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The Master Key

Wren

Something breathes in the dark that isn't me.

I know this the way prey knows — not through logic, not through sight, but through the ancient, marrow-deep tremor that fires long before consciousness catches up. My eyelids are still closed. Rain hammers the tin roof in uneven bursts, each gust throwing sheets of water against the cottage like fistfuls of gravel, and beneath that noise, beneath the groaning of old timber and the low moan of wind threading through gaps in the clapboard siding, there is a stillness that does not belong.

A pocket of silence shaped exactly like a man.

My lungs betray me first. The inhale catches — Loss of rhythm. A stutter so small it wouldn't register on any machine, but he hears it. I know he hears it because the silence shifts. Recalibrates. Leans closer without moving at all.

Three months ago, this moment would have killed me. Three months ago, I would have reached for the phone on the nightstand, fingers clawing across cold wood, throat already halfway through a scream. Three months ago, I was still someone who believed locks worked.

Now my hand moves to the edge of the quilt instead.

I pull it back. Slowly. Deliberately. Making room on the mattress the way you'd open a door you swore you'd never unlock again.

Rain. Wind. The creak of a single floorboard under two hundred and twenty pounds of man who moves like woodsmoke.

He doesn't speak. He never does — not first. That's part of the game, or the ritual, or whatever this became somewhere between the night he first stood in my doorway and the night I stopped pretending I wanted him to leave. Thatcher Driscoll communicates in weight and warmth and the slow, devastating invasion of personal space. Words are for daylight. Words are for leases and signatures and the lie of professional distance across a kitchen table. At three in the morning, in the rain, in the pitch-black belly of a cottage he owns down to the last nail in the foundation, he speaks in presence alone.

And God help me, I've learned to listen.

The mattress dips. Not at the edge — he doesn't perch, doesn't hover, doesn't negotiate entry. He sits exactly where he always sits: close enough that I can smell wet pine and cedar on his jacket, that particular cold-rain-on-warm-skin scent that now triggers something Pavlovian in my bloodstream. My pulse kicks. Not from fear. Not entirely.

From recognition.

His hand finds my ankle beneath the sheets. Just rests there. A thumb pressed to the knob of bone, feeling the kick of my heartbeat through the thin skin. Counting it, maybe. Cataloging it the way he catalogs everything about this house and everything inside it.

I should be horrified. Some clinical, well-adjusted version of myself — the one who packed two suitcases and drove six hours north from Boston to escape a man who screamed — would say this is worse. Would say that at least Caleb announced his violence. At least his cruelty had the decency to be loud.

Thatcher doesn't scream. Thatcher doesn't announce anything. Thatcher owns a master key to every door on forty acres of New England woodland, and he uses it the way other men use a good-night text: habitually, without apology, as though access to my sleeping body is a clause in the lease I somehow missed.

Maybe it was.

"You left the kitchen light on." His voice arrives like a low-frequency hum, the kind you feel in your sternum before your ears make sense of it. Not a whisper — whispers imply secrecy, imply that someone might overhear. There's no one for miles. He speaks quietly because volume is a choice he doesn't need to make.

"I know," I say. My own voice sounds foreign. Scraped raw by sleep and something hungrier.

"You only do that when you want me to come."

It isn't a question. Thatcher doesn't ask questions. He makes observations with the precision of a man who has memorized the behavioral patterns of the woman living in his property the way a hunter memorizes a trail. The kitchen light is my white flag. My porch lamp left burning. I didn't realize I was doing it until the third week, and by then the habit had already fused to something deeper — some trembling, shameful wire in my nervous system that no longer distinguished between dread and desire.

His thumb traces a circle on my ankle bone. Slow. Proprietary.

"Say it."

I swallow. The rain is deafening now, a roar against the tin that swallows every other sound, and I wonder if storms make him bolder or if I simply pay closer attention when the world outside disappears.

"I left it on for you."

The words taste like surrender. Like the moment you stop swimming against a current and discover that drowning feels exactly like floating if you just stop fighting it.

His hand slides higher. Past the ankle. Along the curve of my calf, pushing the sheet with it, and the cold air of the room meets my bare skin like a second pair of hands. I shiver. He pauses — registers it, files it away in whatever dark archive he keeps of my involuntary responses — and then continues. Knee. The soft inside of my thigh. Each inch claimed with the unhurried confidence of a man who has already walked every room of this body in the dark and knows exactly where the furniture is.

I came to Wicked Hollows to disappear.

That was the plan — the clean, desperate, middle-of-the-night plan hatched in a Boston apartment with a dented wall and a boyfriend who smelled like whiskey and regret. I found the listing on a rental site no one uses anymore: a cottage on a wooded estate in rural Maine, month-to-month, absurdly cheap, no background check required. The photos showed wide pine floors and a claw-foot tub and trees so thick they swallowed the sky. It looked like the kind of place where a woman could seal her wounds in silence.

What the photos didn't show was the main house. The vast, dark-windowed Victorian perched on the hill above the tree line like a bird of prey on a wire, and the man inside it who watched me unpack my car from an upstairs window on the first day and decided — in that proprietary, absolute way of his — that I now belonged to the property.

To him.

I didn't understand it then. I called it paranoia. Called it the residual flinch of a woman trained to expect violence around every corner. When the window I'd locked was open in the morning, I blamed the frame. When my book moved from the nightstand to the kitchen table, I blamed my memory. When I woke at 2 AM with the unmistakable sensation of fingers brushing hair from my face, I blamed the draft.

I blamed everything but him. Because blaming him meant admitting that the monster under the bed was real, and that the lock on my door was a joke he'd been telling himself every night while I slept.

Now I don't lock it at all.

His hand stops. Rests high on my thigh, fingers splayed wide, and the heat of his palm burns through to the bone. I can feel his eyes on me even in total darkness — that heavy, unblinking attention that turns every nerve in my body into a lit fuse.

"You're shaking," he says.

"I know."

"Are you afraid?"

The honest answer is complicated. The honest answer lives in a place where fear and want have been breeding in the dark for weeks, producing something hybrid and monstrous that I don't have a name for. Something that makes me leave the kitchen light on. Something that makes me pull back the covers at three in the morning for a man who owns my walls, my floors, my doors, and every nightmare-soaked hour between midnight and dawn.

"No," I whisper. And it's the truest lie I've ever told.

Outside, the rain swallows the woods whole. Inside, the landlord settles into my bed like he built it for exactly this purpose.

Maybe he did.

I close my eyes and let the monster stay.
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ACT I

THE LEASE
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The Boundary Line

Wren

Silence has a texture in northern Maine. Not the flat, dead quiet of a soundproofed room — something older than that. Thicker. The kind of silence that presses against your eardrums like water at depth, reminding you that the nearest human voice belongs to someone you haven't met yet, and the closest town sits forty minutes down a road with no cell service.

I killed the engine and sat in the car for a full minute, listening to it.

The cottage was smaller than the photos. That's always the case with cheap rentals — the wide-angle lens does charity work that reality refuses to honor — but the bones were solid. A squat little saltbox tucked into a clearing at the bottom of a wooded slope, its clapboard siding weathered to the color of driftwood, a tin roof gone green with oxidation, and a porch that sagged slightly to the left as though the whole structure had exhaled and never bothered to straighten up again. October had already started stripping the maples. The ground was ankle-deep in rust and copper, and the air tasted like cold iron and decomposing leaves.

Beautiful. Isolated. Exactly what the listing promised.

What the listing hadn't mentioned — what no wide-angle lens or carefully cropped thumbnail could hide once you were standing in the gravel drive with your two suitcases and a cardboard box of kitchen supplies held together with packing tape — was the other house.

It sat on the ridge above the tree line. Victorian. Enormous. Three stories of dark timber and gabled windows that caught the late-afternoon light and threw it back like a warning. From where I stood, the main house had a direct sightline down the slope, through a gap in the birch trees, straight to the cottage's front porch. To my front door. To the bedroom window on the east-facing wall where, in approximately four hours, I planned to sleep for the first time in three days.

I stared at it the way you stare at a dog you can't tell is friendly.

Then I grabbed my suitcases and went inside.

The lockbox code worked. The key was brass, old-fashioned, heavy in my palm — not a modern fob or a coded deadbolt but an actual skeleton key with teeth that bit into the lock with a satisfying, ancient thunk. Inside: pine floors, wide and uneven, the kind that announce every footstep like a security system. A kitchen the size of a generous closet. A living area with a woodstove, a corduroy armchair the color of moss, and a single bookshelf already half-stocked with paperbacks whose spines had gone soft from humidity. A bathroom with a claw-foot tub and no shower curtain. A bedroom at the back with one window facing the woods and one facing the slope.

Facing the main house.

I dropped the suitcases on the bed and pulled the curtain shut before I'd even taken off my jacket.

The rental agreement had been handled entirely by email. A property management address — no name, no phone number, just a Gmail account and a PDF lease with a digital signature line. Three hundred and eighty dollars a month, utilities included, first and last upfront. In Boston, that amount wouldn't rent a parking space. Out here, it bought four walls, a woodstove, and more silence than any one person could reasonably consume.

I hadn't asked why it was so cheap. Cheap meant possible, and possible was the only criteria left on my list.

Unpacking took twenty minutes. Two suitcases don't hold much of a life, but then again, I hadn't brought much of one. Clothes in the pine dresser. Toiletries on the bathroom shelf. The cardboard box yielded a French press, a single mug, a paring knife, a cast-iron skillet I'd stolen from Caleb's kitchen on the way out — petty, maybe, but the man owed me a lot more than cookware — and a phone charger with a fraying cable that I plugged into the only outlet near the bed.

No photos. No books of my own. No throw pillows or scented candles or any of the soft, decorative armor women use to make a space feel claimed. I didn't want to claim this place. I wanted to disappear inside it the way water disappears into sand — quickly, completely, without leaving a mark.

By six o'clock, the light was gone. Not fading — gone. The woods swallowed dusk whole out here, no gradual golden hour, no lingering blue. One moment the clearing held the last copper scraps of sunset; the next, the tree line was a wall of ink and the cottage windows reflected nothing but my own face staring back, pale and sleep-starved and thinner than I remembered.

I made coffee. Sat in the corduroy armchair. Listened.

Floorboards ticking as the temperature dropped. The tin roof contracting overhead with small, percussive pops. Wind moving through the birch stand on the north side, a sound like shuffled paper. And underneath all of it, that deep, geological silence — the kind that makes you aware of your own heartbeat, your own breathing, the wet click of your own swallowing. Three days without real sleep had turned my nervous system into a frayed wire, sparking at nothing, and every creak of the cottage's old bones sent a jolt down my spine that I had to consciously override.

You're safe. The door is locked. He doesn't know where you are.

Caleb. Even thinking his name triggered a somatic response — shoulders drawing up, jaw clenching, that sick metallic flood at the back of the tongue. Eight months of a relationship that had started with charm and ended with a fist-sized dent in the bedroom drywall, three inches from my left ear. He hadn't hit me. He'd made sure to remind me of that, as though the wall didn't count, as though the coffee mug that shattered against the refrigerator while I stood in the kitchen doorway at midnight was just an accident of trajectory.

I left on a Tuesday while he was at work. Emptied the checking account — my money, earned waitressing doubles at a seafood place in Southie — packed two suitcases, stole his skillet, and drove north until the highway turned into a two-lane road and the two-lane road turned into gravel and the gravel ended at a clearing with a cottage that cost less per month than my anxiety medication.

The coffee went cold in my hands. I drank it anyway.

At some point, I must have dozed in the armchair, because the knock on the front door detonated through my skull like a gunshot and I was on my feet with the paring knife in my hand before my eyes fully focused.

Darkness outside the window. Total, country darkness. My phone said 8:47 PM.

Another knock. Three slow, evenly spaced strikes — patient, deliberate, as though the person on the other side of the door had all the time in the world and knew I wasn't going anywhere.

I set the knife on the kitchen counter. Wiped my palm on my jeans. Crossed the pine floor to the front door and opened it six inches against the chain.

Cold air flooded through the gap. Pine sap. Wet earth. And something else — cedar, maybe. Woodsmoke from a fireplace that wasn't mine.

He filled the porch. That was my first coherent thought: not his face, not his clothes, but the sheer spatial reality of him. Tall enough that the porch light — a single bare bulb I hadn't noticed until now — caught the underside of his jaw and left his eyes in shadow. Broad through the shoulders and chest in a way that suggested labor, not a gym. Dark hair, slightly too long, pushed back from a face that was handsome the way a hunting knife is handsome — all function, no decoration.

He held a paper bag in one hand. A ring of keys in the other.

"Wren Gallagher."

Not a question. A confirmation. His voice was low, unhurried, the kind of baritone that doesn't compete with background noise because background noise already knows its place.

"Yes."

"Thatcher Driscoll. I own the property."

He extended the paper bag through the six-inch gap. I took it reflexively, the weight surprising — heavy, solid, clinking slightly.

"Firewood's stacked along the south wall. Woodstove drafts to the left, so open the flue wide before you light it or you'll smoke out the bedroom. Cell reception is dead past the tree line, but there's a landline in the kitchen — the cord reaches to the porch if you need air while you talk. Trash pickup is Thursday. Leave the bin at the boundary post by the road."

He recited the information without warmth, without welcome, the way a man reads terms and conditions he's memorized through repetition. His eyes — visible now as he tilted his head slightly, catching the porch light — moved past me into the cottage. A quick, thorough scan. Living room. Kitchen. The hallway leading to the bedroom.

Taking inventory.

"The bag has eggs, bread, butter, and a jar of local honey. The general store in town is a forty-minute drive, and you look like you haven't eaten in two days."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. He was already stepping off the porch.

"Driscoll," I said.

He stopped. Turned just enough to show me his profile — the hard angle of his jaw, one eye still caught in the light.

"Is there a spare key to the cottage? Besides mine."

The pause lasted exactly one beat too long.

"No," he said.

Then the dark swallowed him whole, and I was alone with the dead bolt, the paper bag, and the unmistakable sensation that someone was still watching from the tree line.

I locked the door. Checked it twice.

Upstairs on the ridge, a single light burned in the highest window of the Victorian.

It didn't go out until I turned off mine.
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Signatures

Thatcher

Tired women make decisions with their bodies before their minds catch up.

I've watched it happen enough times to recognize the pattern. The slight forward lean when they sign something they haven't fully read. The way their shoulders drop two inches the moment a door closes behind them, releasing tension they didn't know they were carrying. The particular rhythm of breathing that shifts from shallow and defensive to something slower, deeper — the deep surrender of a nervous system that has finally, after weeks or months or years of sustained alert, been tricked into believing it's safe.

She did all three within forty seconds of stepping inside the cottage.

I watched from the study on the third floor. The window faces south-southeast, angled down the slope through the birch gap, and on a clear October evening the sightline to the cottage porch is unobstructed. Sixty-four meters. I measured it the spring I bought the property — not for this purpose, not for any purpose I could have articulated at the time. I measured everything. Property lines, timber density per acre, drainage gradients, the load-bearing capacity of every beam in both structures. Ownership requires comprehensive knowledge. You cannot possess what you do not understand.

Her car was a decade-old Honda Civic with Massachusetts plates, a cracked taillight, and a rear bumper held on by what appeared to be faith and packing tape. She'd parked crooked in the gravel drive — not from carelessness but from exhaustion, the wheel cut too hard, the brake applied a half-second late. When she stepped out, she didn't stretch or check her phone or scan the tree line the way most new tenants do, cataloging their surroundings with the nervous curiosity of relocation. She stood completely still in the drive, both hands at her sides, and listened.

That was the first thing.

The second was the suitcases. Two. Matching navy canvas, scuffed at the corners, light enough that she carried one in each hand without adjusting her gait. No second trip to the car. No boxes of books, no lamps, no framed photographs balanced on the back seat. Two suitcases and a cardboard box tucked under her arm. Everything she owned in the world — or everything she'd been willing to take from wherever she'd been — fit into a space smaller than a coffin.

The third thing was the way she looked at the main house.

Not curiosity. Not the casual appraisal of a tenant noting the landlord's proximity. Her chin lifted, her spine locked, and for exactly three seconds she stared up the slope at the Victorian with the expression of a woman measuring the distance between herself and a threat. Calculating whether she could outrun it. Deciding, with visible effort, that the calculus still favored staying.

Then she went inside and pulled the bedroom curtain shut before she'd removed her jacket.

She was afraid. Not of me — she didn't know me yet, hadn't even seen me, registered the main house only as architecture and implication. The fear was older than the property. Structural. Load-bearing. Whatever she was running from had laid the foundation deep enough that her body performed defensive protocols automatically: lock, shut, seal, hide. The behaviors of prey that has been hunted long enough to stop distinguishing between cover and safety.

I closed the study window. Walked downstairs. Built a fire in the main-house hearth because October nights in coastal Maine drop below forty and the boiler in the east wing has been temperamental since August. Sat in the leather chair by the fireplace with a glass of rye and the lease agreement she'd signed digitally three days ago, reading it again the way I'd read it four times before.

Wren Gallagher. Twenty-six. No employment listed. Emergency contact field left blank — not overlooked, deliberately empty. The signature on the PDF was shaky, the cursor-drawn letters uneven in a way that suggested a hand operating under duress or fatigue or both.

The application had arrived at 2:14 AM on a Wednesday. No cover note, no introduction, no attempt to explain why a twenty-six-year-old woman with a Boston area code wanted to rent a cottage forty minutes from the nearest grocery store for three hundred and eighty dollars a month. Just the completed form and a single photograph — the headshot the listing required for identification purposes. Brown hair, pulled back. Dark circles stamped beneath green eyes. Lips pressed flat, the way people's mouths go when they're trying to hold something in. Not a smile. Not even the performative neutrality of a passport photo. Something rawer than that.

Something honest.

I approved the application within the hour. Didn't run a credit check. Didn't call the previous landlord number she'd listed — a Boston property management company that, when I did eventually search it, managed the kind of overpriced Southie walk-ups favored by young professionals living beyond their means with partners who split the rent. I approved it because the photograph showed me exactly what I needed to see.

A woman who had nowhere else to go.

At 8:30 PM, I put on my jacket, collected the welcome provisions I'd assembled that afternoon — eggs from the farm stand on Route 9, sourdough from the bakery in town, salted butter, a jar of wildflower honey I'd been saving without knowing what for — and walked down the slope through the birch stand. The ground was soft with leaf litter. No flashlight. I know every root and depression on this property the way I know the layout of my own skeleton, instinctively, instinctively, without needing to look.

The cottage light was on. Through the front window, I could see her in the corduroy armchair — the one I'd reupholstered myself last spring, matching the fabric to the moss on the north-facing stones. She held a coffee mug in both hands, not drinking, just gripping. Her shoes were still on. Her jacket hung on the hook by the door but her posture suggested she'd debated leaving it on, staying dressed for flight.

I watched for eleven seconds. Then I stepped onto the porch and knocked.

Three times. Slow. Even. The cadence mattered. Frantic knocking suggests urgency, suggests a reason to panic. Slow knocking says I'm not in a hurry. Says I'll wait. Says the door will open because I've decided it will, and the timeline is irrelevant.

The chain caught at six inches. Smart. Her face appeared in the gap — pallid, guarded, eyes adjusting from the warm interior light to the darkness of the porch. One hand gripped the door edge. The other, I was fairly certain, had been holding something sharp moments before she opened it. A knife, probably. The paring knife from the kitchen block I'd stocked the cottage with last year. Good. Fear-based preparedness. She wasn't passive.

I told her my name. Gave her the provisions. Recited the house rules — firewood, flue, landline, trash — in a tone adjustd to convey authority without warmth. Warmth invites familiarity, and familiarity breeds the kind of casual comfort that makes tenants forget who owns the foundation beneath their feet.

She listened. Processed. Her eyes tracked my hands, my posture, the set of my jaw — not assessing attractiveness but cataloging potential for violence. I recognized the inventory. She'd performed it hundreds of times before on a different man.

Then she asked about the spare key.

The question landed precisely where it should have — at the intersection of reasonable caution and the specific, pointed anxiety of a woman who has learned that closed doors mean nothing if someone else holds the hardware. Her voice was steady but her fingers whitened on the door edge.

"Is there a spare key to the cottage? Besides mine."

I let the question sit for one beat. Not long enough to seem evasive. Just long enough to feel the shape of the lie in my mouth before I delivered it.

"No," I said.

The master key was in my left jacket pocket. Brass. Original to the property. It opened every lock on forty acres — the cottage, the main house, the woodshed, the storm cellar, the gate at the property line. I'd carried it on my person since the day I closed on Hollows Edge four years ago, and it had never once occurred to me to make a copy, because a copy implies shared access, and shared access is antithetical to the entire point of ownership.

I walked back up the slope. Didn't turn around, though I felt her gaze on me the entire way — a small, sharp pressure between my shoulder blades, like a thumbtack pushed into skin. At the tree line, I paused. Not visibly. Just a half-step deceleration, a micro-adjustment in stride that let me angle my head without appearing to look back.

She was still in the doorway. The chain was off now. One hand on the frame, the other hanging loose at her side — the knife gone, or hidden. The porch light made a halo of the doorway and cast her in warm amber against the dark interior of the cottage, and for a moment she looked exactly like what she was: a woman framed in the entrance of a house that belonged to someone else, backlit, exposed, perfectly visible from every angle of the surrounding woods.

She didn't know it yet. Wouldn't know it for weeks, maybe. But the lease she'd signed wasn't a rental agreement.

It was a deed of transfer.

And the property being acquired wasn't the cottage.

I climbed the ridge. Entered the main house. Locked the front door out of habit — though habit, out here, is merely performance. There is no one to lock out. The nearest neighbor is three miles east, and the woods between here and town are dense enough to swallow a scream the way black water swallows a stone.

In the study, I turned off every light except the desk lamp. Sat at the window.

Her bedroom curtain was drawn. But the kitchen light — the small one above the stove — stayed on, casting a thin amber line across the clearing. A nightlight. A talisman against the dark.

I settled in. Patient. I am very, very good at patience.

The kitchen light didn't go off until 11:42 PM. I noted the time the way I note everything: precisely, permanently, in the expanding file I was already building in my head — her habits, her patterns, her fear responses, her unguarded moments.

The master key pressed its teeth against my thigh through the jacket lining.

Tomorrow, I'd learn which floorboard outside her bedroom door was the quiet one.
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Unpacking

Wren

Someone had already broken in the eggs.

Not cracked — broken in. Worn soft. The carton in the paper bag Thatcher Driscoll left on my porch held six brown eggs nestled in straw, and each one carried a thumbprint-sized smudge of dirt on the shell, the kind that comes from being collected by hand from a nesting box that morning. Farm eggs. Local. The bread was sourdough, dense and still faintly warm at the center when I pressed my palm against the paper wrapping. The butter was salted, wrapped in wax paper, unmarked. The honey was wildflower, dark amber, sealed with a hand-labeled lid.

Not grocery-store provisions. Curated ones.

I stood in the cottage kitchen at 6 AM with the contents of the bag arranged on the counter and tried to locate the part of this gesture that should have felt generous. A landlord welcoming a new tenant. Standard hospitality. Rural custom, maybe — the kind of neighborly provision that people in cities forget exists and people in small towns perform without thinking.

Except Thatcher Driscoll didn't strike me as a man who did anything without thinking.

I scrambled two eggs in the stolen cast-iron skillet, ate them standing at the counter with a slice of the sourdough, and drank black coffee from the French press while the morning light crept across the pine floor in pale, angular slats. The cottage looked different in daylight. Smaller but warmer, the wide-plank floors glowing honey-gold where the sun hit them, the woodstove ticking gently as the last embers from the fire I'd managed to coax alive at midnight cooled to ash. Dust motes spiraled in the light. The corduroy armchair looked almost inviting instead of like a piece of furniture in a therapist's waiting room.

Almost.

I unpacked the suitcases properly this time. Last night had been triage — clothes shoved into drawers, toiletries dumped on the bathroom shelf, everything handled with the frantic efficiency of a woman who might need to reverse the process in under three minutes. Now I folded. Stacked. Arranged the four pairs of jeans and the rotation of thermal tops and flannels I'd grabbed from the apartment into the pine dresser with something approaching intention. Underwear in the top drawer. Socks beside them. Two bras — one functional, one aspirational — tucked along the back.

The bathroom got the razor, the drugstore shampoo, the moisturizer I'd been using since college because the smell reminded me of a version of myself that hadn't existed for years. Toothbrush in the ceramic cup on the sink ledge. The birth control packet I shoved behind the stack of towels in the linen closet, out of sight, the way you hide evidence of a life you're trying to leave behind.

No mirror. That was the one merciful absence in the cottage bathroom — the medicine cabinet above the sink had a wooden door instead of a mirrored one, and I could brush my teeth and wash my face without confronting the woman staring back. I'd lost nine pounds since August. My collarbones were architectural now. Caleb would have said I looked good.

Caleb could go to hell.

By nine o'clock, I'd exhausted the unpacking. Two suitcases, fully emptied, slid under the bed. The cardboard box broken down and stored in the closet. Every possession I'd brought to Maine now occupied its assigned space in a cottage that still felt like someone else's — because it was. The bookshelves held someone else's paperbacks. The kitchen drawers held someone else's utensils. Even the sheets on the bed — clean, white, smelling of cedar — had been chosen by another hand.

His hand.

I pulled on my jacket and went outside.

October in Maine was a different animal than October in Boston. Colder, obviously — the kind of sharp, dry cold that sits in your sinuses and makes your eyes water — but also louder. The wind moved through the birch stand like a living thing, bending the pale trunks in slow, synchronized arcs that creaked at the joints. Crows argued in the upper canopy. Somewhere deeper in the woods, a branch cracked with the clean, percussive snap of a bone breaking.

The clearing around the cottage was maybe fifty yards in diameter, ringed by forest on three sides. South: the gravel drive snaking away through the trees toward the main road. North: dense spruce, impenetrable after the first ten feet. West: the birch stand climbing the slope toward the ridge.

Toward the main house.

In daylight, it was less ominous and more assertive. Dark timber, yes, and the gabled windows still watched the clearing with that blank, heavy-lidded attention — but the Victorian's bones were magnificent. Whoever built it had understood proportion, the way the steep pitch of the roof echoed the slope of the ridge behind it, the way the wraparound porch softened the severity of the facade without compromising its authority. It was the kind of house that belonged in a gothic novel. The kind where the heroine is always told not to go to the third floor.

I was studying the roofline when the sound of an axe splitting wood fractured the morning quiet.

Behind the cottage. South side, where Driscoll had said the firewood was stacked. I circled the structure along the narrow footpath beaten into the leaf litter, turned the corner, and stopped.

He was splitting logs.

On my property. In my woodpile. At nine in the morning on a Saturday without announcement or invitation, as though the boundary between the main house and the cottage was a suggestion he'd decided to disregard before the ink on my lease had dried.

Thatcher Driscoll stood over the chopping block in a dark henley pushed to the elbows, a flannel shirt discarded on the stacked cord behind him, breath clouding in the cold air with each controlled exhale. The axe rose and fell in a rhythm so precise it looked mechanical — up, pause, down, crack — and the logs split clean along the grain, falling to either side of the block in identical halves. No wasted motion. No adjustment between swings. Just the metronomic certainty of a man who had performed this task ten thousand times and could do it blindfolded.

He didn't look up when I appeared. He knew I was there — had to have heard my footsteps on the gravel, the rustle of my jacket against the clapboard siding — but the axe didn't pause. Three more swings. Three more perfect splits. Then he buried the blade in the chopping block with a single decisive stroke and straightened.

"Your stockpile was low."

Still not looking at me. He gathered the fresh-split halves and began stacking them against the south wall with the same mechanical precision, each piece tessellated against its neighbor with no gaps, no wasted space.

"You don't need to do that," I said.

"Frost advisory tonight. You'll burn through what's there by morning."

"I can buy firewood in town."

Now he looked. Straightened from the stack and turned, and the full daylight did what the porch light hadn't — showed me the topography of his face without shadow or mercy. Hard jaw, slightly uneven, as though it had been broken once and set by someone who valued function over aesthetics. Deep-set eyes the color of creek water in winter — gray-green, still, reflective. A nose that had been hit at least once. Hands that dwarfed the axe handle, knuckles scarred and calloused in a way that spoke of decades of manual work, not weekends of recreational labor.

He was not handsome. Handsome is a word for men who exist within comfortable parameters — symmetrical, approachable, safe. Thatcher Driscoll existed outside those parameters entirely. Looking at him was like looking at the main house: you could appreciate the architecture while simultaneously understanding that it was built to withstand things you'd rather not name.

"Town is forty minutes," he said. "Frost comes at sundown. You'll freeze before you make it back."

He held out a split log. Not offering — placing it in my space, the way he'd placed the paper bag through the six-inch gap in my door last night. Here. Take it. The decision has already been made.

I took it. The wood was cold and smelled of sap and rain and something earthier, something that clung to the bark like a fingerprint. Cedar, maybe. The same scent that had come off his jacket on the porch.

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me. It's my timber." A beat. "Everything on this property is my timber."

He said it without inflection. A statement of fact delivered with the same flat authority as the house rules — flue, firewood, trash day. But his eyes held mine a half-second past comfortable, and in that fractional overstay I felt something retune in the air between us. A boundary tested. Not crossed — not yet — but pressed against, the way you press a thumb to a bruise to see if it still hurts.

It did.

He retrieved his flannel from the stack, shrugged it on without buttoning it, and pulled the axe from the block.

"I'll have someone come check the furnace Monday. The pilot light's been unreliable." He paused. Looked at the cottage — my cottage, his cottage, the distinction already blurring at the edges. "If it goes out tonight, come to the main house. I keep the fire going until morning."

"I'll be fine."

"That wasn't an invitation, Gallagher. It was a contingency."

He turned and walked into the tree line. No goodbye. No transition. One moment he was a solid, unavoidable presence six feet from where I stood clutching his firewood; the next, the birch trunks had folded around him like a curtain and the only proof he'd been there at all was the fresh stack against the wall, the divot in the chopping block, and the faint trace of cedar still hanging in the cold air.

I went inside. Locked the door. Sat in the armchair and pressed my hands against my thighs to stop them trembling, and told myself it was the cold.

Just the cold.

At noon, I got up to make coffee and noticed the kitchen window above the sink. I'd closed it last night — I was certain, compulsively certain, the way I was certain of every lock and latch and sealed entry point in any space I occupied, because Caleb had taught me that open windows are invitations and invitations are debts.

The window was open. Half an inch. Just enough to let a thin blade of October air slide across the counter.

A draft. An old frame. Warped wood expanding in the morning sun.

I closed it. Locked the latch. Pressed my forehead against the glass and looked up the slope at the main house, where a figure stood motionless on the third-floor balcony, arms folded, watching.

Not hiding. Not pretending.

Just watching, the way a man watches something he already owns.
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Chapter 4
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Drafts

Wren

Cold woke me. Not the gradual chill of a dying fire or the slow creep of temperature dropping through the night — a sudden, specific cold, like someone had opened a vein in the wall and let October bleed directly onto my skin.

My eyes opened to darkness. Total, rural, uncompromised darkness — the kind that has texture and weight, that presses against your corneas like velvet. No streetlight bleed through the curtains. No ambient glow from a neighbor's porch. Just the black interior of a cottage in the Maine woods at — I fumbled for my phone on the nightstand, squinting against the screen's assault — 3:47 AM.

The bedroom window was open.

Not halfway. Not dramatically flung wide in the manner of a horror film. Four inches. Exactly enough to funnel a channel of frigid air across the foot of the bed, across my bare ankles where the quilt had ridden up during sleep, across the pine floor where it pooled like invisible water.

I sat up. The quilt fell to my waist. My breath came out in a thin, visible plume.

I had closed that window. Not casually, not absentmindedly — I had closed it with the deliberate, obsessive thoroughness I applied to every portal in every room I slept in. Latch turned. Checked. Rechecked. The muscle memory of a woman whose survival instincts had been honed by eighteen months of sleeping next to a man who threw things in the dark.

Closed. Latched. Confirmed.

And now: four inches of October night pouring into my bedroom like a whispered trespass.

I crossed the room barefoot. The pine boards were glacial underfoot, each plank radiating cold from below as though the crawlspace beneath the cottage held its own weather system. At the window, I gripped the sash and pulled it down. The wood resisted — swollen with moisture, the frame warped slightly to the left — and then seated with a reluctant thunk. I twisted the latch. Felt the small brass tongue bite into the strike plate.
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