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AUTHOR'S WARNING

This book does not flinch.

The Weight of Ruin contains mature themes intended for adult readers. Within these pages, you will find psychological manipulation, stalking, captivity, explicit sexual content including elements of dominance and dubious consent, emotional coercion, isolation, gaslighting, and morally gray characters who do not apologize for what they are.

This is not a safe love story. There is no white knight. There is no rescue.

If you need your heroes clean and your endings gentle, close this book now.

If you want the kind of story that crawls under your skin at 2 AM and refuses to leave — stay.

You've been warned.

"Ruin doesn't knock. It moves in quietly, learns how you breathe, and waits for the night you stop locking the door."

— Sloane Vance
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WATCHER

Silas

Patience is not a virtue. It's a weapon.

Three months I've watched her name trend across screens I don't own, in a world I stopped belonging to long before she entered it. Three months of her face plastered on every gossip site, every late-night segment, every cruel little corner of the internet where strangers gather to feast on someone else's shame. I don't have Wi-Fi. Don't need it. Gentry at the hardware store leaves his phone on the counter like an offering every Tuesday, and that's all it took. Her name in a search bar. Her life unraveling in real time.

Eden Clarke.

Even her name sounds like something built to fall.

Now she's here. Pulling up the gravel drive in a rented Chevy Tahoe that's too clean for these roads, too wide for the switchbacks she barely survived on the way up. I can tell by the mud pattern on the wheel wells — she braked too hard on the last curve. Took the turn wide. City reflexes. The kind that get you killed out here if nobody's watching.

Good thing somebody is.

I'm two hundred yards east, crouched in a blind I built six weeks ago from deadfall pine and rusted corrugated tin. Same blind I've used to watch the cabin since March, back when it was still just a listing on some vacation rental site and I was still just a man with a bad idea he couldn't shake. Now the idea has legs. Now the idea is stepping out of a silver Tahoe in a coat too thin for the elevation, and she's shivering before her boots even hit the ground.

Thin. Thinner than the photos. Shoulders drawn up like she's trying to disappear inside her own skeleton. Hair loose, unwashed — dark blonde, dull, tangled at the ends where she's been pulling at it. Nervous habit. She did it in the CNN clip too, the one where that reporter cornered her outside the courthouse. Left hand, always the left, twisting the same strand behind her ear until the motion becomes a loop she doesn't know she's stuck in.

I know her habits better than she does. That's not arrogance. That's preparation.

She pops the tailgate. Two suitcases, one duffel, a paper grocery bag already going soft at the bottom. She packed like someone who isn't planning to stay long. That's fine. Plans change.

Mine don't.

The cabin's a wreck. I made sure of that — not enough to scare her off, just enough to remind her she's alone. Loose board on the third porch step. Pilot light on the furnace set to fail within forty-eight hours. I left the water heater functional because I'm not cruel. I'm strategic. There's a difference most people are too comfortable to understand.

She wrestles the front door open. Sticks on the frame — humidity warps the wood this time of year, and I could've planed it down, but I didn't. I want her to feel the resistance. Want her first moment inside to cost her something, even if it's just the skin on her knuckles and a quiet curse she thinks nobody hears.

I hear it. Soft, frustrated, almost a whimper. The sound settles somewhere low in my chest and stays there, warm.

She disappears inside. Light flickers on in the kitchen — the overhead, not the lamp. Efficient. She's not here to make it cozy. She's here to hide. I understand hiding. Grew up doing it in hollows deeper than this one, in houses worse than that cabin, from men who made monsters look like Sunday school teachers. Difference is, I stopped hiding. Grew into something the dark couldn't swallow.

Eden hasn't. Not yet.

Twenty minutes pass. I don't move. Stillness is the first language I ever learned — long before English, long before the roses-and-gravel drawl of southern Appalachian speech that everyone out here mistakes for slow thinking. My body was built for waiting. Six-three, two-thirty, and I can hold a position in freezing timber for four hours without a joint cracking. Done it before. Did it the night I followed the rental company's maintenance crew up to the cabin to memorize the layout. Did it again two weeks later when I went back alone with a copied key and spent an evening learning the bones of the place. Which floorboards sing. Which windows stick. Where the cell signal dies — everywhere, as it turns out, except a narrow pocket near the tree line on the south ridge, and I took care of that with a piece of sheet metal angled just right against the signal path.

No bars. No neighbors. No way out that I haven't touched first.

She appears in the bedroom window. Second floor, east-facing. Arms crossed over her chest, staring out at the darkening tree line like the forest owes her an explanation. From here, through the Vortex glass of the scope I usually reserve for elk, I can see the tension in her jaw. The way her throat moves when she swallows. Thin skin there, almost translucent under the weak light. I can see the vein.

Something shifts in the underbrush behind me. Doe. Whitetail, maybe a yearling. She freezes when she catches my scent, and for a second we're locked in the same arithmetic — threat assessment, escape route, odds of surviving the next five seconds. Then she bolts. Smart animal.

Eden doesn't have that instinct. She proved it by coming here alone, by trusting a listing she found on the internet, by not telling anyone where she was going. I know because I checked. No active social media since the scandal broke. Phone GPS pinged once on the interstate south of Charleston, then went dark. She's a ghost driving into the mouth of a valley that swallows ghosts whole.

And I'm the throat.

Night falls fast at this altitude. Not a gradual fade — more like someone pulling a hood over the world. Temperature drops fifteen degrees in twenty minutes. By nine, her breath will cloud inside that cabin if the furnace doesn't kick. It won't. By morning she'll be cold enough to need me, and I'll arrive like an accident. Axe over my shoulder, cord of split hickory in the truck bed, the quiet nod of a man who doesn't say much but shows up when it matters.

That's the version she'll get. The helpful local. The safe stranger. Broad and quiet and dumb enough to be harmless. I've worn that mask so long it fits like a second skull.

Tomorrow I'll introduce myself. I'll keep my distance — three feet, maybe four. Enough to seem respectful. Enough for her to smell the pine sap and woodsmoke on my jacket without feeling crowded. First impressions are construction. You don't build a cage by slamming the door shut. You build it one bar at a time, each one disguised as something she needs.

Warmth. Safety. Silence. A man who doesn't ask questions.

By the time she sees the bars, they'll feel like walls. And by the time she sees the walls, they'll feel like home.

I lower the scope. Breathe out slow through my nose. The forest settles around me like a held breath releasing, and somewhere inside that cabin, Eden Clarke is locking a door that was never going to keep anything out.

Not the cold. Not the silence.

Not me.

I stand. Knees don't crack. Shoulders roll silent under the canvas of my jacket. The doe is long gone, and the only heartbeat left in this stretch of timber besides mine is hers — sixty-two beats per minute if she's calm, which she isn't. Probably pushing eighty. Ninety by morning.

I'll bring it down. I'll bring all of it down — the pulse, the panic, the jagged edges of whatever the world did to her before I got the chance.

She doesn't know it yet, but she's already mine. Has been since the first photo I saw, the one from the courthouse steps where her eyes looked like two windows into a burning house and nobody around her had the decency to pull her out.

I'll pull her out.

And I'll never let her go.
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EXILE

Eden

Seventeen suitcases. That's what I owned six months ago. Seventeen matching pieces of hard-shell Rimowa luggage lined up in the walk-in closet of a Tribeca loft that smelled like Jo Malone and fresh-cut lilies, and I remember thinking — standing there in silk pajamas at 3 AM while my phone vibrated itself off the nightstand with notifications I couldn't bring myself to read — that a person who needs seventeen suitcases has been packing for a disaster she hasn't admitted is coming.

Now I have two. And a duffel bag with a broken zipper.

Progress.

The cabin smells like neglect. Damp wood, mouse droppings, and something faintly chemical — old cleaning solution, maybe, or the ghost of whoever sprayed for wasps last summer and never came back to check if it worked. I drop my bags in the narrow hallway and stand there, breathing through my mouth, waiting for the nausea to pass. It doesn't. It hasn't passed in weeks. The nausea is a roommate now, a permanent tenant squatting behind my sternum, feeding on cortisol and the three-hundred-milligram Wellbutrin I dry-swallow every morning because I keep forgetting to buy bottled water.

The kitchen is small. Harvest-gold linoleum peeling at the corners, a refrigerator that hums like it's one power surge from cardiac arrest, a window above the sink that faces nothing. Trees. Just trees, dense and black and endless, stacked against each other like a crowd pressing forward to see something terrible.

I turn away from the window.

Unpacking takes eleven minutes. That's not efficiency — it's poverty. Everything I grabbed when I fled the loft fits in two drawers and half a closet that smells like cedar chips and regret. Three pairs of jeans. Six sweaters, all oversized, all chosen specifically because they make me look like I'm dissolving into fabric. Underwear. Socks. One pair of boots I bought at a gas station outside Roanoke because I realized halfway through Virginia that stilettos don't work on mountain roads, and neither does the woman who used to wear them.

My phone sits at the bottom of the duffel like a dead thing. Screen cracked from when I threw it against the bathroom mirror in a Comfort Inn outside Beckley, West Virginia — the night I made the mistake of googling my own name and found the video had crossed forty million views. Forty million strangers watching the worst seven minutes of my life on a loop, adding comments, sharing it with laughing-face emojis, turning my humiliation into content.

I leave the phone in the bag.

The scandal. Everyone wants a word for it — the media, my former publicist, the lawyers, my mother who called once and then stopped. They use words like "controversy" and "leaked footage" and "public fallout," clean clinical terms that make it sound like a weather event, something impersonal that swept through and moved on. But scandals don't move on. They move in. They redecorate. They replace every good memory you ever had with a funhouse-mirror version of itself until you can't remember what your life looked like before everyone decided you deserved to lose it.

I wasn't famous. That's the cruel irony. I was adjacent to famous — a junior publicist at a Manhattan PR firm that handled A-list clients, and my crime was trusting a man who filmed things he shouldn't have filmed and sent them to people who shouldn't have seen them. That's it. That's the whole story. A woman trusted a man, and the man turned out to be the kind of person who weaponizes intimacy for leverage when a business deal goes sour.

But the internet doesn't care about context. The internet wants a body, and mine was available.

Thirty-one days. That's how long it took to lose everything. The job went first — "mutual separation," they called it, which is corporate for you're radioactive and we can't have you in the building. Then the apartment, because the lease was in Garrett's name and Garrett was the one holding the detonator. Friends evaporated like they'd been waiting for permission to leave. My sister sent a text that said I love you but I need space and the "space" has been four months of silence so thick I sometimes wonder if she's still alive or if she just deleted me from her phone and called it self-care.

So I ran.

The cabin was a listing I found at 2 AM on some vacation rental site buried so deep in search results it might as well have been hiding too. Secluded mountain retreat. No Wi-Fi. No neighbors. Peace and quiet guaranteed. The photos looked like a crime scene dressed up with Instagram filters — wood-paneled walls, a stone fireplace that hadn't been cleaned since the Clinton administration, a porch with a view of absolutely nothing human. Perfect.

I paid for three months upfront. Didn't ask questions. Didn't tell anyone where I was going because there was no one left to tell.

Now I'm here, and the silence is so loud it has texture.

Not quiet. Quiet is a library, a yoga studio, the held breath before a toast at a dinner party. This is something else. This is the complete, crushing absence of every sound I've ever used to feel alive — no traffic, no sirens, no muffled arguments through apartment walls, no hum of a city that never fully sleeps. Just trees. Wind. The occasional crack of a branch that could be anything — a deer, a falling limb, something with teeth.

I try the thermostat. Nothing happens. I try it again, pressing buttons with the heel of my palm like violence will help. The display flickers once — a pale, sickly green — then dies.

"Okay," I say out loud, and the sound of my own voice in this empty room is so startling I flinch. "Okay. Fine."

Fine. The word I've been using as a tourniquet for six months. How are you, Eden? Fine. Are you eating? Fine. Do you want to talk about what happened? I'm fine, really, I'm fine.

Fine is the lie you tell when the truth would require someone to care about the answer.

The cold is already settling. Not aggressive yet — more of a suggestion, a polite reminder that I'm at thirty-six hundred feet and the sun is dropping behind a ridge line that looks like the spine of something enormous and dead. I find a wool blanket in the hall closet, moth-eaten at the edges, and wrap it around my shoulders like armor.

The bedroom upstairs has a window that faces east. I stand in front of it because I don't know what else to do with myself, and for a long moment I just stare at the tree line, trying to find the place where the forest ends and the sky begins. There isn't one. They bleed into each other — black branches into charcoal clouds into a darkness so complete it looks painted on.

Something moves out there. Low, fast, a shadow peeling away from the other shadows. Probably a deer. Probably nothing.

My reflection stares back at me from the glass — hollow-cheeked, dark circles like bruises, lips bitten raw. I don't recognize her. That's not a metaphor. I genuinely do not recognize the woman looking back at me, and for a disorienting second I think there's someone outside the window before my brain catches up and reminds me that the stranger is me.

I press my forehead against the cold glass. Close my eyes.

Somewhere downstairs, the refrigerator shudders and resumes its dying hum, and the sound is so desperately mundane that my throat tightens with something I refuse to call grief. Grief requires a loss you didn't deserve, and the internet has made it very clear that I deserved everything I got.

I pull the blanket tighter.

Three months. Ninety days of nothing. No people, no screens, no pity, no cameras. Just me and this decaying cabin and the monstrous quiet of a mountain range that has been swallowing people since before this country had a name.

I came here to disappear.

Standing at this window, staring into a darkness thick enough to choke on, I realize — with a calm that frightens me more than the silence ever could — that disappearing might be the one thing I'm finally good at.
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SPLINTER

Eden

Cold woke me. Not the kind that creeps — the kind that arrives like a verdict, absolute and non-negotiable, pressing into my bones through the thin mattress and the moth-eaten wool blanket I'd fallen asleep clutching like a child.

I sat up. My breath hung visible in front of my face.

For a long, confused moment I didn't know where I was. Bare wood walls. A ceiling stain shaped like a fist. Silence so dense it felt pressurized, like the air inside a diving bell. Then the details stacked themselves back in order — the cabin, the mountain, the running, the reason for all of it — and I swung my legs over the side of the bed, pressing my feet into floorboards so cold they burned.

The thermostat was dead. Completely dark, not even the sickly flicker from last night. I jabbed every button twice, then pulled the plastic cover off and stared at the wiring like I'd suddenly developed an engineering degree in my sleep. Nothing. Just colored wires and the faint smell of dust cooking on components that hadn't worked in God knows how long.

The furnace in the basement was worse. I stood at the top of the narrow wooden stairs and looked down into a blackness that smelled like fuel oil and damp concrete, and every survival instinct I'd managed to retain from twenty-six years of being alive screamed don't. I went anyway, one hand on the clammy wall, my phone flashlight cutting a weak yellow circle through the dark. The furnace was a hulking metal coffin from the 1980s, covered in a fine gray silt. The pilot light was out. I found the ignition switch, turned it, heard a click and then nothing. No hiss of gas. No blue flame catching. Just the click, and the silence swallowing it.

I tried four more times. Click. Click. Click. Click.

"Okay," I whispered. The basement swallowed that too.

Back upstairs, I layered every piece of clothing I'd brought — thermal top under a flannel under the heaviest sweater I owned, two pairs of socks, the gas-station boots. My fingers were clumsy and blue-white at the tips. I looked like a woman preparing for an expedition to a place nobody comes back from, which wasn't far from the truth.

Coffee. I needed coffee. The stove was propane, and by some miracle it worked — the burner caught on the third try with a soft blue whump that felt like a personal victory. I boiled water in a dented saucepan because there was no kettle, poured it over instant grounds in a chipped mug, and wrapped both hands around it like a prayer.

That's when I heard it.

A rhythmic, heavy sound coming from outside. Distant but solid. Thwack. A pause. Thwack. Wood splitting. The sound carried through the frozen air with clean clarity, each impact clean and deliberate, like a metronome set to a tempo that belonged to someone who never rushed.

I moved to the kitchen window. Steam from the mug clouded the glass, and I wiped it with my sleeve, leaving a smear that fractured the view into something impressionistic — trees, white ground, and a shape. A man. Maybe eighty yards from the cabin, at the edge of where the overgrown property line met the tree wall.

He was splitting wood.

Even from this distance, the size of him registered like a physical sensation — something my body understood before my brain could translate. Broad. Not gym-broad, not the sculpted, manufactured width of men who take selfies between sets. This was structural. The kind of mass that comes from years of lifting things that don't have handles, built by labor and repetition and a daily relationship with gravity that most people never develop. He swung the axe with one arm. One. The log split clean and the halves tumbled off the stump, and he was already reaching for the next piece before they hit the ground.

I should have stepped away from the window. I should have gone back to the dead thermostat, the useless furnace, the problem I actually needed to solve. Instead I stood there, coffee cooling in my hands, and watched.

He worked without pausing. No wasted motion, no adjustments, no breaks to catch his breath or roll his shoulders. Just the axe rising, the axe falling, the wood surrendering every single time. There was something hypnotic about it — something almost mechanical, except machines don't move with that kind of fluid, predatory economy. Machines don't make you hold your breath.

I went outside.

The cold hit me like a wall of broken glass. I gasped, the air so sharp it felt serrated, and for three full seconds I genuinely couldn't inhale. My eyes watered. My nostrils stuck together. The sky was a low, featureless white — not clouds exactly, more like the atmosphere had simply given up on color.

My boots crunched on frost-hardened ground as I crossed the yard. He heard me coming. I know he did, because the rhythm of the axe changed — not stopping, just shifting, the pause between strikes stretching by half a second, an almost imperceptible acknowledgment that the air around him was no longer his alone.

He didn't turn around.

I stopped twelve feet away. Close enough to see the dark flannel stretched across his back, damp between the shoulder blades. Close enough to smell it — pine resin, split oak, and under that something warm and animal, the kind of scent that has no name but triggers something ancient in the base of the skull.

"Excuse me." My voice came out smaller than I intended. A Tribeca voice. A please-don't-hurt-me voice. I hated it immediately.

He drove the axe into the stump. Left it there, quivering. Then he turned.

Pale eyes. That was the first thing. A gray so light it barely qualified as a color, more like the absence of one. They landed on me with a weight I felt in my sternum, and for a disorienting half-second I forgot what I'd come out here to say. His face was hard angles and weather damage — sharp jaw buried under a thick, dark beard, a nose that had been broken at least once, deep lines carved around his mouth that weren't from smiling. He was older than me. Not by decades, but enough. Enough to look at me the way he was looking at me and make it feel like assessment rather than curiosity.

He didn't speak.

The silence stretched. Five seconds. Ten. An eternity measured in frozen breath and the distant crack of a branch somewhere deep in the timber.

"I'm renting the cabin," I said, gesturing behind me like he might not know which cabin I meant, like there were dozens to choose from. "The heating's out. The furnace won't ignite. I don't — I'm not sure who to call. There's no signal up here."

He looked at me the way you'd look at a bird that flew into a window — not with pity, not with amusement, but with a flat, appraising stillness that made me feel like he was cataloging every detail. The chapped lips. The unwashed hair stuffed under a beanie. The way my arms were crossed so tight over my chest I was practically hugging myself.

"Pilot light?" One word. Two syllables. His voice was low and unhurried, like gravel settling at the bottom of a slow river.

"Dead," I said. "I tried. Multiple times."

He held my gaze for another three seconds — I counted, because counting was the only thing keeping me from looking away — then pulled the axe from the stump in one smooth motion and set it against the woodpile.

"I'll look at it."

No introduction. No Hi, I'm your neighbor, welcome to the mountain. He walked past me toward the cabin, close enough that his shoulder nearly grazed mine, and I caught it again — that scent, woodsmoke and exertion and something underneath that was just him, dense and male and completely uninterested in being pleasant.

I followed. What else was I going to do?

He moved through my front door like he owned the geometry of the place, ducking under the frame without breaking stride, his boots heavy on the floorboards. I watched him descend the basement stairs without hesitation, without the phone flashlight I'd needed, disappearing into the darkness like it was a room he'd visited before.

Three minutes. I stood in the kitchen, arms still locked across my chest, listening to sounds I couldn't identify — metal on metal, something being unscrewed, a single low grunt of effort. Then the furnace groaned to life. A deep, shuddering inhalation from the guts of the house, followed by the whisper of warm air pushing through the vents.

He came back up the stairs, wiping his hands on his jeans. Grease on his knuckles. A smear of soot across his forearm where he'd rolled the sleeve.

"Valve was stuck," he said. "Happens."

"Thank you. Seriously, I—"

"Silas." He said it like a period, not an introduction. A fact delivered and closed.

"Eden."

He nodded once. Those pale eyes passed over me one more time — quick, thorough, ruthless in their efficiency — and then he was moving toward the door, filling the frame again, blocking the white sky behind him.

"You'll need wood," he said without turning around. "I'll bring some by."

Gone. Boot steps on the porch, then the crunch of frost, then nothing. Just the furnace breathing its new warmth into the walls and my pulse doing something I refused to name, hammering high and fast against the side of my throat like a trapped thing trying to get out.

I locked the door.

It didn't help.
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PREY

Silas

She locked the door behind me. I heard the deadbolt slide home before my boots hit the second porch step — a small, desperate sound, metal teeth biting into the frame like that quarter-inch of brass could change anything.

Lock it twice, Eden. Lock it with a chair under the handle and a knife under your pillow. Won't make a difference. The key sitting in my back pocket was cut three weeks before you signed the rental agreement.

I walked the eighty yards back to the woodpile without hurrying. Never hurry. Hurrying is what prey does — that frantic, adrenaline-spiked scramble that tells every predator in a hundred-yard radius exactly where you are and exactly how scared you've become. Predators move slow. Predators conserve. Every calorie, every step, every word measured against a return that justifies the expense.

The valve wasn't stuck. I closed it myself two nights ago, belly-down on her basement floor at 1 AM while she slept fifteen feet above me, her breathing shallow and irregular through the floorboards. Took nine seconds. Could've done it in four, but I let myself stay. Let myself lie there in the dark and listen to the rhythm of a woman who doesn't know she's already caught.

Nine seconds to close a gas valve. Three minutes of theater to reopen it while she stood upstairs wringing her hands. The math of manipulation is simple — create the wound, then show up with the bandage. Repeat until she can't tell the difference between the injury and the cure.

I loaded the truck bed with hickory I'd split that morning. Good wood. Dense, slow-burning, the kind that throws heat for eight hours and fills a room with a smell that seeps into fabric and skin and stays there for days. I wanted my wood in her walls. Wanted the scent of something I'd touched embedded in every blanket she wrapped around herself, every sweater she pulled over her head, so that warmth itself became a thing she associated with me before she even understood why.

Conditioning. Not a word I learned from a book — I've never read a psychology textbook in my life. I learned it from the woods. From watching a doe return to the same salt lick every evening for two weeks until the walk became so automatic her muscles did the thinking for her. By day fifteen, she wasn't choosing to come. She was just coming. The decision had dissolved into routine, and routine is the most elegant cage ever built because the animal inside it never sees the bars.

Eden would come back to me the same way. Not because I forced her. Because I made every alternative colder.

I drove the quarter-mile to her cabin slow, tires crunching over frost-hardened gravel, and parked with the truck bed facing her porch. No radio. I never play music in the cab — too much noise, too much interference with the information the silence provides. Silence tells you everything. Wind direction. Animal movement. The weight of someone watching you from a window, which she was. Second floor, same spot as last night, half-hidden behind the curtain like she thought the fabric made her invisible.

I didn't look up. Didn't need to. The glass fogged in a small circle near the frame — her breath, close to the pane. She was watching me unload, and that meant the strategy was working. Curiosity is the first brick. Gratitude is the second. After that, you're just laying mortar.

I stacked the wood on her porch in clean rows. Bark out, split face in. Tight enough that the pile wouldn't shift in wind, loose enough to grab a piece without gloves. Details. She'd never notice them consciously, but her hands would. Her hands would reach for a log at 2 AM when the fire was dying and find it easy, find it right, and somewhere in the back of her brain a connection would form — he stacks things so I can reach them, he thinks about what I need before I need it — and that connection would do more work than a hundred conversations.

Halfway through the second load, her front door opened.

"Hey." Tentative. Soft. A voice still calibrated for a world where strangers are polite and interactions have scripts. "I made tea. If you want some. As a thank you. For the furnace."

Four sentences where one would've done. Nervous. Filling the silence because she doesn't know yet that silence is where I live, where I'm most comfortable, where I do my best work.

I straightened. Wiped my palms on my jeans. Gave her a nod — not a smile, never a smile this early; smiles from a man my size read as either threat or try-hard, and neither serves the objective.

"Appreciate it."

She disappeared back inside, leaving the door ajar. An invitation. The first one she'd ever extend to me, and she had no idea what she was really opening. I set down the last armful of hickory and followed her in, ducking the frame, letting my shoulders fill the doorway for one extra second before stepping through. Spatial dominance. The cabin was small enough that a man my size turned every room into a corridor and every corridor into a space she'd have to press against the wall to pass through.

I wanted her pressed against walls. Not yet. But the rehearsal mattered.

The kitchen smelled like black tea and the faintest trace of something floral — her. Not perfume. Shampoo, maybe, or lotion, something she'd applied without thinking because the habit was older than the crisis. I cataloged it. Filed it next to the other data points: the bitten lips, the sleeve-pulling, the way her left hand drifted to the same strand of hair behind her ear every ninety seconds like a metronome she couldn't shut off.

She handed me a mug. Our fingers didn't touch. She made sure of that — a careful, choreographed transfer that kept a full inch of ceramic between her skin and mine. Smart instinct. Wrong application. The avoidance told me more than contact would have. It told me she was aware of the possibility, which meant her body was already running calculations her mind hadn't authorized.

"You live up here?" she asked, both hands wrapped around her own mug, shoulders pulled in, making herself small. She did that constantly — compressing, retreating, folding inward like a letter being sealed.

"Quarter mile north." I kept my eyes on the mug. Not on her. Looking away is a gift you give to nervous animals. It says I'm not hunting right now. "Been here most of my life."

"It's quiet."

"That's the point."

A beat of silence. She almost smiled — not quite, just a fractional softening at the corners of her mouth that vanished before it fully formed, as if her face had forgotten how to hold the shape.

"I needed quiet," she said. More to herself than to me.

I drank the tea. It was weak — too much water, bag pulled too early. The mug had a hairline crack running from the rim to the handle. I held it with both hands the way she held hers, mirroring without mimicking, because mirrored body language triggers trust responses faster than any words.

"Storm coming in," I said. "Couple days out. Might want to get into town for supplies before the roads get bad."

A lie. The storm was real — I'd heard the forecast on Gentry's truck radio — but the roads wouldn't get bad enough to strand her. I'd handle that part myself. A Douglas fir I'd already notched three days ago, eight feet of trunk angled across the only road out, one clean cut away from blocking the pass. All I needed was the timing.

But she didn't know that. She just heard a helpful man telling her to prepare, and the gratitude that flickered across her face was so open, so unguarded, it almost made me feel something I'd have to examine later in the dark.

"Thank you," she said. "For all of this. The furnace. The wood. You didn't have to—"

"It's just wood."

I set the mug on the counter. Gave her another nod — eye contact this time, three seconds, long enough to register but short enough to seem incidental. Then I moved for the door.

"I'll be back tomorrow to check the stack."

I said it like maintenance. Like a chore. Like I was talking about lumber and not about the woman standing barefoot on cold linoleum with her sleeves pulled past her wrists and her pulse visible in the hollow of her throat.

Outside, the cold was a blade. I welcomed it. Heat clouds judgment, and judgment is the only thing separating what I'm doing from what amateurs do — the ones who rush, who grab, who mistake possession for dominance and end up in county lockup wondering where the plan went wrong.

I don't rush. I don't grab. I dismantle.

Her Tahoe was parked at the edge of the gravel pad, frosted over, engine cold. I circled to the passenger side — hidden from every window in the cabin — popped the hood release through the grille with a flathead I keep in my back pocket, and eased the hood up six inches. Just enough. My hand found the ignition relay by touch. Pulled it clean, smooth, the way you'd pluck a tooth from a sleeping child. Dropped it in my coat pocket next to the house key.

Three seconds. No tools except my fingers. No sound except the click of the relay leaving its socket and the soft thud of the hood settling back into place.

I wiped the frost disturbance from the hood with my forearm, restoring the even white layer so nothing looked touched.

Climbed in my truck. Didn't look at the cabin. Didn't look at the window where I knew she was standing again, watching me pull away, sipping weak tea in a house that was warm because I allowed it to be.

Tomorrow I'd come back. The day after that too. And the day after that. Each visit a thread, each thread a stitch, each stitch pulling the wound a little tighter until the suture was indistinguishable from the skin.

She'd never feel it close.

That's the whole point.
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CHAPTER 4
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FROST

Eden

Dead. The engine didn't even try.

I turned the key again — a full, deliberate rotation, wrist locked, fingers white around the fob — and got nothing. Not a click, not a whine, not the anemic cough of a battery clinging to its last electron. Absolute mechanical silence. The Tahoe sat in the gravel like a monument to every bad decision that had delivered me to this ridge, and I sat inside it with both hands on the steering wheel, staring through the frosted windshield at a sky that had turned the color of a bruise.

Silas had warned me. Storm coming in. Couple days out. That was yesterday. I'd spent the morning telling myself I had time — time to finish the tea, time to organize the pantry, time to sit on the porch and pretend the silence was peace instead of the thing it actually was, which was a mouth waiting to swallow me whole. And now the sky was collapsing, the temperature was free-falling, and my only vehicle had turned into a two-ton paperweight.

I popped the hood. Walked around to the front in boots I was still learning how to walk in and stared at an engine I couldn't read. Everything looked connected. Everything looked fine — hoses, cables, the plastic caps on reservoirs filled with fluids I couldn't name. I touched a few things with the tips of my frozen fingers, which accomplished absolutely nothing except confirming that metal at thirty-one degrees feels exactly like you'd expect it to feel, which is hostile.

"Come on." I was talking to a car. I was standing alone in the Appalachian mountains talking to a rented SUV like it owed me a conversation. "Come on. Please."

The car did not respond. The car did not care about my desperation, my dwindling groceries, or the fact that the nearest town was nineteen miles of switchback road away and I had no phone signal, no landline, and no plan B.

I tried the ignition one more time. Turned the key so hard my shoulder ached.

Nothing.

I sat there for a long time. I don't know how long — minutes, maybe. Long enough for the cold to migrate through the door seals and settle into the leather seats, long enough for my breath to start painting the inside of the windshield in opaque white patches that shrank my field of vision one exhalation at a time. The world outside reduced itself to a narrowing window of gray sky and black trees, and somewhere in the contracting silence, panic found its footing.

It started in my hands. A tremor, fine and fast, the kind you can hide by making fists but can't actually stop. Then my chest — not pain, exactly, but a tightening, a compression, as if someone were slowly screwing a vise around my ribs. My breathing shortened. Quickened. Each inhale catching on something sharp and internal, each exhale never quite emptying my lungs before the next breath muscled its way in.

You are alone on a mountain. Your car is dead. A storm is coming. No one knows where you are.

I closed my eyes. Pressed my forehead to the steering wheel.

No one knows where you are because you made sure of it. Because you wanted to vanish. Congratulations, Eden. You vanished.

My therapist — former therapist, the one I stopped seeing when I could no longer afford her co-pay — had a phrase she used when I described these moments. Catastrophic spiraling. She'd say it with this calm, measured tone, like naming the thing was supposed to defuse it, supposed to transform the avalanche inside my chest into something clinical and manageable. It never worked. Naming a catastrophe doesn't stop it from being one. It just means you know what to call the rubble after.

I got out of the car. Left the key in the ignition because who was going to steal it? The bears? My legs felt unreliable, my knees doing something loose and gelatinous that made every step a negotiation. The wind had picked up — not gusting yet, but steady, a low, constant pressure from the north that pushed against my coat and found every gap in the zipper, every seam that wasn't sealed, every millimeter of exposed skin between my collar and my jaw.
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He didn’t find her. He built the trap.





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





