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Having hope never worked out for me in the past. Yet again, I was stupid, and I’d let myself get excited. A fixer-upper where the owner was willing to forgo a deposit for repairs - the absolute miracle my empty bank account had been screaming for.

My stomach sank as the taxi peeled away in a coughing cloud of dust, the tires spitting gravel like a final insult. The address on the listing was clearly another fucking scam. The busted-out windows and the splintered power pole that had speared straight through the garage roof weren’t anything like the carefully staged photos.

“This is what you get for not asking him to wait,” I muttered. I’d told the driver to cut the meter as fast as possible. Save a few bucks. And it had bit me in the ass.

I yanked my phone from my back pocket. The cursed little symbol in the corner mocked me: no service.

Of course I didn’t have service. We were out in the ass-end middle of nowhere. Just sand, stone, and silence. The taxi had bankrupted me, and now I was looking at a three-hour hike back to town in the blazing Arizona sun. I’d either die of heatstroke or die trying to hitchhike.

I shaded my eyes with a shaking hand and scanned the horizon. A few brittle brushes clung to life around me, scraggly little trees warped by wind and sun. A couple of cacti jutted like warning signs from the cracked earth. The stone pillars rising up on either side made the whole place feel like a half-forgotten graveyard. No buildings, no people. Just dust and ruin.

Above, thunderheads gathered. Thick and low, bruised gray and green, like the sky had been holding its breath too long.

I dropped my threadbare backpack – stuffed with my last sad belongings – onto the hot, dusty sand and considered crying. Hands and teeth clenched, I swallowed the lump rising in my throat. My eyes burned, but nothing came. I made the choice to hunker down.

If the building looked safe enough, I’d squat until the storm passed. Summer thunderstorms hit hard, but they usually didn’t linger.

I checked my other back pocket – my pocketknife was still there. Sharp. Solid. Comforting. Something to hold onto.

I rubbed my face with both hands, dragging the sweat and grime down my cheeks. Then I picked the bag back up.

Both front windows were blown out, jagged glass clinging to the frame like the mouth of a predator. One wrong move and they’d shred me. I leaned in slowly, peering into the dim interior, my pulse roaring in my ears. Nothing moved. No sounds. Just the faint scent of mildew and desert dust.

I crept around to the back of the house. One window hung wide open, its screen torn half off, flapping gently in the wind. The space beyond was black as pitch, but I thought I could squeeze through.

As if to force my hand, a sharp crack of thunder split the sky overhead, echoing off the stone around me. I flinched so hard my phone nearly slipped from my grip.

I flicked on the flashlight and tossed my backpack through the window. It hit the floor with a dull, echoing thud.

I waited. Watched. Counted ten heartbeats. Nothing came.

When I felt brave enough, I climbed in after it. The sill scraped my hip as I slid through, but I didn’t stop. My shoes crunched softly on broken glass. I snatched up my bag and swept the light across the room in sharp, nervous jerks.

Empty. Quiet.

Just me, and the storm rolling in behind.

Empty shelves and bare floors. I breathed in. The air was cooler than outside, still and dry, with a faint trace of dust and something older—maybe mildew, maybe ash.

“Hello?” I called out, stepping away from the shelving. Nothing. Only the quiet, muffled silence.

I tried again, a little louder, as I tiptoed into the front room. No furniture, aside from a sunken, stained couch that looked like it had absorbed at least three decades of grime. I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.

Across from the couch, though, was a stone fireplace. Real stone, not prefab paneling. It rose up almost to the ceiling, rough-hewn and beautiful, like someone once cared about this place. I almost gasped when I saw it – an oasis of craftsmanship in a house left for dead.

Then the rain came, sudden and angry. It pelted the roof in heavy sheets, a chaotic drumming that drowned out everything else. I shivered as the temperature dropped—cool air rushing in through the broken windows, the storm pressing close against the splintered jagged panes. The sky outside had turned almost black.

What were the chances this place still had power? Or running water? Pretty much zero, but I figured I’d check anyway.

“Hello?” I called out again as I made my way to the bathroom. The tiles were cracked, the mirror streaked with age and something unidentifiable. I jiggled the toilet handle, expecting nothing, and jumped when I heard water shift in the bowl.

My chest eased a little. Maybe this wasn’t going to be a full disaster.

I flushed it after I used it, half-expecting it to choke and gurgle, but it worked. I grabbed onto that small, stupid victory like a lifeline.

I started looking for more silver linings to being trapped in an abandoned shit-hole. Possibly overnight, I realized. Ugh.

My stomach growled in protest. No food. I had a half-eaten pack of peanuts somewhere in my bag, if they hadn’t spilled out. I stared at the sink faucet, debating. Even if water came out, I didn’t trust it.

I wandered through the house, pacing slowly now. The more minutes passed, the less it felt like something was hiding in the corners. I stood at one of the busted front windows and watched the rain. It hammered the ground in thick sheets, bouncing off stone and dirt. The air smelled electric and raw—the sharp, metallic scent of ozone mixing with the warm, earthy sweetness of dust being swallowed by water.

I breathed in deep, again and again, like I could save it inside me—bottle it somewhere in my lungs and uncork it later when everything felt like shit again.

The storm dragged on. My body started to ache, the long day and empty belly pulling my energy down into my legs. I searched the rest of the rooms, hoping to find a mattress, a cot, anything.

Nothing. Just splintered wood, holes in the walls, and spray-painted messages half-worn by time. People had definitely been here. But the undisturbed dust coating every surface told me it had been a while.

At a loss, I made myself a nest, laid out my extra clothes on the creaky wooden floor in front of the fireplace. No fire, of course, but it felt safer near it somehow. Like it was the only part of the house still pretending to be a home.

I turned off my phone to save what was left of the battery. Curled up tight, I tucked my backpack under my head and rubbed the pocketknife in my jeans until my fingers stilled.

Eventually, I dozed off.
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I AWOKE TO SILENCE and the driest mouth I’d ever felt. My tongue felt like it had been sandblasted. I blinked against the darkness and turned my head.

There was a man watching me.

He stood in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, one shoulder leaned lazily against the frame. Muscles pulled tight against the fabric of his dark tee, the kind you only get from hard labor or prison workouts. Something black and heavy was strapped across his chest, just low enough to be hidden. His eyes - dark, unreadable, locked on mine.

I gasped and scrambled back, my spine hitting the wall, my hand diving for the knife in my pocket. “Oh my god I’m so sorry,” I blurted, words spilling out like water through broken glass. “I didn’t know anyone lived here, it was raining - ”

He started grinning as soon as I opened my mouth. Not a mean grin. A slow, crooked one that hit somewhere between amused and dangerous. He lifted both hands, palms open, like he was taming a wild animal.

I went quiet. Instinct, maybe. My whole body screamed do not trust him - but I still froze.

My head was spinning. This guy was a threat. I didn’t care how pretty his smirk was. The glint in his eyes, the tattoos creeping up his forearms, the worn black cowboy boots planted wide - everything about him said trouble.
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