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Chapter 1


The Monster Who Chose Me


The Weight of What Remains
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The Greyledge Diner smelled of burnt coffee and sixty years of grease, and Elena Marchand thought it was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen.

She’d been driving for eleven hours, through three states and two breakdowns of spirit, the last one happening somewhere in the Massachusetts Berkshires when her check-engine light had blinked on and she’d realized she had forty-seven dollars left in her checking account and no one on earth she could call for help. The light had gone off again after twenty miles, which felt less like luck and more like the universe toying with her.

Now she sat in a vinyl booth the color of dried blood, her two suitcases stacked beside her like loyal dogs, and watched a waitress named Barb refill her coffee for the third time without being asked. The coffee was terrible. Elena drank it anyway, letting the warmth spread through her fingers, which had gone numb somewhere around the New York-Vermont border.

“You waiting on someone?” Barb asked, her pen hovering over her order pad. She was maybe sixty, with the kind of haircut that required no maintenance and the kind of eyes that had seen every excuse a person could give for sitting alone in a diner at dusk.

“No. Just resting before I find my place.” Elena’s voice came out rougher than she’d intended. She cleared her throat. “I just moved here. Well, moving. Going to move. I have a key to a boarding house on Maple Street.”

Barb’s expression shifted almost imperceptibly—a micro-movement that Elena, who had spent her life learning to read the weather of other people’s faces, recognized as recognition. “Iris Whelan’s place?”

“Yes. Do you know her?”

“Everyone knows Iris.” Barb’s pen tapped once against her pad. “You want me to call her, let her know you’re here? It’s getting dark. The turn onto Maple can be tricky if you don’t know it.”

Elena wanted to say no. She wanted to say she could manage, she didn’t need help, she wasn’t the kind of person who required assistance with basic tasks like finding an address. But she’d spent the last six months saying those things, and they’d led her here—to a town she’d never visited, a job she’d applied for in desperation, a life she was assembling from the wreckage of the previous one.

“That would be really kind of you,” she said instead. “Thank you.”

Barb nodded and disappeared toward the back, where a pay phone hung on the wall beside a sign advertising homemade pie. Elena watched her go and then turned her attention to the window.

The diner sat at the intersection of Main Street and something called Mountain Road, which appeared to lead straight into the tree-covered slopes that rose behind the town. The mountains were the Green Mountains, according to the map she’d studied in a rest stop outside Hartford, and they were supposed to be beautiful in autumn. It was early September now, still summer by the calendar but with that particular quality of light that meant fall was waiting just out of sight, ready to descend.

The trees were still green, but they were a tired green, a green that had done its work for the year and was ready to let go.

Elena understood the feeling.

The diner door opened, letting in a slice of cooling air and a man who made Elena’s hand pause halfway to her coffee cup.

He was tall—she registered that first, the way he had to duck slightly under the doorframe even though it was a standard height—and he moved with a stillness that wasn’t quite stillness, as though every muscle was held in reserve, waiting. His hair was dark, almost black, and his face was the kind that belonged in a different century: high cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it had forgotten how to smile, eyes the color of wet slate.

He didn’t look at her. He walked to the counter, sat on one of the stools, and said something to Barb that Elena couldn’t hear. Barb laughed—a genuine laugh, not the polite one she’d used with Elena—and poured him a cup of coffee without asking.

Elena realized she was staring and looked away, her face warming. She told herself it was because he was handsome, which he was in that unsettling way that made you wonder if you’d imagined it, but that wasn’t quite right. There was something else. Something about the way he occupied space, as though he was slightly out of phase with everything around him.

She’d felt it the moment he walked in. A kind of pressure change, like the air itself had shifted to accommodate him.

“His name’s Caelan.”

Elena jumped. Barb had materialized beside her table without a sound.

“I’m sorry?”

“Caelan Voss. The man you’re not staring at.” Barb’s smile was gentle, not mocking. “He comes in every evening around this time. Has for the three years I’ve worked here. Before that, according to Millie who had this shift before me, he came in every evening too. Like clockwork.”

“Does he live in town?”

“Out toward the mountain. Past the old logging roads.” Barb’s gaze flicked toward the window, toward the darkening trees. “Keeps to himself. But he’s always been polite, always pays his tab, never causes trouble. In a town this size, that’s about all you can ask of anyone.”

Elena nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She could feel the man’s presence at the edge of her awareness, a gravitational pull she couldn’t explain. She wanted to look at him again. She wanted very badly not to.

Barb set a slip of paper on the table. “Iris says come on over. She’s got supper waiting, and she doesn’t like her pot roast to get cold. Here’s the directions—though you can’t miss it. Big yellow Victorian at the end of Maple. Only one with a wrap-around porch and about a million flower pots.”

Elena took the paper, folded it carefully, and slid out of the booth. Her legs felt unsteady, as though she’d been sitting for much longer than forty-five minutes. She gathered her suitcases, refusing Barb’s offer of help, and made her way toward the door.

She could feel him watching her now. The back of her neck prickled with it, a sensation that was almost physical, almost warm. She didn’t turn around.

The door closed behind her, cutting off the diner’s warmth and leaving her in the cool September evening. The sky had gone from blue to purple while she’d been inside, and the first stars were beginning to show above the mountains. Main Street stretched before her, a single block of storefronts—a hardware store, a general store, a post office, a church—all of them dark except for the diner and a bar at the far end with a neon sign that flickered occasionally, as though it was tired too.

Elena stood on the sidewalk, her suitcases heavy in her hands, and tried to remember how to move forward.

She’d done this before. Moved to new places, started new jobs, built new lives out of whatever materials were at hand. The first time was at eighteen, leaving home for a dorm room she’d paid for with scholarships and loans and the quiet hope that distance would fix something she couldn’t name. The second time was at twenty-two, leaving the dorm room for a studio apartment in Boston and her first real job at the historical society. The third time was three months ago, leaving the studio apartment because she couldn’t afford it anymore, leaving the job because they’d eliminated her position, leaving Boston because there was nothing left to stay for.

This was the fourth time. She was twenty-nine years old, and she had started over more times than most people did in a lifetime. She was very good at it. She was very tired of it.

“Elena.”

She turned so fast she nearly dropped her suitcases.

He was standing outside the diner, maybe ten feet away, his hands in the pockets of a jacket that looked too light for the cooling evening. Up close, he was even more striking—and even more wrong. His skin was pale in a way that had nothing to do with avoiding sun, and his eyes held a depth that suggested they’d seen things she couldn’t imagine. Things she probably didn’t want to imagine.

“I’m sorry,” he said. His voice was low, quiet, with an accent she couldn’t place. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“You didn’t.” A lie. Her heart was pounding. “Do I know you?”

“No.” He said it simply, without apology. “But I know your name. Barb told me. She said you were moving into Iris’s place.”

Elena waited. He didn’t continue.

“Is there a reason you’re telling me this?” she asked, when the silence had stretched long enough to become uncomfortable.

He seemed to consider the question. It was a strange thing to consider—most people would have had a reason ready, or would have invented one on the spot. He just stood there, thinking, as though honesty required processing time.

“The road to Iris’s place,” he said finally. “It’s longer than it looks. And darker. There are no streetlights past the church. I thought you might want someone to walk with you.”

It was such an unexpected offer that Elena found herself without a response. She’d spent so many years being careful—being wary of men who approached her in the dark, who offered help she hadn’t asked for, who seemed too interested too quickly—that her default setting was refusal. But this didn’t feel like those other times. There was nothing predatory in his stillness, nothing hungry in his gaze. He looked at her the way she imagined he looked at everything: with the patient attention of someone who had learned, over a very long time, that most things revealed themselves eventually if you simply waited.

“That’s very kind,” she said carefully. “But I’ll be fine. It’s not far.”

“It’s not,” he agreed. “But you’re tired. And your suitcases are heavy. And the sidewalk cracks past the church are deep enough to catch a wheel and spill everything into the road. I’ve seen it happen.”

Despite herself, Elena felt her mouth twitch toward something that might have been a smile. “You’ve seen suitcases spill into the road?”

“I’ve seen many things spill into many roads.” His expression didn’t change, but there was something in his voice—a warmth that hadn’t been there before. “The suitcases were the least dramatic.”

Elena looked down at her bags. They were cheap things, purchased at a discount store when her previous ones had finally given out. The wheels were already wobbling. She thought about trying to navigate an unfamiliar street in the dark, tripping over cracks she couldn’t see, spilling her remaining possessions onto the pavement while some stranger watched from their porch.

She thought about how tired she was. How heavy everything felt.

“Okay,” she said. “Thank you.”

He nodded once and fell into step beside her, adjusting his pace to match hers without seeming to think about it. They walked in silence past the dark storefronts, past the church with its white steeple barely visible against the darkening sky, past the last streetlight and onto a road that curved into the trees.

He’d been right about the dark. Without the town’s scattered lights, the night pressed in close, thick and complete. Elena could barely see the road beneath her feet. But Caelan walked as though it was midday, his steps sure and steady, and somehow that steadiness communicated itself to her. She found herself relaxing, just slightly, into the rhythm of their movement.

“Barb said you’re from Boston,” he said after a while.

“Originally? No. I grew up in New Hampshire. But I’ve been in Boston for the last seven years.” She paused. “Barb talks a lot.”

“She’s observant. She notices things about people, and she shares them. It’s not gossip, exactly. More like cataloguing.”

“That’s a generous interpretation.”

“Is it wrong?”

Elena thought about it. “No. I don’t think so. I think she genuinely likes people. Wants to understand them.”

“And you?”

The question was simple, but something in his tone made her look up. In the darkness, she could barely make out his profile—the strong line of his jaw, the way his hair fell across his forehead. His eyes, she noticed, seemed to catch what little light there was, reflecting it back like an animal’s.

“What about me?” she asked.

“Do you want to understand people? Or do you prefer to keep them at a distance?”

It was such an accurate assessment that Elena felt momentarily exposed. She tightened her grip on her suitcases and focused on the road ahead.

“I think people are complicated,” she said carefully. “I think understanding them takes time. And I think most people don’t want to be understood. They want to be seen in a certain way, and they get uncomfortable when you look too closely.”

“And you?” he asked again.

This time she understood what he was asking. She considered deflecting, changing the subject, making a joke. But something about the darkness, about the strangeness of walking beside a man she didn’t know on a road she’d never traveled, made honesty seem easier than defense.

“I don’t know what I want,” she said. “I’ve spent so long trying to be what other people needed that I’m not sure there’s anything left that’s just mine.”

The words hung in the air between them. Elena expected him to fill the silence with reassurance or redirection—the way people always did when she accidentally told the truth. But he said nothing. He just walked beside her, steady and present, and somehow his silence felt more like acceptance than anything anyone had ever said.

The yellow Victorian appeared around a bend in the road, just as Barb had promised. It was large and slightly shabby, with a wrap-around porch that sagged in places and flower pots that spilled over with late-blooming annuals. Light glowed from several windows, warm and welcoming.

Caelan stopped at the edge of the property, not quite on the lawn but not quite on the road either. In the light from the porch, Elena could see him clearly for the first time since they’d left the diner. He was younger than she’d initially thought—or older, she couldn’t tell. His face held no lines, no marks of age, but his eyes held something that made her think of deep water, of things hidden below the surface.

“Thank you,” she said. “For walking with me. You didn’t have to.”

“I know.” He looked at her for a long moment, and she had the strange sensation that he was seeing her—not the surface version she presented to the world, but something underneath. Something she’d tried to hide. “Welcome to Greyledge, Elena.”

He turned and walked back the way they’d come, disappearing into the darkness almost immediately, as though the night had simply absorbed him.

Elena stood at the edge of the lawn, her suitcases heavy in her hands, and watched until she was certain he was gone. Then she made her way up the porch steps, knocked on the door, and waited for whatever came next.

—-
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Iris Whelan was exactly the kind of person Elena had stopped believing in: warm without being intrusive, curious without being nosy, generous without expecting anything in return. She ushered Elena inside with exclamations of concern about the late hour and the dark drive and the terrible coffee at the diner, which she confirmed was indeed terrible and had been for forty years. She fed Elena pot roast and mashed potatoes and green beans from her garden, and she asked no questions about why a young woman would move alone to a town this small with nothing but two suitcases and a job that paid barely enough to cover rent.

Instead, she talked about the house—built in 1892 by her husband’s grandfather, renovated badly in 1975, renovated again in 1998, still drafty in winter but charming in summer. She talked about the garden, about the town, about the library where Elena would be working, about the best places to buy groceries and the worst places to get coffee and the one diner that was actually worth visiting if you didn’t mind a fifteen-minute drive.

By the time Elena made it up to her apartment—a small but comfortable space on the second floor with a window that looked out toward the mountains—she was so full of food and kindness that she could barely keep her eyes open.

She unpacked only what she needed for the night: her toothbrush, her pajamas, the worn copy of a book she’d had since college and couldn’t bring herself to discard. The rest of her possessions could wait until morning.

Before she turned out the light, she stood at the window and looked out at the darkness. Somewhere out there, beyond the trees, was the road she’d walked with a man she didn’t know. Somewhere out there was the diner, and Barb, and the life she was supposed to be starting.

Somewhere out there, she thought, was the feeling she’d had when Caelan looked at her—the feeling of being seen, truly seen, for the first time in longer than she could remember.

It was terrifying.

She closed the curtains and went to bed.

—-
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That night, Elena dreamed of the woods.

She was walking through them, but not on a road—on a path that wasn’t a path, between trees that grew too close together, their branches reaching toward her like hands. The air was cold and still, and she could hear her own heartbeat, loud in the silence.

She was lost. She knew this the way you know things in dreams, without question or evidence. She had been walking for hours, or days, or years, and she would never find her way out.

Then she heard something behind her. Footsteps, soft on the forest floor. She turned, and there was a figure standing in the darkness—tall and still, with eyes that caught the light like an animal’s.

“You’re not lost,” he said. “You were always meant to find this place.”

She wanted to ask what he meant, but when she opened her mouth, no sound came out. The figure stepped closer, and she saw that it was Caelan—but not the Caelan from the diner. This version of him was older, stranger, his face marked by something that might have been sorrow or might have been hunger.

“You don’t remember,” he said. “But you will.”

He reached out and touched her face, and his fingers were cold—so cold—and Elena woke gasping, her heart pounding, her skin prickling with the memory of that touch.

The room was dark. The curtains were still closed. Outside, somewhere in the distance, an animal cried out in the night—a sound that might have been a fox, or might have been something else entirely.

Elena lay awake until dawn, watching the shadows on the ceiling and trying not to think about cold fingers and eyes that caught the light.
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Chapter 2

The Shape of Hunger
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––––––––
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The dream did not return, but its shape lingered.

Elena woke before her alarm, the room already light with the pale gold of early September, and found herself reaching toward the empty space beside her bed as though expecting someone to be there. The gesture was involuntary, a muscle memory for a touch that had never happened, and she pulled her hand back quickly, embarrassed even in solitude.

She showered in the narrow bathroom, letting the water run until it went from tepid to barely warm—the old water heater’s limitations—and dressed in the only professional clothes she had left: a navy blouse that needed ironing and black trousers that fit loosely now, thanks to the months of eating less than she should. She told herself she’d buy a steamer with her first paycheck. She told herself a lot of things.

Iris had left a basket on the landing outside her door: a thermos of coffee, a muffin wrapped in a napkin, and a handwritten note that said “The library’s at the end of Main Street. Can’t miss it. Come for dinner if you’re not too tired. —I”

Elena stood in the hallway, holding the basket, and felt something crack open in her chest. It was a small thing, a simple kindness, but it had been so long since anyone had done anything for her without expecting something in return that she didn’t know what to do with it. She carried the basket back into her apartment, set it on the small table, and ate the muffin in tiny bites, making it last.

––––––––
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The Greyledge Free Library occupied a building that had once been someone’s home—a sturdy brick Federalist from the 1830s, converted sometime in the early twentieth century with the addition of a handicapped ramp and a small parking lot. It sat at the far end of Main Street, just past the bar with the flickering neon sign, and it looked exactly like what it was: underfunded, over-loved, and full of secrets.

Elena stood on the sidewalk for a full minute before going in, her thermos empty in her hand, and tried to quiet the familiar hum of anxiety that always accompanied new places. She was good at her job. She knew this. But knowing and feeling were different things, and what she felt was the old terror of being found out, of being revealed as someone who didn’t quite belong.

The door opened with a chime that was probably original to the building—a brass bell on a spring—and the smell of old paper and furniture polish enveloped her like a welcome.

The woman behind the circulation desk looked up and smiled. She was perhaps fifty, with wire-rimmed glasses and gray hair pulled back in a loose bun, and she wore a cardigan that had been darned at the elbows with visible care.

“You must be Elena,” she said, coming around the desk. “I’m Margaret Hobbs, the head librarian. We spoke on the phone. Welcome, welcome.”

Her handshake was firm and warm. Elena felt some of the tension leave her shoulders.

“Thank you for having me,” Elena said. “I’m really looking forward to getting started.”

“Well, you’ll have plenty to do, that’s certain.” Margaret gestured toward a door at the back of the main room. “The archive is through there. I should warn you—it’s been neglected for years. Longer, if I’m being honest. We’ve had the funding to maintain the collection but never quite enough to properly catalog it. And the previous archivist...” She paused, her mouth tightening almost imperceptibly. “Let’s just say she had her own system.”

“Her own system?”

“Bless her heart, she believed in intuitive organization. Which means she put things where they felt right at the moment, with no record of where that was.” Margaret’s smile was rueful. “I’m told you specialize in making sense of other people’s chaos.”

“It’s my favorite kind,” Elena said, and meant it.

––––––––
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The archive was a single large room at the back of the library, its windows looking out onto a small courtyard overgrown with ivy. The space was lined with metal shelving, each unit crammed with boxes, folders, and bound volumes in various states of decay. A long wooden table dominated the center, covered in stacks of papers held down by glass paperweights. The air was cool and dry—climate control, at least, had been maintained—but there was a layer of dust on everything that spoke to years of benign neglect.

Elena stood in the doorway, taking it in, and felt something settle in her chest. This was a language she understood: the language of forgotten things, of objects that had outlived their usefulness to everyone except the people who might one day need to find them. She had spent her career learning to read this language, to translate chaos into order, to make the invisible visible.

She walked slowly through the room, running her fingers along the spines of ledgers, peering into boxes filled with loose photographs and letters. The collection was broader than she’d expected: town records going back to the 1790s, family Bibles, property deeds, journals, newspapers, and what appeared to be several boxes of material from a local historical society that had folded in the 1950s.

At the far end of the room, near a window that looked out onto the courtyard, she found something unexpected.

A cabinet.

It was metal, painted a dull olive green, and it had a lock—a heavy padlock, modern and out of place among the antique furniture. The cabinet was perhaps four feet tall and three feet wide, and it sat against the wall as though it had been pushed there and forgotten.

Elena crouched to examine the lock. It was a Master Lock, the kind you could buy at any hardware store, but it was new—the metal still bright, the keyhole free of dust. Someone had been in this cabinet recently.

She straightened and looked around for a key, checking the obvious places: the desk drawers, the pencil cup, the small filing cabinet beside the table. Nothing.

In the main room, she found Margaret reshelving returns.

“The locked cabinet in the archive,” Elena said. “Do you know what’s in it?”

Margaret’s hands paused on a book, just for a moment, before continuing their work. “That’s the restricted collection. Materials too fragile or sensitive for general access.”

“Sensitive how?”

“Fragile, mostly. Old documents that need special handling. Some local history materials that donors placed restrictions on.” Margaret slid the book into place and turned, her expression carefully neutral. “Iris has the only key. She’s the unofficial keeper of the town’s memory, you might say. If you need access to anything in that cabinet, you’ll need to speak with her.”

Elena nodded, but something in Margaret’s tone made her pause. It wasn’t quite discomfort—more like a careful avoidance, the kind of deflection she’d learned to recognize in people who were hiding something they didn’t want to hide.

“I’ll do that,” she said. “Thank you.”

––––––––
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The morning passed in the quiet rhythm of assessment and organization. Elena created a preliminary inventory system, photographed the general layout, and began sorting boxes by era and type. The work was meditative, absorbing, the kind of task that let her mind drift even as her hands remained busy.

She thought about the locked cabinet. She thought about Iris, about the way Barb at the diner had seemed to know things she shouldn’t. She thought about Caelan, about his stillness and his eyes and the dream that still pulsed at the edges of her memory.

At noon, she ate the second muffin Iris had provided—blueberry this time—and walked through the main room to introduce herself to the other staff. There were only two: a college student named Jess who worked the desk three afternoons a week, and a part-time cataloger named Patricia who came in on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The library ran on a skeleton crew, Elena gathered, sustained by grants and donations and the stubborn devotion of people like Margaret.

She was returning to the archive when the bell on the door chimed, and she looked up automatically, the way people do in small towns where every entrance is an event.

It was Caelan.

He stood in the doorway, letting the door close behind him, and for a moment their eyes met across the length of the room. The distance between them seemed to shrink, then expand, then settle into something charged and uncertain.

He was different in daylight. The shadows that had softened his features in the evening were gone, replaced by a clarity that made him look both younger and older—younger in the smoothness of his skin, older in the weight of his gaze. He wore a dark sweater and jeans, simple clothes that should have made him ordinary but didn’t.

Margaret looked up from the desk. “Caelan. Here for the usual?”

He nodded, his attention shifting to her. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all.” Margaret gestured toward a shelf near the front windows. “New acquisitions are on the end. I set aside the ones you asked about.”

Elena watched as he moved toward the shelf, his steps silent on the worn wooden floor. He passed within a few feet of her without looking in her direction, and she had the strange sensation of being both invisible and completely exposed.

She retreated to the archive and tried to focus on the box she’d been sorting. It contained property records from the 1880s, deeds and surveys and tax assessments, all written in the looping script of a century ago. She picked up a deed dated 1887, transferring ownership of a parcel described as “the eastern slope of Greyledge Mountain, including the old logging road to the second ridge,” and tried to lose herself in the details.
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