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Dedication

For the ones who stayed when it would have been easier to run.

For the fighters, the dreamers, and the hearts that chose love — again and again.

This story is yours.
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Chapter one
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Kate Hale wasn’t running away.

That’s what she told herself every mile she drove.

She wasn’t running from the job she hated. Or the man who’d cheated on her with someone younger and blonder and Instagram-famous. Or the suffocating apartment that still smelled like his cologne no matter how many times she washed the sheets.

She was just taking a break. Breathing. Thinking.

Getting in her car on a random Tuesday and heading north without telling anyone was not an escape. It was therapy. Solitary, rainy-road, heartburn-inducing, very-stupid therapy.

And she didn’t care.

Not even a little.

Well—maybe a little.

She was somewhere between nowhere and nowhere-in-particular when the rain started.

Fat, splattering drops that smeared the windshield and erased the lines on the road. She slowed instinctively, both hands on the wheel, wipers working overtime. The highway curved like a question mark through thick woods, a two-lane stretch of damp asphalt that felt like the edge of the world.

No reception.

No music.

Just the steady thump of her heartbeat and the occasional squeal of tires on slick pavement.

The sign for Belcroft Diner – 2 Miles appeared like a beacon.

She squinted through the wet blur of the windshield.

Coffee. Food. A bathroom that didn’t smell like gas station despair.

Yes, please.

The diner looked like it hadn’t been updated since 1987 — all chrome edges, chipped paint, and a flickering red neon sign that buzzed faintly in the rain.

She parked close to the door, engine idling, headlights illuminating the puddle-pocked parking lot. Only one other car was there — a dusty white pickup with out-of-state plates and a cracked tail light.

Kate hesitated.

Something about it felt... off.

Maybe it was the silence. The kind of silence that clung to your skin. Or maybe it was just her nerves, stretched too tight and still raw from the breakup and the bottle of wine she’d downed before leaving town.

She killed the engine. Grabbed her bag.

And stepped inside.

The warmth hit her first.

Then the smell — coffee, grease, and something faintly metallic.

The place was nearly empty. A single waitress behind the counter flipping through a tattered magazine. A trucker asleep in a booth, his arm crooked behind his head. Rain pattered softly against the windows.

Kate slid into a corner booth and glanced at the laminated menu already sticky with syrup. Her phone buzzed once — a delayed notification — before dropping back into silence.

No service.

Perfect.

The waitress shuffled over. Her name tag read JANINE, and she looked exactly like a woman who’d been awake since 4am and regretted every minute of it.

“Coffee?”

“Please. Big one.”

“You want breakfast?”

Kate hesitated.

“Just the coffee for now.”

Janine nodded, scratched something on her notepad, and wandered off.

Kate stared out the rain-streaked window.

No one knew where she was.

No one had asked.

Not her ex. Not her boss. Not the so-called friends who’d quietly taken sides when the breakup got messy.

She sipped her coffee slowly when it arrived — burnt, bitter, glorious — and let the silence settle over her.

And then the door creaked.

She didn’t turn around at first.

Didn’t need to.

Something about the way the air shifted told her someone new had entered. Not the kind of someone who belonged. Not another sleepy trucker or curious local.

Someone that made Janine freeze halfway through pouring another cup of coffee.

Kate glanced up.

And her heart stopped.

The man standing near the door was soaked, hood up, jeans mud-streaked and torn. He moved like he was barely holding it together — like every nerve in his body was on edge and coiled tight.

He didn’t look dangerous.

He looked like he’d already survived something brutal and wasn’t sure he’d survive much more.

But Kate knew that face.

She’d seen it on a TV screen two nights ago, the volume muted while she ate cold pizza in a roadside motel bed.

Callum North.

Convicted felon. Escaped during transport. Accused of assaulting a high-level federal witness. Allegedly armed. Allegedly unstable.

Allegedly.

He walked slowly toward the counter, dripping rainwater onto the checkerboard tile.

Janine backed away.

Kate couldn’t move.

She knew it was him.

And the moment their eyes met — across twenty feet of old tile and bad lighting — he knew that she knew.

He turned toward her, slow and deliberate.

And said, quietly:

“I need your keys.”

Kate opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he added, jaw tight. “I just need your car.”

Janine stepped forward, voice shaking. “Don’t—please—don’t do anything stupid—”

Callum didn’t look at her. He kept his eyes on Kate.

“Keys.”

Kate reached into her bag.

Fumbled. Heart hammering.

She handed them over.

He stepped closer.

And then, to everyone’s surprise, he held them out again.

“You drive.”

Kate blinked. “What?”

“You drive,” he repeated. “You look calm.”

She wasn’t.

Not even a little.

But she nodded.

And followed him out into the rain.

They were ten miles outside of town when the silence broke.

“You don’t have to talk,” he said. “I know what this looks like.”

Kate gripped the wheel tighter. “You don’t know anything about me.”

Callum’s eyes flicked toward her. Sharp. Wary. Tired.

“No. But you didn’t scream. You didn’t try to run. That tells me something.”

“That I’m stupid?”

“That you’re not afraid of what I look like on paper.”

She didn’t answer.

Not yet.

He directed her off the highway down a winding gravel road that barely looked passable in the dark. Trees leaned close, dripping with rain. The only sound was the crunch of tires and the occasional snap of a branch.

Eventually, they reached a cabin — if you could call it that. More of a shack. Hidden behind a collapsed fence, roof slanted like it was exhausted. A place no one would look.

Kate killed the engine.

And sat in silence.

He didn’t threaten her.

Didn’t touch her.

Just got out and walked inside.

She followed.

Because what the hell else was she going to do?

Inside was dark, musty. One room. A cot, a rusted stove, and an old crate turned into a table. The walls smelled like wet wood and dirt.

Callum sat heavily on the edge of the cot and winced.

That’s when she saw the blood.

“Shit,” she muttered. “You’re bleeding.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“That doesn’t mean you should ignore it.”

He met her gaze. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t,” she said, a little too fast.

But she grabbed her bag anyway.

And began to help.

She’d bandaged wounds before. First-aid courses. A hiking trip where her friend had sliced his palm on a bottle opener. But this was different.

This man was a walking threat. A ghost in the system.

And yet, as she cleaned the gash along his ribs, her hands were steady.

His chest rose and fell under her touch.

And something passed between them — not trust. Not yet.

But the flicker of something fragile.

He held her wrist once, gently.

“You don’t have to stay,” he said.

“I know.”

And neither of them said what hung in the silence.

That she wasn’t running anymore.

And maybe neither was he.

Callum sat on the edge of the cot, bloodied hoodie peeled halfway down, his breath slow and steady. The way he moved, it was clear — this wasn’t the first time he’d been injured. Or hunted. Or afraid.

But the way he watched her... that was something else.

Kate cleaned the wound with the tiny first-aid kit she’d found in her glove compartment. Alcohol wipes. Gauze. No antiseptic, no gloves. Just her bare hands and whatever calm she could conjure out of the chaos in her chest.

"You’ve done this before," he said quietly.

"Cleaned up messes?" she replied, voice clipped. "More than I should have."

He didn’t ask what she meant. He just held her gaze for a beat too long. It made her skin prickle in a way she wasn’t sure she liked.

Or maybe liked too much.

The silence between them wasn’t comfortable, but it wasn’t sharp either. It buzzed — charged and low, like a storm building miles out, waiting to break.

"You didn’t have to come with me," he said finally. "Could’ve screamed. Could’ve run."

"I didn’t come with you," Kate replied, wrapping gauze tightly around his side. "You pointed to the road. I drove."

"You could’ve wrecked the car."

"Thought about it," she admitted. "But then I remembered I still like living."

That earned her a twitch of his mouth — not quite a smile, but the suggestion of one.

"And yet," he murmured, "you stitched me up."

"You’re bleeding all over my upholstery," she said, pulling the gauze tighter. "Would’ve done the same for a raccoon if it came through my window."

"Flattering."

He looked down, voice lower. "I’m sorry."

Kate blinked. "For what?"

"For involving you. For this. For... whatever happens next."

She hadn’t expected that.

An apology from a fugitive with blood on his hands and steel in his eyes?

That wasn’t in the rulebook.

Kate wandered the cabin later, trying to ground herself in motion.

The place was worn out but intact. Dust in the corners, a rusted stove that looked like it hadn't been lit since the 90s, a single lantern on the floor near the cot.

There were no photographs. No signs of life before him.

Except one.

A worn leather notebook, shoved between the slats of an old crate shelf.

She shouldn’t have touched it.

But of course, she did.

The pages were filled with writing. No titles. No dates.

Just poems. Scratchy, raw, bleeding with rhythm and rage.

Some were little more than half-formed thoughts.

The sound of silence isn't peace — it's punishment.

I once watched the sky swallow a bird and envied the mercy.

She closed it gently.

Not because she wanted to stop.

But because it felt too intimate.

Like looking inside someone’s ribcage and finding a heart still beating.

He was watching her when she turned.

"Found your secret."

He didn’t speak.

"You're good," she added. "Rough, but good."

Callum stood slowly. His bandage had darkened with blood again, but he didn’t seem to care.

"You had no right to read that."

"Then don’t leave it in plain sight."

"It wasn’t for anyone."

"Then maybe it shouldn’t exist," she said softly.

He paused.

And in that pause, something deeper shifted.

"You think I’m dangerous," he said.

"I think you’re lost."

Callum looked down.

“I don’t even know if I’m guilty anymore,” he whispered. “But they made up their minds long before I could defend myself.”

Kate didn’t ask for the story. Not yet.

But she stayed.

Because she was no longer sure if she was here out of fear... or something else.

That night, she couldn’t sleep.

She lay on a thin mattress near the opposite wall, blanket wrapped around her shoulders, back to the door.

She listened to the rain.

The crackle of old wood.

And the sound of Callum North breathing evenly in the dark — steady and present.

She should have been terrified.

She wasn’t.

She was... aware.

Of every sound.

Every shift in the air.

Every invisible tether tying them closer.

And the terrifying truth?

She didn’t want to run.

She rose before dawn, the cold biting her ankles as she stepped out to the porch.

The air was thick with mist, the trees blurred silhouettes in the grey.

Her breath fogged in front of her.

And then, behind her, the door creaked open.

He was there.

Shirtless, bandaged, quiet.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did she.

They stood side by side, the silence wrapping around them again — different now.

Not a wall.

A waiting.

"What happens next?" she asked finally.

He didn’t lie.

"I don’t know."

"Is someone coming for you?"

"Eventually."

"And me?"

"You still think you’re not a part of this?"

Kate turned to him.

"I think I’m something you didn’t expect."

Callum looked at her like she’d said something dangerous.

"You are."
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Chapter two
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The light crept in slow.

Grey and thin through the warped slats of the cabin wall, just enough to paint shapes on the floor and reveal that nothing in the place had moved overnight—except for her.

Kate blinked up at the ceiling.

She was still here.

Still not screaming. Still not running.

Still not sure why.

The air was cold, sharp enough to sting her nose, and her spine ached from the hard mattress. But something deeper was shifting now. The panic was ebbing. Replaced by something heavier.

Awareness.
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