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Branches whipped across Mara’s face as she tore through the undergrowth. Her breath came in ragged bursts, each one loud enough to betray her position. She forced herself to be quieter, biting down on panic as she searched for a place to hide. The thud of boots behind her echoed with the sound of twigs snapping under his weight.

Don’t think. Just keep running. She told herself as her muscles screamed.

The woods closed in, a wall of trunks and brambles snagged her sleeves and pulled at her hair. She stumbled, caught herself, and pressed on. The fading light made every shadow into a threat—dark shapes reaching, shifting, whispering.

Another branch snapped. Too close. He’d warned her what would happen if she tried to leave him.

Her chest tightened, not from the running but from the memory of his voice: You’ll never get away from me.

She pushed harder, ignoring the stitch in her side, ignoring the ache in her legs. If she stopped, even for a second, he’d be there. If she slowed, she was done.

Up ahead, through the trees, a pale sliver of clearing broke the darkness.

Mara burst from the treeline, half-stumbling as the ground opened under her feet. The sudden absence of shadows made her falter, blinking in the last bit of light from the day from hell.

At the far edge, tucked beneath leaning pines, stood a cabin. Weathered timbers. A sagging porch. No light in the single window visible from the front.

Her pulse hammered. A place to hide. Or was it?

She’d seen too many horror movies where the girl took refuge in a lonely cabin in the woods. She’d always thought she was too smart to be the victim who died in the opening act of a horror movie, and yet here she was. Running straight into an abandoned cabin. But in her defence, the man chasing her promised certain death and a slow one at that. The creepy cabin was the safer bet.  

She darted across the open ground, every step loud in her ears. Exposed. Vulnerable. He was so close she could smell his cologne drifting on the breeze.
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