.
"You can come with me."
The invitation settled gently between them.
Vera covered her mouth.
Elara nodded through tears.
Celeste whispered,
"Okay."
The sun dipped lower.
Stars emerged overhead.
Four women stood together at the edge of the dock.
Not who they had been.
Not yet who they would become.
But together.
At last.
Eventually, Soraya glanced toward the path back to Hollow Brook.
"We should go."
"Why?" Elara asked.
Soraya smiled.
"Because Leon is absolutely going to forget to prep the pastry dough."
Vera laughed.
Celeste muttered something about organizational incompetence.
Elara linked her arm through Soraya's.
And together, they walked home.

The next morning, Soraya unlocked Froth & Fortune.
The key stuck in the lock.
It always stuck.
The café smelled like cinnamon and coffee.
Sunlight streamed through familiar windows.
The bulletin board leaned slightly crooked.
Books rested unevenly on the shelves.
Home.
Behind her, the bell above the door chimed.
"You're late," Leon announced.
"I own the café."
"You can still be late."
Mrs. Alvarez marched in carrying empanadas.
Thomas followed with his stuffed dinosaur.
"Did you make the muffins?"
The running club argued over playlists.
College students claimed their favorite table.
Isaiah kissed Soraya's cheek as he carried invoices toward the office.
Outside, Hollow Brook carried on.
Ordinary.
Extraordinary.
Chosen.
Soraya stood behind the counter for a moment and looked around the life she had built.
The people who had stayed.
The people who had returned.
The people who had taught her that community was messy and imperfect and worth choosing anyway.
The humming beneath her skin settled warmly into place.
Not because she had finally become who she was meant to be.
Because she had finally stopped trying to earn the right to exist exactly as she was.
The bell above the door chimed again.
Soraya smiled before she turned to welcome whoever needed a place to belong.
Because this time—
she knew she belonged there, too.
Epilogue
Six months later
"Absolutely not."
Leon looked horrified.
"You cannot put rosemary in a cinnamon roll."
Soraya glanced up from the espresso machine.
"It was one experimental batch."
"It was an act of violence."
"It sold out."
"People have terrible judgment."
Mrs. Alvarez didn't look up from her mystery novel.
"It sold out because half this town would eat cardboard if Soraya frosted it."
"I would not," Leon said.
A pause.
"I would eat the frosting."
The café erupted into laughter.
Froth & Fortune glowed beneath the soft gold of an early spring afternoon.
The windows stood open to let in the breeze.
Fresh flowers sat in mismatched jars on every table.
Someone had added another flyer to the community board.
Someone else had borrowed a mystery novel and forgotten to return it.
Thomas had colored a dinosaur wearing an apron and taped it near the register.
Life.
Messy.
Ordinary.
Beautiful.
Soraya wiped down the counter.
Then straightened the crooked stack of takeout menus beside the register.
She immediately adjusted them again.
"Soraya."
Isaiah appeared beside her.
"You've reorganized those three times."
"They're uneven."
"They're paper."
She frowned at the menus.
"They know what they did."
He kissed the top of her head.
"You have approximately twelve minutes before the lunch rush."
"I can accomplish a lot in twelve minutes."
"You once alphabetized the tea selection because you were stressed."
"It helped."
"It absolutely did not."
"It absolutely did."
His smile softened.
It still startled her sometimes.
The ease of it.
The certainty.
Not because she doubted his love anymore.
But because she no longer treated it like something temporary.
Something she had to earn.
The bell above the café door chimed.
Vera walked in first.
Then Elara.
Then Celeste.
Not dramatic.
Not tentative.
Just...normal.
Vera carried a stack of books.
Elara had flowers from her garden.
Celeste held a clipboard.
"You brought a clipboard?" Leon asked.
"It's for the fundraiser."
"You made a fundraiser clipboard."
"It has tabs."
"Of course it does."
Elara set the flowers near the register.
"We thought these could go on the patio."
"They're beautiful."
"I grew too many."
"There is no such thing as too many flowers," Mrs. Alvarez declared.
"There absolutely is," Celeste replied.
Thomas burst through the door behind them.
"Dinosaur muffin day!"
"It is not dinosaur muffin day," Mrs. Alvarez said.
"It could be."
Leon gasped.
"He's right."
Somewhere between the argument over muffins and Celeste reorganizing fundraiser volunteers into color-coded categories, Soraya found herself standing still.
Watching.
The HSBs.
Mrs. Alvarez.
Leon.
Thomas.
Isaiah.
The college students studying for exams.
The running club debating race routes.
The young woman who had moved after her divorce now laughing with neighbors she'd once been afraid to meet.
The Conservatory archivist in the corner, quietly cataloging oral histories from Hollow Brook residents because, as Eleanor had reluctantly admitted, "community records matter."
Life layered upon life.
People choosing one another.
Again.
And again.
The humming beneath Soraya's skin remained.
Not louder.
Not quieter.
Simply there.
She no longer searched for it.
No longer feared losing it.
Anchor.
It wasn't a title.
It wasn't a burden.
It was part of the language through which she understood the world.
A reminder that people mattered.
That connection mattered.
That belonging was built through ordinary acts of courage.
A fresh cup of coffee.
Remembering someone's name.
Saying, I'm glad you're here.
"You're doing it again."
Isaiah's voice pulled her back.
"What?"
"Staring at everyone like they're a very emotional documentary."
She laughed.
"I was thinking."
"Dangerous."
"Extremely."
He leaned against the counter beside her.
"What about?"
Soraya looked around Froth & Fortune.
At the café she'd once imagined on a dock with three girls who thought they could save each other from loneliness.
At the dream she'd built from heartbreak.
At the people who had helped shape it.
Even when they had failed her.
At the people who had chosen her.
At the people she had chosen back.
"I used to think belonging was something you had to earn."
The words emerged softly.
Isaiah listened.
"I thought if I worked hard enough..."
Loved enough.
Noticed enough.
Gave enough.
"...people would stay."
Outside, sunlight spilled across Hollow Brook.
Inside, Leon attempted to convince Thomas that dinosaurs preferred blueberry over chocolate.
"They absolutely did not," Thomas informed him.
Soraya smiled.
"I don't think that anymore."
Isaiah's eyes softened.
"No?"
"No."
She looked at him.
At the man who had chosen her, even when it meant standing against certainty.
"I think belonging is something we practice."
The phrase settled into the space between them.
Messy.
Intentional.
Daily.
You apologize.
You forgive.
You show up.
You leave room at the table.
You ask questions instead of making assumptions.
You choose one another.
Again.
And again.
The bell above the door chimed.
A young woman hesitated in the doorway.
New to Hollow Brook.
Nervous.
Alone.
She glanced around the crowded café as if reconsidering.
Soraya caught her eye.
Then smiled.
"Welcome to Froth & Fortune."
Relief softened the woman's shoulders.
"Thank you."
"First time here?"
"Is it that obvious?"
Mrs. Alvarez immediately waved her over.
"Come sit with me. The coffee's excellent and the company is tolerable."
"I heard that," Leon called.
"It was intentional."
Laughter followed.
The young woman smiled.
Then crossed the room.
No one sits alone.
The words echoed gently through Soraya's memory.
The promise four girls had carved into a dock.
The promise one woman had amended.
Including me.
Soraya glanced toward the windows.
Spring sunlight danced across the sidewalk outside.
People moved through Hollow Brook carrying groceries and library books and worries and hopes.
Ordinary lives.
Sacred lives.
And for just a moment, Soraya imagined all the invisible threads connecting them.
Not binding.
Not controlling.
Inviting.
An endless series of choices to turn toward one another instead of away.
Anchor.
Bridge.
Soraya.
She tied on her apron.
Picked up the next mug.
And stepped back into the beautiful chaos of the life she had chosen.
Because the truth was this:
There would be more grief.
More misunderstandings.
More moments when fear made isolation seem easier.
People would disappoint each other.
People would leave.
People would return.
Love would ask for courage.
Community would require practice.
None of it came with guarantees.
But beneath the scent of cinnamon and coffee, surrounded by laughter and arguments and second chances, Soraya finally understood something she wished she could tell the girl she used to be.
You do not have to earn your place at the table.
You only have to pull up a chair.
The bell above the door chimed.
And Soraya smiled as she turned to greet whoever came next.
Because this time, she knew exactly where she belonged.

