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A Novel

TAMSIN LOCKE

COPYRIGHT © 2026 BY Tamsin Locke 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book contains themes of obsessive and possessive behavior, stalking, coercive control, graphic protective violence, explicit sexual content, references to past domestic abuse and physical assault, chronic pain and injury, depression, isolation, and morally gray characters who do not apologize for what they are.

The man in this story is not safe. He is not gentle. He is not sorry.

He is the thing standing between her and the dark, and the dark learned a long time ago not to test him.

If you need your heroes redeemed, this isn't your book. If you need your monsters leashed, close this now.

But if you understand that sometimes the only thing more dangerous than the man who wants to own you is the world that already tried to break you—

Turn the page.

You've been warned.

“Broken things don’t need fixing. They need someone brutal enough to love them exactly as they are.”

— Tamsin Locke

ACT I: THE BROKEN SWAN

———
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The Return & The Watcher
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Pariah

KELLAN

———
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Rain has a sound most people ignore. Not me. Ten years inside a concrete box will teach you to catalog every noise that isn't a guard's boot or a cellmate's breathing. Rain on corrugated steel. Rain on cracked asphalt. Rain on the hood of a rusted Chevy that hasn't moved since Clinton was president. Each one distinct. Each one a language I learned while the rest of Oakhaven forgot I existed.

I dragged on the last inch of my cigarette and let the cherry glow against the downpour. Three minutes past eleven on a Tuesday night, and the only light on Millhaven Road came from the fluorescent tube above my garage bay. Moths circled it in stupid, suicidal loops. I understood the impulse.

The sedan appeared at the far end of the road before I heard it. A pale gray hatchback, compact, foreign-made, listing hard to the right on what had to be a half-flat tire. It rolled through the intersection at maybe fifteen miles an hour, windshield wipers fighting a losing war. The engine coughed twice—Loss of compression. Probably a cracked head gasket leaking coolant into the cylinders. I could smell antifreeze mixing with rain even from forty feet away.

Then the car stopped. Not pulled over. Just stopped, dead center in the lane, like whatever was keeping it alive finally gave up the negotiation.

The engine coughed once more and died. In the silence that followed—that heavy silence of a machine that has finished its work—I could hear the rain change pitch as it transferred from hitting a running engine to hitting a cooling one. Metal contracting. Heat dissipating. The final thermal signature of a vehicle that had carried someone as far as it could and had been asked for nothing more.

Driver's door opened.

She stepped out.

My cigarette burned my fingers. I didn't move.

Veda Monroe. Twenty-five years old, though she looked like time had taken a belt sander to whatever softness she'd carried out of this town at sixteen. I remembered her—everyone in Oakhaven remembered her. The Monroe girl who'd danced her way onto a New York stage while the rest of us stayed behind to rot. Her mother had bragged about it at the Elks Lodge every Thursday until the cancer ate through her tongue and then through the rest of her.

But the girl standing in the rain on Millhaven Road bore almost no resemblance to the photograph that had hung in the post office lobby for six years. She was thin—not lean, not dancer-taut, but thin in a way that happens when a body starts consuming itself. Collarbones like bridge cables under a sweater three sizes too large. Dark circles visible even under the sodium wash of the one working streetlight.

And the limp.

Christ, the limp.

She rounded the front of the car and her left ankle buckled, a sharp hitch in her gait that she corrected with the rigid discipline of someone who'd been hiding pain for a very long time. But you can't hide a structural failure. I'd spent my life diagnosing them in engines and chassis. A blown joint is a blown joint whether it's wrapped in steel or skin.

She opened the trunk. Pulled out a single duffel bag. Slammed the trunk shut with both hands because the latch was broken—I could tell by the way the panel bounced twice before catching. Then she stood there, bag hanging from one shoulder, face tilted up toward the sky, and let the rain hit her full in the face.

She wasn't crying. I've seen enough crying to last several lifetimes. This was something else. This was a woman letting weather do what gravity couldn't—press her flat against the earth until she couldn't stand anymore.

Sixty seconds. Ninety. She didn't move.

I dropped my cigarette into the coffee can by the bay door and stepped back into the shadow of the garage. Not because I didn't want to be seen. Because the angle gave me a cleaner line of sight. Her face in three-quarter profile, jaw clenched, throat working around a swallow she couldn't quite finish.

A lock clicked somewhere behind my sternum. Not warmth. Not attraction—though that was there too, immediate and heavy as a fist to the solar plexus. Something older. Deeper. The same mechanism that had put a man in intensive care eleven years ago and put me in a cell for a decade.

A recognition. Target acquired.

Not her, specifically. Not yet. What I recognized was the posture of someone about to collapse. The load-bearing walls already compromised. That foundation cracked in places no one else would bother to check.

This town would eat her alive. Oakhaven didn't forgive success, and it damn sure didn't have mercy for failure. That whispers would start by morning. That vultures by week's end. Every bitter, broken-down townie who'd resented her escape would line up to watch the fallen star limp through the grocery store with food stamps and shame.

No.

The word formed in my chest before it reached my brain. Absolute. Non-negotiable. A verdict delivered without trial or appeal.

I watched her hoist the duffel higher on her shoulder and start walking north, toward the old Monroe place on Sycamore. Quarter-mile walk on a shattered ankle in the rain. Every third step, her left foot dragged a fraction of an inch, catching on the wet asphalt.

My hands closed into fists at my sides. Grease under the nails, scars across the knuckles, skin rough enough to snag on silk. Hands built to break and repair in equal measure.

She passed under the last streetlight and dissolved into the dark.

I stood in the mouth of my garage for another forty minutes, rain soaking through my shirt, water streaming down the tattoos that covered both arms—the ones I'd gotten inside to pass the time, and the ones I'd gotten after to cover the scars. My blood ran hot enough to steam against the cold, and my mind did what it always does when a threat matrix assembles itself: it mapped the terrain.

Her mother's house. Northeast corner of Sycamore and Polk, the one with the sagging porch and the dead elm in the front yard. Closest neighbor: Dale Hutchins, a retired machinist who drank too much and kept a pair of binoculars on his kitchen windowsill. Nearest commercial strip: four blocks south on Main—the diner, the hardware store, and Garrett's bar where the local predators gathered on weekends to confuse alcohol with personality.

Every one of them a variable. Every one of them now relevant.

I closed the garage bay and locked it. Killed the fluorescent. Walked to my truck in the dark, boots splashing through puddles I could navigate blind.

The town of Oakhaven had decided a long time ago what I was. Monster. Convict. What mothers warned their daughters about in the same breath they warned about riptides and electrical storms. A force you don't negotiate with. A thing you just avoid.

They were right about most of it.

But they'd missed the critical detail—the one the prosecutors never understood, the one the parole board stamped their approval on without grasping.

A monster without something to guard is just violence looking for a direction.

I'd spent three years proving that. Three years of controlled demolition—tearing apart cars instead of men, channeling the force through socket wrenches and breaker bars and the calculated application of torque to stubborn bolts. The parole officer called it coping. That therapist the state assigned me called it sublimation. I called it what it was: a temporary redirect. The energy didn't dissipate. It waited.

And now it had found its direction.

I turned the key in the ignition. The engine caught on the first try because I maintain my machines how other men maintain their gods—with devotion and zero tolerance for failure.

Sycamore Street was a four-minute drive.

I took the long way. Parked two blocks south, killed the headlights, and walked the rest in the dark. Her house was exactly as broken as I expected. Porch light dead. Gutter hanging loose on the east side. Front steps rotted through on the left where moisture pooled.

Through the front window, I could see her sitting on the floor of the living room, still in her wet clothes, knees drawn to her chest, duffel bag unopened beside her. She wasn't moving.

I stood in her yard for an hour. Rain hammering my shoulders, pooling in my boots, running down my spine like cold fingers.

She never turned on a light. She never looked up.

But I was there. And from that moment forward, every breath she took in this town existed because I allowed it.

Mine.

Not yet. Not in any way she'd understand or accept. But the claim was filed, stamped, and irrevocable in the only court that mattered—the one behind my ribs where a jury of feral instincts had just returned a unanimous verdict.

She would not break here. Not in this town. Not on my watch.

I turned and walked back to my truck, already calculating the load tolerance of those porch steps and what gauge lumber I'd need to fix them before she fell through.

Behind me, in the dark house on Sycamore Street, the broken swan sat motionless on the floor.

She didn't know it yet.

But she'd just acquired a guard dog with a life sentence and no interest in parole.
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Limp

VEDA

———
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Mold. That was the first thing. Not the nostalgic scent of my mother's lavender sachets or the cedar chest in the upstairs hallway. Mold—black, pervasive, the kind that colonizes drywall with the patience of a disease.

I stood in the doorway of what used to be the living room and let the smell settle into my lungs. Appropriate. Everything about returning to this house was an exercise in breathing things that would eventually kill me.

My ankle throbbed in time with my pulse. Seven months since the surgery. Four months since the second opinion confirmed what the first surgeon had been too polite to say outright: the talar dome fracture had healed asymmetrically, the cartilage was gone, and the joint would degenerate until I was thirty and walked like I was sixty. No more relevés. No more fouettés. No more anything that required a left foot and faith in physics.

I dropped my duffel on the warped hardwood and lowered myself to the floor because the couch was covered in a plastic sheet yellowed with age and I didn't have the energy to pull it off. That floor was cold. Good. Cold was a sensation, and sensations were proof that the numbness hadn't swallowed me whole. Not yet.

Oakhaven, Oregon. Population four thousand and dropping. A mill town built on timber money that dried up in the nineties, leaving behind a skeleton of clapboard houses, a Main Street with more vacancies than tenants, and a permanent overcast sky that pressed down on everything like a low ceiling in a basement apartment.

I'd escaped this place at sixteen with a scholarship to the Academy of American Ballet and a mother who waved from the Greyhound station with tears streaming down a face already starting to yellow from the cancer neither of us knew was there. Nine years in New York. Nine years of bleeding feet and standing ovations and the absolute certainty that my body was a machine built for one purpose and one purpose only.

Then Viktor Sorin broke it.

Not my ankle. That ankle was a stage accident—a landing gone wrong during tech rehearsal for Giselle, my left foot catching the raked edge of a platform that should have been marked with tape. Twelve bones, three ligaments, one career. That crunch was audible from the mezzanine.

No. What Viktor broke was the rest of me. My director, my mentor, the man who'd shaped my technique since I was seventeen and who announced, six weeks after my injury, that he was replacing me permanently with Lara Chen—his new protégée and, as the tabloids gleefully confirmed, his new lover. The press conference happened while I was still in a surgical boot, watching from a hospital bed while my understudy performed the role I'd been promised would define my legacy.

Funny word, legacy. It implies something left behind. All I'd left behind was a sublease I couldn't afford, a Vicodin prescription I'd exhausted in half the allotted time, and a voicemail inbox full of messages from people who wanted to express their sympathies but not, apparently, their ongoing friendship.

So here I was. Back in the house where Margaret Monroe had raised me on frozen dinners and fierce ambition, the house she'd left to me in a will that also included eleven thousand dollars in medical debt and a handwritten note that read: Dance for me, baby girl. Even when it hurts.

The note was still taped to the refrigerator. I'd seen it when I'd walked through the kitchen, and I'd kept walking because if I stopped to read my dead mother's handwriting I would start screaming and I was not entirely certain I would be able to stop.

Rain hammered the windows. The gutters overflowed in rhythmic surges, water cascading down the glass in sheets that turned the world outside into an impressionist blur. I pulled my knees to my chest and pressed my forehead against them, feeling the sharp ridge of my kneecaps through skin that had grown too thin.

When had I last eaten? The gas station outside Roseburg, maybe. A granola bar and a bottle of water that tasted like the plastic it came in. Before that, a Cup Noodles in the motel outside Medford. I was running on caffeine and cortisol and that brand of forward momentum that exists only in people who have nowhere left to retreat.

The house creaked around me. Settling noises, my mother used to say. Houses settle, Veda. They shift and groan and find their balance. Just like dancers.

Except I hadn't found my balance. I'd lost it on a raked stage in front of nine hundred people and a lighting crew that had the decency to cut the spots before the audience could see me convulsing.

The living room was a museum of my mother's taste. Floral wallpaper, faded to a shade between rose and brown. A curio cabinet full of porcelain figurines—dancers, all of them, little girls in tutus frozen in poses I could have named in my sleep. Arabesque. Attitude. Relevé. My mother had collected them at flea markets and yard sales, each one a miniature idol in the church of her daughter's career.

I couldn't look at them. Not yet. Maybe not ever. idea of those porcelain girls standing on their tiptoes for eternity, their tiny feet pointed, their tiny faces serene, while the real dancer sat on the floor with a shattered ankle and no idea how to stand up—the irony was so complete it circled back to cruelty.

I pressed my palms flat against the floor. That wood was rough under my fingers, swollen with moisture, gapped in places where the subfloor had warped. This house was dying in slow motion, just like the town, just like my mother, just like the career I'd built on the assumption that my body would always obey the commands my brain issued.

A floorboard popped somewhere above me. Upstairs. Probably thermal contraction—the house cooling unevenly as the temperature dropped. Probably.

I didn't go check. If something was living in this house besides me and the mold, it had squatter's rights and I was the intruder.

My phone buzzed in my coat pocket. I didn't look at it. It was either Viktor's assistant with another "opportunity to discuss your future with the company" or my physical therapist reminding me about exercises I'd stopped doing three weeks ago because watching my own foot refuse to flex past forty degrees made me want to put it through a wall.

The rain intensified. Somewhere outside, a car engine turned over—rough idle, bad timing, a sound that set my teeth on edge the way a flat note in an orchestra set off a conductor.

My phone buzzed again. I pulled it from my pocket this time, not to answer but to silence it. The screen lit up the room—Viktor Sorin, the name glowing white against a photo I hadn't been able to delete. Him in rehearsal, one hand extended toward the corps de ballet, the other holding a coffee cup like a scepter. That man who had told me I was his greatest creation and then discarded me with the efficiency of a stagehand striking a set.

I silenced the phone. Set it face-down on the floor beside me.

The last time we'd spoken—really spoken, not the sterile exchanges through his assistant—he'd stood at the foot of my hospital bed with his coat still on, as if he'd calculated exactly how long this visit would take and dressed accordingly. "The company needs continuity, Veda. You understand that." He'd said it how you'd explain a scheduling conflict, not the demolition of someone's life.

I'd understood. I'd understood with the crystalline clarity of a woman watching her own X-rays and seeing the fracture lines spread like tributaries on a map. Continuity. The show goes on. That understudy steps in. That director finds a younger body to shape and a newer face to project onto, and the original is wheeled offstage on a gurney.

I closed my eyes and let the darkness behind my lids merge with the darkness of the house.

This was rock bottom. This was the floor beneath the floor, the place you land when falling stops being dramatic and becomes just physics. Gravity and mass and the inevitable meeting of body and ground.

But even rock bottom had a smell, apparently. Mold and old wood and the ghost of my mother's lavender, so faint I might have been imagining it.

I opened my eyes.

The front porch steps. I'd nearly gone through the left one on the way in—my foot had punched through the rotted board up to the shin, and only the railing had kept me from going down hard. Another thing to fix. Another item on a list that grew longer with every room I hadn't yet inspected.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I would buy bleach and contractor bags and start cutting out the dead tissue of this house, the way the surgeons had cut out the dead tissue in my ankle. Tomorrow I would face the town, and the whispers, and the pitying looks from people who had resented my mother for daring to dream bigger than Oakhaven.

Tonight, I would sit on this floor and breathe the mold and let the rain fill every silence my mind tried to fill with Viktor's voice telling me I was exceptional, I was irreplaceable, I was the finest dancer he'd ever trained.

Past tense. All of it past tense now.

The wind shifted and something banged against the east side of the house—the loose gutter, probably, swinging in the gusts. sound was rhythmic and percussive, like someone knocking to be let in.

I didn't answer.

Nobody in Oakhaven was looking for me. Nobody anywhere was looking for me.

That was, I realized with the flat clarity of exhaustion, the entire point.
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Stare

VEDA

———
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Ordering coffee shouldn't require bravery. But walking into Rosie's Diner on Main Street at eight-thirty in the morning with a visible limp and a last name the whole town had opinions about demanded something adjacent to it.

I pushed through the glass door and the bell above it jangled, cheap and bright, and every head in the place turned.

Twelve customers. I counted them the way I used to count the audience from behind the curtain—a quick sweep from house left to house right, registering faces and threat levels. Two elderly men at the counter nursing black coffee over folded newspapers. A woman in scrubs eating scrambled eggs alone in a booth by the window. A table of four men in Carhartt jackets, their hands wrapped around mugs the size of cereal bowls. A young mother wrestling a toddler into a high chair, her patience fraying visibly at the seams.

The diner itself was a time capsule. Vinyl booths in a shade of red that had faded to salmon. Formica counters with chrome edging. A pie case by the register that held three pies under yellowed plastic domes, each one a shade too brown to be today's. That floor was checkered linoleum, some tiles cracked, some missing entirely, replaced with mismatched squares that created a mosaic of institutional neglect. Above the grill, a hand-lettered sign read: IF YOU DON'T LIKE MY COFFEE, MAKE YOUR OWN. Below it, someone had taped a five-dollar bill and a note: I made my own. It was worse.

And a man in the corner booth, alone, with nothing in front of him but a glass of water he hadn't touched.

Kellan Cross.

I didn't know his name yet. Not then. But I knew his type—or I thought I did. A man who fills a room by displacement, like a stone in a pond. He sat with his back to the wall, arms resting on the table, and he occupied the booth like a predator in a clearing: relaxed posture, absolute awareness.

Big. Not gym-big, not vanity-big. Mass that comes from years of lifting real weight—engines, lumber, concrete. His white t-shirt was tight across the shoulders and chest, not deliberately but because shirts aren't built for men shaped like industrial equipment. Forearms thick with veins and marked with faded tattoos I couldn't read from across the room. Hands that dwarfed the water glass between them.

I looked away. Looked at the counter where a waitress in a pink polo was watching me with the fixed, performative smile of someone who's just been caught talking about you.

"Table for one?" she asked.

"Please."

She seated me in a booth by the door—the worst spot, fully visible from every angle, which was either bad luck or deliberate cruelty. I slid onto the vinyl bench and picked up a laminated menu that hadn't been updated since the nineties. That prices had been crossed out and rewritten in Sharpie. Twice.

"Veda Monroe, right?"

I looked up. The waitress—BECCA, her nametag read—hadn't left. She stood at the edge of my table with her order pad pressed against her stomach like a shield.

"Yes."

"I went to school with your mom. Well, she was a few years ahead. But everyone knew Maggie." A pause. "I was real sorry to hear about—well, everything."

Everything. A word capacious enough to hold my mother's death, my career's destruction, and my humiliating return to the town I'd fled as a teenager. Becca delivered it with the practiced sympathy of a woman who'd been trading in other people's tragedies at this counter for twenty years.

"Thank you. I'll have black coffee and toast, please."

She left. The murmur resumed. I could feel it more than hear it—a vibration in the air, that frequency of whispered conversation directed at a specific target. I'd felt it before. Backstage, when dancers discussed your performance while you were still in the wings. That tone was identical. Only the vocabulary changed.

I wrapped both hands around the mug when it arrived and let the heat soak into my palms. That coffee was thin and bitter and perfect in its artlessness. No oat milk. No single-origin pour-over. Just coffee, black, from a pot that had been sitting on a burner since dawn.

I sipped. I stared at the rain-streaked window. I did not look at the corner booth.

But I felt it.

A weight on my skin, as physical as a hand pressing between my shoulder blades. The unmistakable pressure of being watched by someone who had no intention of pretending otherwise.

I lasted ninety seconds before I turned.

He was still looking at me. Dark eyes under heavy brows, unblinking, tracking me with the focus of someone reading a document they intended to memorize. His jaw was set, mouth a hard line, and his expression held nothing I could decode—no curiosity, no pity, no male appraisal of the kind I'd learned to identify and deflect since I was fourteen.

Another thing altogether. Something that bypassed social convention and operated at a frequency below language.

I should have looked away. That was the protocol—eye contact, acknowledgment, disengage. The social contract of strangers in a small-town diner.

I didn't look away.

His gaze held mine and my chest tightened, a lurch like missing a step on a staircase, and for three full seconds I forgot about the pain in my ankle and the mold in my house and the sound of Viktor's voice saying, We've decided to go in a different direction.

Then Becca returned with my toast and the spell broke.

"That's Kellan Cross," she said, not quite whispering, laying down the plate with a clatter that was louder than necessary. "Just so you know."

"Should I know?"

Her eyes flickered toward the corner booth and back. "He did ten years at Salem. Got out about three years ago. Runs the junkyard on Route 9." She lowered her voice, though in a diner this size, lowering your voice was theater, not privacy. "Beat a man half to death. Almost killed him."

She said it how you'd warn someone about a downed power line. Not gossip—civic duty.

"Thanks for the toast," I said.

She left again. I ate mechanically—butter, bread, the grind of crust between molars—and I did not look at the corner booth again.

But the weight didn't lift. It stayed on me through the rest of the coffee, through the second cup I ordered because leaving felt like a concession to something I couldn't name, through the slow parade of townspeople who came and went and glanced at me with expressions that ranged from curiosity to something colder.

A woman in her fifties paused at my table on her way out. Pressed lips. Hard eyes. "Your mother would have wanted you to take better care of yourself," she said, and left before I could respond.

I didn't know her name. She knew mine, knew my mother, knew enough to deliver judgment from behind the armor of a dead woman's wishes. Small towns operate on this currency—the presumption of intimacy based on proximity, the belief that sharing a zip code entitles you to an opinion on how someone else grieves.

The coffee turned cold. I drank it anyway, because waste was a luxury I couldn't afford and because the bitterness grounded me in the present, anchored my thoughts to the physical act of swallowing instead of the spiraling inventory of everything I'd lost.

When I finally stood, the pain in my ankle detonated on schedule—a bright, sharp flare that traveled up through my calf and wrapped around my knee like a vise. I gripped the edge of the table and breathed through it, two counts in, four counts out, the breathing pattern my physical therapist had taught me and that I associated now with failure rather than healing.

I limped toward the door. Pushed it open. The bell jangled again.

Rain hit my face.

Behind me, I heard the creak of vinyl—someone else standing up from a booth. Heavy footsteps that didn't hurry.

I walked to the sidewalk and turned north toward Sycamore. The footsteps behind me stopped. I glanced back through the diner's window.

He was standing at the register, paying for his untouched water, and his eyes were on me through the glass. Fixed. Patient. Unreadable.

A chill moved through me that had nothing to do with the weather.

I turned and walked home. Left foot, right foot, drag. Left foot, right foot, drag. The rhythm of my new life, percussive and uneven, a metronome with a broken spring.

Three blocks north, I stopped and looked behind me.

The sidewalk was empty.

But the feeling stayed—that hand between my shoulder blades, that silent, insistent pressure—and it followed me all the way to my mother's front door.

Inside the house, I locked the deadbolt and stood with my back against the wood, breathing hard, my pulse doing something it hadn't done in months.

Racing.

Not from fear. Not exactly.

From the terrifying awareness that for the first time since my ankle shattered on that stage, someone had looked at me and seen something worth watching.

I slid down the door and sat on the floor with my back against the wood and my knees pulled to my chest and I stayed there for twenty minutes, listening to the rain, and the throbbing in my ankle, and the blood in my ears, and the slow, gradual return of a sensation I'd forgotten existed.

Aliveness. Not happiness—that was too specific, too optimistic. Aliveness. The raw, unprocessed state of being a nervous system in a body in a world where things happened and some of those things were terrifying and some of them were beautiful and the difference was smaller than anyone who hadn't experienced both would believe.

A man had stared at me in a diner. That was all. A man had stared, and the stare had weight, and the weight had a direction, and the direction was me.

It wasn't enough to change anything. It wasn't enough to fix anything.

But it was enough to make me stand up.
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Rust

KELLAN

———
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Twelve-gauge galvanized deck screws and pressure-treated two-by-sixes. That's what her porch steps needed. Not the warped pine some handyman had slapped down a decade ago, the kind that absorbed moisture like a sponge and rotted from the inside out—invisible failure, the worst kind, because by the time you noticed the surface damage the structure was already gone.

I pulled the lumber from the rack in my shop at 11:40 PM and loaded it into the bed of my truck. Cut the boards to length on the table saw, edges clean, no splinters. Twenty-two inches wide, four treads, one landing. I'd measured them by eye that first night standing in her yard, but I drove past in daylight to confirm. My eye doesn't miss.

Rain again. Always rain in Oakhaven, nine months out of twelve, the sky permanently bruised and leaking. I didn't mind it. Water was noise, and noise was cover, and cover was the difference between surveillance and presence.

I parked on Polk Street at 1:15 AM, two houses down, headlights killed before the turn. Walked the rest with the lumber balanced on my left shoulder and the tool bag in my right hand. Her house was dark. Every window black, no blue glow of a television, no bedroom lamp. Either she was asleep or she was sitting in the dark again, as she'd done that first night—knees drawn up, head down, a body trying to make itself as small as possible.

Both options put the same hot wire against the back of my skull.

The porch steps were worse up close than they'd looked from the sidewalk. The left stringer had separated from the frame entirely, held in place by habit and two nails that had corroded to orange powder. That treads themselves were punky—soft, crumbling under thumb pressure, the grain disintegrating into fiber. She'd gone through one of them last night. I'd seen the hole. Seen the way she'd jerked her bad leg free and grabbed the railing, and the way the railing had flexed because its mounting bolts were stripped.

Structural failure cascade. One weak point transfers load to the next until the whole system goes.

I set down the lumber and crouched on the walkway, pulling the ruined treads off with my hands. They came apart like wet cardboard. Underneath, the stringers were shot too—I'd expected that. Replaced them with the pressure-treated stock, notching the tops for the treads with a chisel I muffled with a rag. Every strike measured. Every sound evaluated against the ambient noise of rain and wind.

The work was meditative. In prison, I'd had no access to tools—the closest approximation was the maintenance detail, where I'd spent four years mopping floors and replacing ceiling tiles under the supervision of a guard who watched my hands the way a snake handler watches a cobra. The tools were counted before and after every shift. That screwdrivers were inventoried by serial number. A missing Phillips head would trigger a lockdown that lasted until the tool was found, usually in a mattress or a drain or a place I won't describe.

Out here, tools were freedom. My shop had seven thousand dollars' worth of hand tools and power tools, each one chosen, maintained, and organized with the devotion other men reserved for firearms or fishing tackle. I knew my tools by weight and balance the way a swordsman knows his blade. The chisel in my hand right now was a Stanley 750, one-inch, carbon steel, the edge honed to a fifteen-degree bevel that could shave the hair off my forearm. It bit into the pressure-treated lumber with a clean, decisive sound that was the opposite of everything about Veda Monroe's situation—controlled, predictable, fixable.

Nobody was watching. Oakhaven shut down at ten. The only things moving after midnight were raccoons and me, and the raccoons had better social standing.

I worked for forty minutes. Countersunk the screws so the heads sat flush—no snag point, no tripping hazard. Tested each tread with my full weight, two hundred and thirty pounds, bouncing twice. Solid. That wood would gray over the next few months, but the structure would hold for twenty years if she stayed that long.
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