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I dedicate this book to my children, who taught me that every great adventure begins with a single brave step. 

May you always find the courage to follow your dreams — even when the path is steep, even when the skies are dark — because your light was meant to shine. 
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WAYLON’S VOICE CUT in, crisp and controlled, the kind of calm that only existed because panic was being actively strangled beneath it. “Switching over to thermals now.”

A soft electronic chirp sounded in her ear, almost delicate for what it unleashed, and the feed on Stacy’s wrist-mounted screen transformed in an instant. Color drained away like blood from a wound, replaced by stark contrast and sharpened edges as the world rebuilt itself in gradients of heat and absence. The limestone in front of her went cold and absolute, a dark, dead mass against the living terrain. Trees fractured into skeletal whites and grays, their trunks glowing faintly where the day’s warmth still clung. Then the figures appeared—sudden, undeniable—blooming into view ahead of her like embers flaring in ash.

Five heat signatures pulsed against the ground, steady and deliberate, their shapes unmistakably human. Armed. A faint tightening settled behind her ribs as she adjusted the angle with a small flick of her thumb, breath slowing until it barely moved at all. She counted them herself, once, then again—not because she doubted what she saw, but because repetition anchored her. Two elevated and motionless, their heat halos tight and contained, bodies disciplined enough to stay still. Towers. Three more below, pacing short, controlled arcs along a perimeter, rifles slung but never relaxed. Waylon’s voice followed, confirming what her instincts had already locked onto. “All armed. Two on the tower. Three ground-level. Pattern looks rotational.”

Before she could answer, Grandpa Carter’s voice slid into her ear, steady as bedrock and just as immovable. “I’ve got eyes on the towers,” he said, calm and unhurried, like this was a problem already half-solved. “Both of ’em. Wind’s light. Angles are clean.” There was a pause—measured, intentional, heavy with trust. “Whenever you’re ready, I can take ’em out of the equation.”

Stacy leaned back into the limestone, letting the cold seep through her vest and into her spine as she checked her rifle by feel alone. Mag seated. Safety smooth. Chamber clean. Her fingers moved without urgency, muscle memory layered over razor focus, each motion precise because it had been practiced in worse places than this. Koda pressed in close at her side, his weight solid and grounding, the quiet tension in him humming like a live wire pulled tight. She rested her palm briefly against his shoulder, felt the restrained power there, the promise waiting behind discipline.

The first drops struck the stone above her—isolated, heavy enough to hear. One tapped against her knuckle. Another traced a slow, cold line down the rock face and vanished into the dirt at her boots. The air shifted, thickened, carrying the metallic scent of an oncoming storm, the kind that didn’t announce itself so much as arrive with intent. Stacy lifted her gaze back to the thermal feed as the sky darkened overhead, the ground beneath her beginning to whisper with the promise of a storm she wasn’t ready for.

50 HOURS EARLIER
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CHAPTER 1: Backroads & Ghosts 
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The Storm Doesn’t Knock

00:07 – 31 MAY – HIGHWAY 297, Near Big South Fork, TN

The rain had teeth.

It hammered the windshield of Stacy Parker’s rusted-out Chevy like it meant to break through and drag her into the storm by force, clawing for her through steel and glass. Water smeared across the cracked windshield faster than the wipers could clear it, the blades shrieking as they dragged red clay into useless arcs that blurred more than they revealed. The two-lane backroad twisted upward into the dark ribs of the Scott County hills, every curve tighter than the last, every bend disappearing into black before her headlights could fully claim it. Trees hunched along the shoulders like sentries bent under punishment, skeletal limbs bowing beneath the downpour, flashing into view for a breath before vanishing again. The storm pressed in from all sides, loud and relentless, as if the land itself had decided she didn’t get to pass without a fight.

Stacy leaned forward over the wheel, forearms braced, jaw locked hard enough to ache. Her eyes burned from hours of strain, focus narrowing to the thin strip of road ahead while her heart pounded against her ribs in a steady, punishing rhythm that matched the weather beat for beat. She could have stopped an hour ago—pulled into a half-dead motel or sheltered beneath one of those flickering gas-station awnings she’d passed without slowing—but stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering. Remembering meant Trevor’s voice, her mother’s last breath, the sound of rain hitting dirt where it shouldn’t have mattered anymore. Forward motion was the only thing keeping those memories from catching her, and she wasn’t ready to be caught.

The radio crackled beside her, the preacher’s voice cutting through the storm like broken glass through skin. Static rolled in and out, but the words landed clean and hard anyway. “They didn’t believe Noah either,” he rasped, his voice warbling as if floodwater already filled his lungs. “They laughed while he built the ark. Mocked him. Ate and drank and married like the skies weren’t about to split wide open. But when the rain came, the door was shut. And it was God Himself who sealed it.” Thunder rolled low and long outside, vibrating through the steering column and into her bones, and Stacy felt the weight of those words settle too close, too intimate, like he was sitting in the passenger seat speaking directly into her chest.

The sermon rolled on without mercy, the preacher’s tone sharpening as static hissed around him. “Jesus said it would be just like that,” he continued, louder now, as if volume could force belief. “Just like the days of Noah. Just like Sodom and Gomorrah. People living like there’s no end—right up until it ends.” Lightning flared white across the windshield, bleaching the world into stark outlines, and a second later thunder cracked like a whip through the trees. “Lot’s wife turned back,” the preacher pressed, his voice dropping into warning. “She looked over her shoulder at everything God was pulling her out of, and she was turned to salt. Don’t be her, He said. Don’t look back. Don’t mourn what God’s trying to burn down to save you.”

Stacy’s grip tightened on the wheel until her knuckles ached, her chest pulling tight like something buried had started to claw upward. The storm roared around her, rain slamming the hood and roof as if the sky itself were trying to break through. The preacher’s voice softened then, almost mournful, and that somehow made it worse. “And the wages of sin is still death,” he warned quietly. “But the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. You can’t outrun the storm. But you can step into the ark.” It felt personal in a way she didn’t consent to, like the night had been built specifically to corner her.

She reached out and snapped the dial off with two fingers, the silence hitting harder than the sermon ever had. “Yeah,” she muttered into the empty cab, her voice rough from too much quiet. “Tell me something I don’t already know.” The truck slammed into a pothole hidden beneath runoff, jolting her hard as her elbow cracked into the doorframe. Pain shot sharp and clean up her arm, and she welcomed it without comment because pain meant she was still here. Still moving. Tonight, that was enough.

A hazy glow bled through the rain ahead, neon pink and green smearing into the dark like a wound that refused to close. As she crested the ridge, Betty’s Diner came into focus, its sign flickering like a dying heartbeat against the storm. It looked exactly the same—stubborn, worn, impossible to kill—like it had been sitting there for years with the porch light on, waiting for her to come crawling back out of the wreckage. She turned in without thinking, gravel crunching under her tires as headlights carved out parked pickups and a lone Harley gleaming with rain. The Chevy rolled to a stop beneath the sagging porch, the storm pounding the roof like it resented being shut out.

Stacy stayed where she was, hands still locked on the wheel, breath fogging faintly in the cab as she forced herself to take one steady inhale after another. When she finally reached for the door handle, it took three long seconds before her fingers closed around it—long enough to notice they were shaking. The wind hit her the moment she stepped out, sharp and wet and unkind, shoving rain sideways until she was soaked through in seconds. Her jeans clung heavy to her legs, water sliding down her collar and spine as she ran for the porch, boots splashing through puddles that seemed to multiply with every step.

The diner door stuck on the first pull, and when it finally gave, the bell above it let out a weak jingle that sounded more like memory than music. Warm air rushed out to meet her, thick with overcooked bacon, scorched coffee, and fryer grease that hadn’t been changed in years, wrapping around her like a threadbare blanket that arrived too late but tried anyway. Inside, nothing had changed. Red vinyl booths sagged and cracked along the walls, patched with silver duct tape, a dusty gumball machine slumped in the corner, the linoleum squeaking under her boots. The jukebox crooned something slow and twangy that didn’t care what year it was, and even the lights buzzed with the same tired hum she remembered.

A few patrons looked up as she passed. One man in camouflage squinted like recognition was trying to surface, but Stacy didn’t meet his gaze, shoulders tight, eyes forward. She slid into the booth farthest from the counter and peeled off her jacket, letting it hit the seat beside her with a wet slap that sounded too loud in the hush. Her ribs ached. Her shoulders throbbed. Every muscle carried the weight of hours and years she couldn’t explain to anyone here. Beneath the cold and exhaustion, something she had spent the last year trying to kill stirred awake, stretching toward the surface.

Outside, the storm rolled on without mercy.

Inside, it waited.

The Diner That Doesn’t Forget 

00:10 – 31 MAY – Betty’s Diner

A waitress shuffled out from behind the counter, wiping her hands on a threadbare towel that looked like it had outlived its usefulness sometime around the first Bush administration. Her hair was the unmistakable shade of boxed blonde, piled into a frizzy halo of tight curls that refused to be tamed, and her name tag sat crooked against her chest, slightly bent at one corner. Darlene. The woman stopped short when she saw Stacy, towel dangling forgotten at her side as recognition set in. Her eyes narrowed, then widened, as if running through a catalog of memories she hadn’t touched in years. “Well, I’ll be...” she said finally, her voice rough and worn thin by a thousand packs of Virginia Slims and too many men who hadn’t stayed. “If it isn’t Carter’s girl. You finally moving back?”

Stacy didn’t answer right away, the words lodging somewhere behind her teeth where she could keep them contained. She wasn’t in the mood for recognition, especially the small-town kind that came wrapped in assumptions and buried expectations. Pretending not to know the woman wouldn’t change anything, though, and she felt the weight of that truth settle as she met Darlene’s eyes. She gave a small nod, steady but guarded, keeping her posture neutral even as her shoulders stayed tight. “Just passing through,” she said, the words deliberate and clipped, offered without invitation for follow-up. The answer felt flimsy even to her, but she let it stand.

Darlene tilted her head and smirked like she already knew better, one hip shifting as she leaned against the counter. “Storm like this?” she said, flicking a glance toward the windows where rain streaked sideways across the glass. “Ain’t nobody just passing through.” Without waiting for permission, she reached for the coffee pot, the same one that had probably been burning on that warmer since midnight. She poured slow and steady, the sound of hot liquid hitting ceramic filling the space between them, deliberate enough to feel like commentary. When she slid the mug across the counter, it landed like a peace offering with an edge to it. “You look like you need it.”

Stacy wrapped her fingers around the mug, the heat biting instantly into her palms. It was too hot, borderline painful, but she didn’t pull away. The sting anchored her, pulled her attention back into her body in a way nothing else had managed yet. She welcomed the grounding, letting the bitterness rise as steam fogged the space between her face and the cup. She didn’t ask for cream or sugar. She didn’t need softening. Just the heat, the burn, and the brief silence that came with it.

The diner existed in that peculiar quiet only a nowhere town could manage just after midnight. A jukebox hummed low in the background, playing something slow and mournful, a country song about dust and distance that didn’t bother trying to be subtle. A lone trucker sat hunched at the far end of the counter, slurping soup and ignoring the rest of the room with practiced indifference. The clock above the register ticked loud enough to feel invasive, each second slicing into the air sharper than it had any right to. The sound crawled under her skin, counting something she wasn’t sure she wanted tallied.

She turned her gaze toward the rain-smeared window beside her, watching neon bleed pink and green through the glass as the sign outside flickered in time with the pounding in her chest. Every drop sliding down the pane caught the light and stretched it, pulling the world outside into long, distorted veins. The storm blurred, softened, became something almost abstract, and for one unguarded heartbeat, so did she. Her shoulders lowered a fraction. Her grip loosened. The quiet nearly convinced her it was safe to breathe.

Then she froze.

Not because of the rain, but because of what it carried with it.

The smell came next, sharp and invasive, cutting clean through coffee and grease. Ozone. Wet earth. Copper, bright enough to slice the back of her throat. The diner faded without warning, the hum of the jukebox and the clatter of dishes bleeding out as thunder rolled slow and steady across the Tennessee hills. Her boots sank into mud slick as oil, wind tearing through broken fencing and bent pasture grass. And there, in the open, her mother lay twisted beneath the storm, rain pouring over her like a shroud. Her hair clung to her cheeks in dark strands, eyes open and glassy, unblinking. Staring at nothing.

Stacy dropped to her knees, cold mud sucking at her jeans as it soaked straight through to the bone. Her hands found her mother’s chest and she started compressions, counting through clenched teeth, whispering prayers she hadn’t spoken in years. “Come on, Mom... come on...” Rain hammered her shoulders and blurred her vision, but she didn’t stop, arms shaking as she pressed harder, faster. Her voice broke from screaming, desperation cracking through every syllable as she fought against time and the weight of what every second meant. The cord was still there, half-buried in the mud, frayed and sparking, twitching like a live wire in a shallow grave. She had seen it that morning, lying there like a warning. She hadn’t fixed it.

The air reeked of burnt rubber and lightning, filling her lungs until every breath tasted like regret. The hiss of electricity never stopped, a sound that refused to fade even as everything else tried to. This was her fault. The thought landed heavy and final, branding itself into her chest. She blinked once, twice, but the image refused to loosen its grip. The hum in her ears swelled, thunder cracking overhead like a gunshot as her chest seized around a breath she couldn’t draw. The mug trembled in her hands, scalding coffee sloshing over the rim and onto her skin.

A voice reached her from far away, distorted and muffled like it was underwater. “Hon...? You alright?” Darlene’s voice. Softer now. Concerned. Stacy couldn’t answer. Her fingers dug into the edge of the table, knuckles whitening as her nails pressed half-moons into the laminate. She counted in her head, the numbers the only thing tethering her to the present. One. Two. Three. Breathe in. Four. Five. Six. Breathe out. You’re not there. You’re not there.

She stayed like that for a long moment, still and silent, watching rain stretch light into veins across the glass. The storm had thickened outside, wilder than when she arrived, but sitting still had only let the panic burrow deeper. She needed motion. She needed out. With one last bitter swallow, she drained the coffee and stood, muscles aching as tension released all at once. Her back cracked faintly as she straightened, legs stiff, heart still racing. A five-dollar bill landed on the Formica like punctuation, sharp and final in the quiet. She didn’t wait for Darlene to return, not out of ingratitude, but because looking back now might cost her the nerve to leave.

The bell over the door jingled weakly as she pushed it open and stepped back into the teeth of the storm. Rain attacked immediately, slicing sideways and soaking her jacket in seconds as wind howled like it had a score to settle. She ran for the truck, boots slamming through puddles that had doubled since she parked, fumbling with the handle as the wind tried to wrench the door away. When she finally hauled herself inside and slammed it shut, the solid thud felt earned. She sat there for a moment, chest heaving, storm pounding the roof like fists demanding entry. Her reflection stared back at her from the rearview mirror, damp hair plastered to her face, shadows carved beneath her eyes like bruises she hadn’t noticed before.

She twisted the key and the engine coughed to life, headlights cutting a narrow path through rain and gravel. The road waited ahead, slick and dark, a left turn she hadn’t taken in years. She didn’t look back at the diner, didn’t glance at the booth where ghosts still drank burnt coffee. Gravel spat as she pulled out, tires biting into wet stone, and she kept driving. Whether she was ready or not, she was going home.

Where the Fences Collapse 

01:56 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, Front Gate

The gravel drive leading into Carter Farms was half-submerged, broken up by deep channels of runoff that carved through the land like fresh scars. Stacy kept both hands locked on the wheel as her truck crawled forward, the front tires skidding and groaning every time the mud tried to pull her sideways. Her headlights didn’t cut the rain so much as smear through it, turning the world into a weak yellow blur that trembled with every gust of wind. The downpour slammed the windshield in sheets, a steady drumming so loud it swallowed the engine noise and left her boxed inside a tin cab filled with nothing but water and pulse. She blinked hard when the wipers cleared a fraction of the glass, and the familiar bend in the drive hit her like a hand around the throat. The storm hadn’t just followed her home—it had gotten there first.

She didn’t need clean visibility to know where she was, because her body recognized the land the way a bruise recognizes pressure. The steering column whispered as she passed the gateposts, a subtle vibration that told her she’d crossed the line whether she wanted to or not. Every dip in the gravel, every slight rise, every place where the drive always softened near the ditch, returned to her hands in the exact order she remembered. Her shoulders stayed tight, braced for something to jump out of the rain, even though the real threat was the feeling building behind her ribs. She told herself it was just weather and darkness and old ground, but her heartbeat didn’t believe her. When the pasture finally came into view, the sight was so wrong her breath caught before she could stop it.

The fences were down in multiple places, whole sections splintered and torn from their posts and folded into the muck like snapped ribs. The front pasture looked like a war zone under the storm, water racing across the field in shallow, fast-moving streams that erased every clean boundary. A lone horse limped along the far edge with its head low, ribs sharp beneath rain-slick fur, ears pinned flat like it couldn’t decide if it was frightened or furious. Somewhere farther back, cattle bellowed in disoriented bursts, the sound carrying through the dark like distress calls from something trapped and taking on water. Stacy’s gaze snapped to the house and found it blacked out, no porch light, no warm kitchen window, no obvious movement to explain the chaos. The emptiness of that darkness pressed on her chest harder than the rain did.

The flag was still there by the front gate, and it shouldn’t have mattered, but it hit her anyway. It clung to a rusted pole soaked through and tangled in the wind, one corner torn clean off so the fabric snapped and twisted like it was trying to survive on spite alone. The red had bled into the white, the stars faded to a ghostly blue, and it looked less like something meant to wave and more like a relic pulled from a battlefield. Still, it moved, refusing to collapse completely, as if the land itself wouldn’t allow surrender. Stacy felt her pulse spike and her hands go cold on the wheel, not from the temperature but from what that stubborn motion implied. Something—someone—was still fighting out here, even if the house sat dark like a shut eye.

She threw the truck into park and yanked the door open, and icy water met her ankles in a rush that stole heat instantly. The storm swallowed her the second she stepped out, wind snapping her hair into her face and rain plastering her shirt to her skin as if it wanted to pin her down. She didn’t slow, because slowing meant thinking, and thinking meant hearing everything she didn’t want to hear. Her boots punched through rising floodwater as she sprinted toward the barn, eyes tracking the faint bob of a lantern weaving through shadow like the only steady point in the world. The gravel under the runoff shifted with each step, and she caught herself twice before her ankles could roll in the dark. By the time she reached the barnyard, her lungs burned and her clothes were already heavy with water.

The barn doors stood wide open, blown back on their hinges like sails mid-collapse, and lightning flashed hard enough to freeze the ridge behind her for a half-breath. Horses reared and kicked in their stalls, buckets overturned in the sludge, and figures darted from one end of the barn to the other in soaked blurs that looked more like panic than work. A single lantern hung crooked on a rusted nail beside a twisted horseshoe, its flickering light painting wild arcs across wet boards like it was fighting to hold the dark at bay. The structure groaned around her as if it resented being asked to stand through one more storm, beams flexing and rafters shuddering under the weight of wind and water. Stacy ducked inside, and the smell hit her—wet hay, manure, cold metal, and ozone sharp enough to taste—layered together into something that felt like a warning. Before she could call out, a voice cut through the chaos with authority that didn’t ask permission.

Her grandfather’s shout cracked across the barn like a whip, gravel-lined and raw with fatigue but still commanding enough to make the whole place tighten around it. “Move it! Sandbags to the feed bins! You wanna lose every damn bag or you wanna hustle?!” he barked, and Stacy felt the words land in her chest like they’d been aimed there on purpose. She spotted him at the far end of the barn, knee-deep in filthy water and braced against a rake like it was both cane and weapon, his soaked coat hanging heavy and his rain-battered ball cap pulled low. The lantern’s swing caught the deep scowl carved into his face, the same expression he wore when grief and anger were welded together into something useful. He didn’t flinch when he saw her, didn’t soften, didn’t let the storm hand him a reunion scene. Instead, he jerked his chin toward the tack room and snapped, “Grab a bucket or get back in your truck,” like her presence was either going to help or get out of the way, and there was no third option. The bluntness should’ve stung, but it steadied her, because it gave her something to do besides feel.

She moved into the work without thinking, because motion was the only thing that kept the inside of her from cracking open. Near the feed bins, three ranch hands had formed a crude bucket line, passing dented metal containers from one pair of hands to the next in frantic rhythm while water crawled across the floor like it was trying to steal the barn from the bottom up. Most of them looked too young to remember her, but Hector met her eyes and gave a quick, focused nod that told her he wasn’t here for small talk, just survival. Stacy grabbed the next bucket and fell into the cadence, scooping, dumping, repeating until the metal burned her palms and the cold seeped into her wrists. Rainwater dripped off her hair onto her cheeks, and she couldn’t tell what was storm and what was sweat anymore. Everything that wanted to rise—fear, fatigue, the hollow ache of being back—got buried under the simple violence of work.

A shout broke through the rhythm from behind her, urgent enough to snap her head around before she had time to choose not to react. Miguel’s voice—older, familiar—cut across the barn. “Hey—we got a bleeder!” he yelled, and Stacy’s body responded before her mind finished processing the words. A lanky teen stumbled out from behind the third stall, cradling his arm to his chest while thin streams of blood ran down his denim sleeve and disappeared into the rain-soaked fabric. Stacy closed the distance fast, water sucking at her boots with every step, and her voice came out sharp because sharp was what people listened to in chaos. “Sit down,” she snapped, already reaching for him, and he froze at the tone like a switch had been flipped in his brain from panic to obedience. Good, she thought, because alert meant he could still follow direction, and that mattered more than comfort right now.

She guided him to a hay bale and dropped to her knees in the mud-slick muck, yanking open her jacket and finding the trauma pouch tucked against her ribs like a secret she’d never admitted she carried on purpose. Her fingers moved with muscle memory that didn’t belong to a ranch girl but to someone who’d lived through nights where help didn’t come, tearing open gauze with a snap and popping antiseptic free from its sleeve. The gash was shallow but angry, and the angle of his arm told her what he hadn’t said yet, the kind of strain that hinted at a break even before swelling made the truth obvious. “You dizzy?” she asked, eyes locked on the wound while she doused it, and his head shook fast, eyes wide and shining with rain and fear. He hissed when the antiseptic hit, but she didn’t apologize, because blood loss and infection didn’t care about manners. “Keep pressure,” she ordered as she wrapped the gauze firm and sealed it, pressing a cloth into his uninjured hand, and her voice stayed hard to keep him anchored, “It’s broken, or close to it, and you’ll need a doctor when the rain lets up, but this’ll stop the bleeding for now, and if you pass out, I’m stepping over you.”

He blinked at her like he couldn’t decide if he was scared of her or grateful, and the line between the two didn’t matter as long as he stayed conscious. “Th-thanks,” he stammered, breath catching as another gust shoved rain through the barn opening, “a horse pulled me through the fence, hurts like hell.” Stacy’s mouth tightened as she rose, not because she didn’t care, but because caring could drown you if you let it in at the wrong moment. “Yeah,” she muttered, already reaching for another bucket because standing still would let her hands start shaking, “that’ll do it.” She shoved back into the fray, the metal biting cold against her palms again, and for a few seconds she let herself be nothing but movement and duty. Then the barn doors thudded behind her with a weight that didn’t match the wind, and the sound cut through her spine like a warning bell.

Stacy turned, and the lantern light caught a new figure stepping into the glow—tall, broad-shouldered, soaked through, sleeves clinging to his arms and shirt plastered to his chest like the storm had tried to pin him down and failed. He moved with purpose, fast and efficient, and when he opened his mouth to bark orders, his voice cut through the noise with the kind of authority that didn’t come from being loud but from being used to being obeyed. Stacy’s grip tightened on the bucket handle as her eyes tracked him in quick, assessing flashes, because ranch hands didn’t carry themselves like that and greenhorns didn’t step into chaos like they owned it. He didn’t pause to ask what needed doing, and he didn’t look lost for even a second, which meant he either knew this place intimately or he knew disaster intimately, and both options made her skin feel too tight. The rain hammered the roof overhead, the barn groaned under the strain, and Stacy felt the moment sharpen into something that wasn’t just weather anymore, because whoever this was, he hadn’t walked in like a stranger asking permission. He’d walked in like someone who didn’t need to be told what to do. 

Stranger in the Storm

02:17 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, Main Barn

He moved through the barn like chaos was something he’d trained for, broad shoulders cutting a clean line through the disorder as rain sheeted off his jacket and pooled around his boots. A tactical vest sat beneath the dark fabric, the outline only visible when the lantern swung and caught it just right, glossy as black oil in motion. Water rolled from the brim of his ball cap and traced the hard lines of his face, but his stride never faltered, never adjusted for footing or noise. His eyes were sharp and distant, the kind of focus that didn’t waste time on introductions or permission. He scanned the space once, cataloging damage, movement, and threat in a single sweep. When he spoke, it was with the certainty of someone who expected compliance.

“You—secure that stall before that filly busts a leg,” he ordered, already moving, his voice clipped and firm as his hand cut through the air. He didn’t look back when he added, “And somebody shut that damn feed bin before the mildew sets in.” The words weren’t raised, but they carried anyway, slicing through the din of rain and panicked shouts like steel on bone. Men moved because he spoke, not because they knew him. The barn’s chaos didn’t resist him; it shifted, parted, rearranged itself around his momentum. Authority clung to him like another layer of clothing, worn and unquestioned.

Stacy watched him from where she stood, tension winding tight beneath her skin as her shoulders ached from the drive and the cold soaked deeper into her bones. Mud clung to her boots, her clothes stuck heavy and wet against her body, and she was already exhausted in the way that came from too much adrenaline and not enough rest. He hadn’t been inside five minutes, and already he was issuing commands like the place answered to him. The barn had a rhythm, a hierarchy she understood, and he didn’t fit it. Worse, he didn’t seem to care that he didn’t. He hadn’t even glanced her way.

When he finally did, it wasn’t curiosity or acknowledgment—it was assessment. His gaze flicked over her once, quick and detached, like he was checking off a list. “You here to watch or work?” he asked, his tone flat and unimpressed, the rain dripping from his jaw as he waited exactly half a second longer than necessary.

Her jaw tightened, heat flashing sharp beneath the cold. “I don’t take orders from tourists,” she shot back, her voice low but steady as she squared her shoulders. The words tasted like grit, but she didn’t soften them. He didn’t blink.

“Then step aside before someone gets hurt,” he replied, already turning away as if the outcome was decided.

She closed the distance instead, grabbed the nearest bucket, and shoved it hard into his chest, water sloshing violently over the rim and down his vest. “Already working, thanks,” she said, her eyes locked on his. “You’re the stiff who just blew in and started pretending to own the place.” The metal handle scraped as his fingers wrapped around it, steady and unshaken. He didn’t argue, didn’t posture, didn’t even acknowledge the challenge. He simply turned and stalked toward the far stall, completely unfazed, as if she’d done exactly what he expected.

She barely had time to process the audacity before the sharp crack of splintering wood ripped through the barn, snapping her attention toward the rear aisle. A stall gate blew open with a deafening crunch, boards snapping apart under pressure. A colt burst free in a spray of mud and panic, still gangly and half-grown, eyes blown wide as it skidded onto the slick concrete. A torn halter flapped at its neck, the rope trailing behind it like a fuse still burning. Foam flecked its mouth as it bolted through the open doors and vanished into the storm.

Stacy was already moving, her body reacting before her thoughts caught up. She sprinted for the lean-to where the ATVs were kept, rain hitting her face in hard, stinging sheets that blurred her vision. Her boots slammed into waterlogged ground, splashing through ankle-deep runoff as she tore the tarp from the nearest four-wheeler. Her fingers worked on instinct, key into ignition, one sharp twist, then a hard punch on the throttle. The engine roared awake beneath her, a guttural snarl that vibrated up through her thighs like a living thing pushing back.

The four-wheeler tore away from the barn’s side like a bullet, mud exploding behind her as the tires dug into the drenched pasture. It fishtailed once, threatening to spin, but she leaned into it, body low and tight, forcing the machine to listen. The handlebars kicked with resistance as rain lashed her face raw, but she held the line, eyes locked on the blur of movement ahead. Lightning split the sky, white-hot and blinding, burning the colt’s silhouette into her vision. Just ahead of it, cutting through the field with terrifying speed, ran the stranger.

He was closing the distance fast, legs driving with relentless purpose, his coat snapping behind him like smoke in the wind. He reached just as the colt twisted, mud flying up around its hooves. His hand caught the rope, fingers locking down with a grip that didn’t hesitate. For a heartbeat, it looked like control. Then everything went wrong.

The colt veered left, spooked by the sudden tension, its hooves clipping the edge of a collapsed fence rail. The rope snapped taut, and the stranger held on a fraction of a second too long. The line recoiled violently, yanking his feet out from under him like he’d been hit by a moving vehicle. His body lifted, twisted midair, and slammed shoulder-first into the mud with a crack that carried across the field. He skidded hard, limbs flailing once before he landed face-down in a shallow ditch, water spraying in every direction.

Stacy didn’t curse and she didn’t slow. She leaned harder into the machine, riding it like she meant to outrun the storm itself, mud flinging up in violent arcs behind her. Thunder rolled overhead, deep and warning, as the colt flailed ahead, the rope now tangled around its rear leg. Its eyes were white with fear, breath coming in sharp, broken bursts. The fence loomed too close. Then the rope caught.

It snagged on a fence post with a brutal snap, and the colt went down hard, tumbling into a mess of mud, wire, and broken rail. The animal screamed as it hit, legs kicking and twisting against the steel that bit deeper with every movement. Stacy swerved hard, the four-wheeler bucking beneath her as she slid to a stop. She swung off and dropped into shin-deep water, boots planting wide as she moved toward the wreckage.

She approached slowly, posture deliberate, rain soaking her through to the bone as cold crept into her ribs. “Easy now,” she murmured, her voice low and steady as she stepped into the colt’s space like a prayer spoken out loud. The animal bucked once, jerking its trapped leg, wire holding fast as it screamed again. Her heart hammered, but she didn’t retreat. She knelt beside it, water rushing over her knees as her hands moved toward the rope.

“Breathe with me, sweetheart,” she whispered, syncing her voice to her own controlled inhale. “One... two... three...” She forced the air in despite the cold, despite the shaking in her hands. “Four... five... six...” Her exhale was slow, intentional, steady enough to anchor the colt’s panicked rhythm. “You’re okay,” she murmured as her fingers reached the knot. “You don’t have to run anymore.”

The colt’s shuddering eased, its ears flicking toward her voice as its leg stilled just enough. She found the knot and sliced it clean with the knife from her belt, easing the wire away without jerking or haste. The animal didn’t flinch as she worked, its breath slowing as she brushed mud from its flank. “Good boy,” she said softly. “That’s it.” The colt pushed itself upright, wobbling but calm, and took a tentative step toward her without resistance.

Bootsteps splashed behind her, heavy and uneven. She didn’t turn.

The man limped into view, soaked through, jeans caked in blood and muck, one shoulder torn open where the fabric had given way. A gash along his shin bled freely into the puddle beneath him. His gaze moved from her to the colt, then to the rope in her hand. “You dropped this,” she said without looking at him, her voice flat.

He let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh. “You always hijack other people’s barns?” he asked, his voice roughened by pain and rain.

She rose slowly, finally meeting his eyes. “Only when the people running them get slung like rodeo clowns,” she replied. His mouth twitched like he wanted to argue, but his gaze dropped instead. “You’re bleeding,” she added. “Try not to faint. I’ve got better things to do than drag you back. Clean yourself up, take the ATV back, and try not to wreck it.” She didn’t wait for an answer as she turned and started leading the colt toward the barn, no rope, no struggle, just her voice guiding it forward.

As they crossed the field, her steps slowed. Her gaze snagged on something at the edge of the tree line, half-hidden beneath the branches. A massive black dog stood there, unmoving as the rain poured over its back in steady rivulets. It didn’t bark or growl, didn’t shift or flinch, its ears upright and its eyes fixed directly on her. The weight of its attention pressed against her skin, heavy and knowing, and for a breath too long she wasn’t sure if she was watching it or if it had been waiting for her all along. The storm raged around it, but the dog remained still.

It looked like it had been there a long time.

Like it was waiting for her.

Storm Calms, Tension Clings

03:42 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, Main Barn 

The barn didn’t quiet all at once; it exhaled, slow and reluctant, like a beast that had been thrashing for hours and had finally worn itself down to the bone. The last of the feed sacks were stacked along the wall, swollen and darkened but still salvageable, their burlap skins sagging under the weight of rain they’d fought to keep out. Flood buckets leaned against the tack room door, dented and mud-streaked, tilted like armor someone had dropped the second the fighting stopped. The lantern that had swung wild earlier now hung still on its nail, casting a soft golden glow that barely reached the rafters and left the corners of the barn in a tired, watchful half-dark. The air carried the sharp mix of wet wood, sweat, and manure, and beneath it ran that thin metallic edge—ozone, maybe, or something memory-shaped that didn’t belong to the weather. Even the building sounded different now, beams settling and water dripping in slow, patient beats instead of shouting down from every crack.

Stacy walked down the center aisle with heavy, measured steps, her boots squelching in shallow pools that tugged at her soles like the barn didn’t want to let her go. Her arms ached in that deep, dull way that came after adrenaline, when your body finally remembered it has limits, and her legs trembled faintly beneath the weight of everything she’d forced them to do. Mud clung to her jeans up to the knees, thick as paste, and her braid had mostly come undone, damp strands sticking to her throat and collarbone in uncomfortable ropes. Rope burns stung along the inside of her palms, small but sharp, the kind of pain that didn’t beg for attention but proved the night hadn’t been imagined. She caught herself swallowing like she could push the taste of fear down with the rest of the fatigue. Somewhere behind her a horse snorted, not panicked now—just tired—and the sound hit her chest like a slow, familiar drum.

Her eyes landed on the twisted horseshoe nailed above the feed bins—too far from the tack wall where the extras were normally stored—and something about it made her pause, the detail itching like a wrong note in an old song. It could’ve been nothing, she told herself, a careless hand in the chaos, a superstition moved for luck when luck was running thin, and her exhaustion tried to accept that answer because it was the easiest one. Still, her gaze slid to a damp burlap sack slumped nearby, the faded logo of “Caldwell & Sons Feed Co.” stamped across the front like a half-erased signature. She hadn’t seen one of theirs on the ranch in years, not since the old supply runs and the days when her mother still kept lists on the fridge, and the fact that it was here now felt like a door cracked open in a hallway she didn’t want to walk. Maybe her grandfather picked it up during the last shortage, she thought, because her mind wanted a practical reason to put the feeling away. She filed it anyway, quiet and private, like the barn was beginning to collect its own secrets again—just like it used to.

A stillness crept in that wasn’t peace, more like the uneasy calm that followed violence when the world waited to see if it was truly over. The horses had settled into slow whickers and shifting hooves, their wide-eyed panic replaced by cautious fatigue that made every sound smaller but more deliberate. The tension had bled out of them the same way it had from her, gradual and aching, leaving behind that strange emptiness where adrenaline had been. In a back stall, one of the colts nickered softly, thin and tired, and she recognized the sound without needing to look because her body had memorized it in the pasture. Its breathing was steady now, no more shaking, no frantic flailing against the world like it could outrun its own fear. Stacy rested her hand against the stall door as she passed, fingers brushing the damp grain of the wood, and the texture grounded her—gritty, worn, honest, doing its job without pretending to be new. For a beat, she let that simple truth hold her up.

The man—whoever he’d been—was gone, and the absence of him sat in the barn like a question nobody asked out loud. No name, no goodbye, no explanation that made him fit into her memory of this place, just the mud-streaked limp and the glare sharp enough to slice through thunder before he disappeared into the trees. She hadn’t seen where he went, only that he moved like he belonged to storms and hard decisions, and the black dog had trailed behind him like a shadow that didn’t need permission. Stacy told herself she didn’t care, that she had no reason to care, and the words felt thin even inside her own head. She was too tired to chase mysteries tonight, too tired to inventory another stranger when her life was already crowded with ghosts. Outside, the wind had dropped to a hush, brushing past the barn like it was finally tired too, and the rain had softened to a steady patter on the tin roof that sounded almost like breathing. When she stepped out into the gray morning, the cold didn’t sting anymore; it simply reminded her, with blunt certainty, that she was still here.

The house stood up the hill, barely visible through the softened light of a single porch bulb glowing behind fogged glass, and the sight of it tightened something in her throat that she refused to name. The white siding was streaked with years of storms and sunlight, and one gutter hung crooked like it couldn’t decide whether to fall or keep holding on out of spite. The steps creaked beneath her weight as she climbed, boards groaning in a sound that felt less like complaint and more like recognition, as if the wood remembered her feet. The screen door sang that old metallic whine when she opened it, a sound that yanked up a hundred memories of curfews, arguments, and the kind of grace you didn’t realize you’d been given until it was gone. The threshold still held the rusted horseshoe nailed sideways for luck—her mother’s idea—and the fact that it remained made her chest ache in a quiet, steady way. It hadn’t worked, not in the way anyone had prayed it would, but no one had taken it down, as if removing it would admit the truth. Stacy stepped inside anyway, wet and muddy and shaking under the surface, and the warmth that met her wasn’t heat so much as presence.

Inside, the house held onto its smells like it held onto its history—cedar and leather and coffee long since scorched on the burner, all of it layered into the walls until you couldn’t tell where the present ended and the past began. The living room looked the same as it always had, the wool blanket folded with military precision over the back of the couch, the photo frames slightly crooked in their stubborn little angles, and above the mantle her mother’s smile frozen in a summer that never came back. Her grandfather didn’t turn when she entered the kitchen; he stood at the counter with his sleeves rolled, a chipped glass in one hand and a half-empty bottle of Junction 35 Tennessee Honey in the other. The stove light was the only one on, throwing amber shadows across the wood-paneled walls like dusk had folded itself into the house and decided to stay. Without speaking, he poured two fingers into a second glass and slid it across the table, and when he finally did speak his voice was gravel-dry and steady: “Sit your muddy self down before you ruin the floorboards I just mopped.” Stacy peeled off her jacket and draped it over the nearest chair, making sure to wring it out slowly onto the floor as she answered, “You haven’t mopped these floors since Bush Sr. was in office,” and he grunted, a half-smirk tugging at his mouth as he shot back, “Still cleaner than your boots.”

She sat carefully, every joint protesting like it wanted to argue, and stared at the sweating glass in front of her as if it might explain what she was supposed to do with herself now that the storm had stopped screaming. Carter leaned back across from her with a low groan, folding thick arms across a chest that had once hauled hay without thinking, and his eyes were still the same sharp steel-blue she remembered—eyes that had seen too much, said too little, and didn’t blink easy. They let the silence stretch, not awkward but heavy, filled with the soft creak of pipes beneath the floor and the distant call of a cow somewhere deep in the pasture. Finally he spoke into it like he was laying a board across a gap: “You always come home in the middle of a mess. You know that right?” Stacy lifted the glass and took a slow sip before she answered, “Wouldn’t be Carter Farms if something wasn’t on fire,” and he clinked his drink against hers with a soft grunt as he said, “Ain’t that the truth.” The whiskey burned smooth and deep, honeyed enough to make the sharp edges bearable without dulling them, and she let it settle through her chest like a warm stone.

After a long moment, Carter set his glass down and studied her the way he studied weather, like he could feel what was coming even if the sky lied about it. “You staying?” he asked, and she didn’t answer right away, her gaze drifting toward the hallway where the house kept its memories lined up like silent witnesses. “I don’t know yet,” she said finally, and his single nod made it feel like that was an answer he could live with. His voice softened just enough to hurt when he said, “You’re still my Sweet Pea,” and then, like he couldn’t help adding the truth underneath it, “Even if you came in yelling and covered in mud like some damn Wild Thing.” A tired smile cracked through her face as she replied, “You used to only call me that when I tried to ride the tractor barefoot,” and he watched her with that same steady stare as he said, “You still got the same look in your eye.” The smile didn’t fade this time, not all the way, and the fact that it stayed felt like a small act of defiance.

“I got fired,” she said after a pause, the words landing heavier than she meant them to, and Carter didn’t blink—he just waited like he always had, letting her tell the truth at her own pace. “Trauma wing,” she continued, the details coming out clean and sharp, like she’d repeated them to herself on the drive until they stopped shaking. “I called out a surgeon for letting an intern fumble a bleeder too long. Kid could’ve crashed. I spoke up. They didn’t like that. Wrote me up, then fired me on a technicality.” Carter’s response was immediate and simple, a single word that hit her like a slap and a blessing at the same time: “Good.” Stacy’s brows lifted, disbelief mixing with exhaustion as she echoed, “Good?” and he met her stare without flinching when he said, “If the day comes you stop fighting for people, then I’ll worry.” The quiet that followed wasn’t empty; it felt earned, carved out for two people who didn’t need to decorate pain with extra words. Stacy looked at him and saw that time had chiseled him deeper, but hadn’t cracked him, and she realized he was still the post the barn leaned against when the wind got mean.

“I’m tired, Pop,” she admitted, the words slipping out before she could harden them, and he answered without hesitation, like he’d already known it the moment she walked in: “I know.” The wall clock ticked loud enough to count the space between breaths, and the house settled around them like it was finally letting the night go. When Stacy rose, the chair creaked and the floor sighed beneath her weight, and she felt every ounce of mud, wet cloth, and fatigue dragging at her body like a second skin. Carter didn’t stand; he just watched her with that quiet steadiness as he said, “Second bedroom’s still yours,” and then added, almost like an afterthought that carried its own tired affection, “Unless the cat claimed it again.” Stacy exhaled something that almost resembled a laugh and replied, “I’ll risk it,” because the thought of Tess had always been equal parts comfort and threat. She walked into the hallway like she was stepping into a tunnel, and the house seemed to narrow with memory.

Family photos lined the walls—some crooked, some fading, corners curled from heat and years of living—and Stacy passed them like relics behind glass, letting her eyes land but never reaching out. Her mother was everywhere in those frames, frozen in golden-hour light, laughing or holding a coffee cup or squinting against the sun like it dared compete with her, and each image pressed lightly against Stacy’s ribs like a thumb on a bruise. In one photo, her mother knelt in the grass beside a barn kitten with oversized ears and wild calico markings—Tess back when she still fit in the palm of a hand—and the cat looked feral even then, one paw mid-swipe at the lens like she’d always known how to start trouble. Stacy’s gaze lingered a second longer than she meant it to, then moved on before the softness could turn into something dangerous. Her mother’s door came next—first on the left, still painted the same soft blue she had insisted on years ago, though the color had dulled to the hue of a forgotten sky. A hand-painted ceramic sun hung crooked on the knob, chipped and missing one ray, dust clinging to its edges like grief that never quite got wiped away, and Stacy didn’t look at the door directly—she let her shoulder brush past it like the hall had narrowed without warning. Her breath caught and released in the same step, weight pressing between her shoulder blades like a palm, but she didn’t stop. Her room was the second door, and for now, that was far enough.

The bedroom opened on a space preserved by absence, and the stillness inside it felt different than the barn’s—softer, but no less heavy. The walls, still the soft gray her mother had painted, caught the spill of hallway light and held it gently, like the room was trying not to disturb her. The old quilt lay folded at the foot of the bed, patched and threadbare, and the scent hit her immediately—lavender, dust, and something faintly metallic that wasn’t blood or rot, just time sitting too long in one place. Stacy peeled off her wet clothes with slow, aching motions, letting them drop in a damp heap on the floor, and her shoulders stayed tight even as her body tried to surrender. Sliding beneath the covers felt like dropping anchor, like her weight finally had somewhere to go besides her bones. Her limbs ached like she’d been wrung out and hung to dry, soreness settling deep where adrenaline couldn’t reach anymore, and every time she closed her eyes she half expected to hear the rope snap taut again. Sleep felt like a thing she had to earn, not a gift she could just accept, but the sheets were cool and heavy enough to remind her that she was still tethered to something real. Above her, rain whispered against the roof in steady, patient breaths, and the old wood creaked and settled like the house was finally allowing itself to rest.

She lay still, eyes tracing cracks in the ceiling, finding constellations in plaster that only memory could name, and she let the warmth seep slowly into her bones one inch at a time. Her body surrendered first, the fight draining out in quiet increments, and her mind followed more reluctantly, loosening its grip like it didn’t trust the calm. The last thing she remembered was the rhythm of the rain and the distant, familiar sound of the ranch settling after damage, as if the land itself was counting its losses in the dark. Somewhere in the house a floorboard popped softly, and the sound threaded into her half-dream like a whisper. Sleep didn’t come fast, but it came honestly, pulling her under in a way that felt earned rather than stolen. And just before she slipped all the way down, the field returned—not as a jump, not as a cut, but as a slow, inevitable bleed, the same pasture and the same rain sliding into place like it had been waiting behind her eyelids the whole time. Only this time, in the wet dark beyond the fence line, the sense of presence was unmistakable, steady and patient, as if someone had been standing there for a long time and had no intention of leaving.
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CHAPTER 2: Between the Storms
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Ghosts in the Wire (The Nightmare)

??:?? – 31 MAY – CARTER Ranch, Stacy’s Bedroom

The pasture was a wound, not a symbol or a memory but something actively torn open, raw and pulsing beneath a sky that pressed down like a judgment it couldn’t escape. Rain didn’t fall so much as strike, slashing sideways in fine, needling sheets that stung her skin and chewed at the ground until the earth itself seemed to writhe. Wind howled low and constant, not screaming but breathing, like something alive and patient circling the field. The soil sucked greedily at her boots, holding her in place every time she tried to shift her weight. Stacy stood soaked and rigid at the center of it, breath shallow and uneven, her body already knowing what her mind was trying not to see. The storm felt intentional, as if it had gathered just for her.

She couldn’t remember arriving, couldn’t remember choosing to be here, and the absence of that memory scraped at her nerves. One moment there had been darkness, then suddenly rain was in her mouth and ears, cold soaking through her clothes, the world already mid-disaster. Her heart slammed erratically against her ribs, too fast and too hard, like it was trying to escape her chest. Sound behaved strangely, stretching and collapsing without warning, distant thunder muffled while the drip of water at her feet rang loud and sharp. Her jaw ached from clenching, the taste of metal thick on her tongue. Every instinct told her to run, but the field refused to let her move.

Lightning ripped the sky apart in violent, stuttering flashes, freezing the world in jagged fragments like a film reel tearing itself to pieces. Each burst revealed the same impossible image, unchanged no matter how many times she saw it: her mother’s body collapsed in the mud, half-swallowed by the earth as if the land itself had decided to keep her. Her limbs lay wrong, twisted at angles that made Stacy’s stomach heave, slack and lifeless like something discarded. Rain plastered her hair to her face, blue-tinged lips parted just enough to look unfinished, as if breath had been interrupted mid-thought. Her eyes stared upward without seeing, glassy and empty, reflecting lightning without understanding it. She wasn’t resting. She had been abandoned by life.

Beside her lay the extension cord, orange against the brown churn of mud, coiled loosely like a waiting thing. Its frayed end spat sparks into a puddle that shimmered with oily color, each violent hiss sending ripples through the water. The smell hit Stacy hard and deep—burnt plastic, ozone, and copper thick enough to choke on. It filled her head, crawled into her sinuses, and refused to let go, branding itself into her senses. Her chest tightened as recognition slammed into her with nauseating force. She had seen that cord before and walked past it.

Her knees struck the mud, water splashing up her legs, but the cold barely registered through the panic screaming in her veins. Her hands slid as she pressed them against her mother’s chest, slick with rain and something warmer underneath, and she forced herself to start compressions. Her arms shook violently as she leaned into the motion, rhythm breaking down into frantic, uneven thrusts that burned her shoulders and wrists. “Come on, Mom,” she pleaded, her voice thin and tearing apart under the storm, “please—breathe.” The body beneath her hands didn’t respond, didn’t resist, didn’t acknowledge her presence in any way. The eyes never changed.

Pain bloomed suddenly and brutally in her chest, sharp enough to make her gasp, her ribs locking inward like something had wrapped around them and squeezed. Her lungs refused to fill, each breath stalling halfway in with a wet, panicked hitch. The roar of the storm flattened into static, a high, suffocating hiss that drowned out everything except the relentless crackle of the sparking cord. Her pulse pounded so loudly it felt external, like it didn’t belong to her anymore. Darkness crowded the edges of her vision, narrowing the world down to pressure and noise. She knew this feeling, and that knowledge made it worse.

Her head turned toward the cord as if pulled by force, eyes locking on the frayed end dancing in the water. Memory surged without mercy: noticing the damage days ago, calculating the risk, telling herself she’d deal with it later when things slowed down. Later had felt harmless then, convenient, responsible even. Now it loomed over her like a sentence she’d written herself. The field seemed to lean closer, the rain pressing harder, the accusation thickening in the air until it felt solid. She had waited. She had chosen not to act. And now there was nothing left to do.

The air shifted behind her.

There were no footsteps, no sound at all, just a sudden, crushing awareness that she was no longer alone. The pressure changed, deepened, like the storm itself had stepped closer. Her skin prickled painfully as certainty settled into her bones. When the voice came, it didn’t shout or snarl; it slid in low and hollow, threading itself through the wind with terrible precision. “You let her die.”

The words landed heavy and absolute, familiar in a way that made her stomach twist violently. Stacy turned slowly, muscles fighting her as if they didn’t want to obey, and found her grandfather standing at the edge of the field. Rain didn’t touch him. Mud didn’t stain him. His clothes were pressed, his boots clean, his face carved into something hard and unmovable by the lightning that lit him in sharp silver lines. His eyes held no grief, no confusion, only certainty sharpened to a blade.

“Grandpa,” she tried to say, but the sound never made it past her throat, crushed beneath the weight pressing in on her chest. He didn’t move closer or step away, didn’t soften or explain. He didn’t need to. His silence carried everything he meant. The verdict had already been passed.

The ground tilted violently, trees blurring into black shapes that bent and whispered without sound. Her body locked completely, lungs seizing as panic detonated inside her with full force. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t scream, couldn’t even fall, frozen in place as the storm pressed down from all sides. The static screamed louder, a suffocating wall of noise and pressure. Her vision tunneled until there was almost nothing left.

Then something was wrong.

A sound cut through the chaos that didn’t belong—a low, steady purr, impossibly calm. Pressure followed, soft but insistent, kneading against her chest in a rhythm that contradicted the terror. The grip around her ribs loosened just enough for air to slip in, thin and shaky. Her vision flickered as the field began to dissolve, her mother’s shape blurring like ink washed by rain.

The sky dulled. The cord went silent. Her grandfather faded with the last flash of lightning, his shape unraveling into shadow. The storm peeled away in layers, noise collapsing into nothing. When her eyes opened—fully, painfully—she was staring at the stained ceiling of her childhood bedroom. Rain tapped faintly against the window, distant and harmless.

Her skin was clammy, breath ragged, heart still racing like it hadn’t gotten the message. Stretched across her chest, heavy and unmoving, was Tess. The cat blinked once, slow and judgmental, her paws kneading with absolute ownership. Stacy swallowed hard and let the weight of her pin her to the bed, the room solid and quiet around her. Tess purred louder, steady and unbothered, as if daring whatever had chased her to try again.

Like nothing had happened at all.

The Cat & The Storm’s Leftovers 

06:03 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, Stacy’s Bedroom 

A gasp caught in her throat as she surfaced—wet with sweat, tangled in cotton, lungs dragging for air like she’d been drowning in something invisible. Tess, the calico cat, was sprawled across her chest with the indifference of royalty, her weight pinning Stacy down like a living paperweight with an attitude problem. Her pudgy paws worked the quilt in slow, determined pulses, kneading with a rhythm that felt less comforting and more corrective, like she was trying to press the panic out through Stacy’s ribs. Her fur, dappled with orange, black, and white, glowed faintly in the weak gray light seeping through the curtains, and every time she shifted, her belly jiggled with quiet defiance. Stacy blinked hard, the ceiling above her coming into focus one crack at a time, but her body didn’t believe the room yet. The dream still clung to her skin like damp linen—clammy and sour, heavy in the hollows of her chest, refusing to let go just because she’d opened her eyes.

Her sweatshirt was twisted tight around her shoulders, the collar biting damp against her throat, and the sweat on her collarbone had nothing to do with heat. The residue of panic lived in her muscles like a poison aftertaste—wrists aching, jaw locked, chest still too tight to trust. Somewhere deep in her ears, the memory of that electric hiss lingered, a phantom sound that made every other noise feel suspiciously thin. “One. Two. Three...” she whispered, forcing the words out like steps on unstable ground, “Breathe,” and her breath hitched anyway, uneven and stubborn. Tess didn’t move, just blinked slow and judgmental, as if Stacy was performing an unnecessary drama in a room that had better things to do. When Stacy finally nudged her aside with a weak push, the cat gave a groan of protest and tumbled off her perch with exaggerated flair, like gravity itself had personally offended her. Tess hit the mattress, regained her footing, and strutted away with wounded dignity—tail high, posture proud, the kind of offended walk only monarchs and housecats could pull off.

She paused at the window, scratched the sill twice in what could only be described as pure spite, then turned to fix Stacy with a long, unimpressed stare. The look said plainly: You done panicking yet? because I’m hungry, and I have needs, and this household runs on my schedule. Stacy dragged herself upright, moving slowly like her joints had been filled with wet sand, and pulled the quilt with her like armor she wasn’t ready to shed. The room had stayed the same, but everything in it felt wrong—too quiet in the corners, too heavy in the air, like absence had settled into the furniture and made itself comfortable. Gray walls, soft and scuffed where old pieces of furniture used to rest, stared back at her without offering anything familiar. The dresser still had the sticky drawer, paint chipped around the knobs, and the faint scent of lavender still clung to the quilt—mixed with dust like time had tried to cover the sharp edges and failed. And above all else, the photos were still there, framed and tilted slightly wrong, as if the house itself had been bumped and left leaning.

Her mother’s face looked back at her from half a dozen angles—smiling, holding a coffee mug, arms thrown around Stacy’s shoulders at a county fair, hair whipped by wind on the back of a horse—and each image hit like a pebble in her gut. Small, but with gravity; the kind of weight you didn’t see coming until you tried to breathe around it. Tucked between two larger frames was one she rarely let herself study, and her eyes snagged on it anyway like a hook catching cloth. Her father stood beside her mother in front of the stables—tall, tan, quiet confidence that didn’t quite reach his eyes—his hand resting on her mother’s shoulder not possessively, but like he didn’t know what to do with gentleness. Stacy was three at most, boots she hadn’t grown into, caught between them with a smile that didn’t match the man’s expression, too bright for the tension around it. Stacy’s throat tightened, a dull ache rising under her sternum like something waking up. She looked away before her thoughts could finish forming, because letting them finish meant letting them go somewhere she wasn’t ready to follow. She hadn’t touched those photos since the funeral, hadn’t touched this room either, not because she couldn’t, but because some places still breathed without permission, and this one never stopped feeling like it belonged to someone who might walk back in any minute.

Now, sitting in it, she felt like an imposter wearing a memory—everything the same shape, none of it fitting the way it used to. It was like pulling on a jacket from high school only to find the sleeves didn’t reach and the buttons strained in all the wrong places, and the fabric smelled like a life you couldn’t get back into. Her bare feet found the floorboards with a cautious slide, and the wood was cold enough to bite, sharp enough to pull a shiver from her spine despite the sweat still drying on her skin. Her jeans from the night before lay crumpled beside the bed, soaked and streaked with mud, looking less like clothing and more like evidence. They smelled like rain and adrenaline and the kind of fear that didn’t fade just because daylight existed, and she couldn’t bring herself to touch them yet. Instead, she reached for a fresh pair from the second drawer, and it was still organized the way her mom had left it—bottoms folded with military precision, everything else shoved in like afterthoughts. Stacy dressed slowly, tugging the jeans up with stiff fingers, pulling on a worn Henley with stretched cuffs, and she didn’t bother with makeup or a mirror because she wasn’t ready to see what her face had learned to hold. She just needed fabric, breath, motion—proof that her body could still obey her.

Tess reappeared like a guilt trip on four legs, winding between Stacy’s ankles with practiced passive aggression, her fur brushing the skin of Stacy’s calf like a reminder. The cat rubbed her flank along Stacy’s leg with calculated affection that wasn’t affection at all, more like a possession marker, and Stacy almost stumbled because even that small touch felt like too much sensation at once. “You’re a lot for someone who doesn’t pay rent,” Stacy muttered, voice flat but not without affection, and it came out scratchier than she meant it to. Tess responded with a half-meow—half complaint, half demand—and flicked her tail in sharp punctuation before brushing past her again like the conversation was over. Stacy exhaled, a breath that didn’t fully calm her but at least moved through, and followed anyway because Tess led like she owned the property. Her boots thudded dully against the worn floor, the sound heavy in the hush, and Tess guided her with the air of someone who had already memorized every creak and corner. As Stacy crossed the threshold into the hallway, the house greeted her like a reluctant ghost—each step answered by tired floorboards and air that hadn’t moved freely in a year. She didn’t feel rested, not really, and she wasn’t fully awake in the way that mattered either, because her body was up but her mind was still half-braced for lightning. What she felt was heavier, like time had folded in on itself here and every breath stirred up dust that had settled during her absence. Haunted wasn’t the right word, but it was the only one that fit.

Coffee, Ghosts, and Groundwire

06:24 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, Kitchen 

The kitchen smelled like burnt coffee and old wood—bitter and sharp, the kind of scent that sank into cabinet doors and warped floorboards over decades of use. It was a smell that didn’t fade when storms passed or casseroles cooled, one that lingered long after grief had settled and routines had calcified around it. The air carried heat from the stove and dampness from the night before, mixing into something stale but familiar. It wasn’t comforting so much as unavoidable, like an old injury that ached when the weather shifted. This was the smell of mornings that kept going whether you wanted them to or not. The smell of survival without softness.

Her grandfather stood at the stove like he’d grown there, elbows braced against the counter, one hand wrapped around a chipped ceramic mug while the other gripped the edge like it was keeping him upright. His flannel sleeves were rolled to the elbows, revealing forearms thick with age and labor, freckled and scarred in the quiet language of fence wire and cattle gates. Dried mud streaked his jeans, and his boots were still darkened from the pasture, soles leaving faint prints on the floor. A faded ball cap sat low on his brow, the kind handed out at county fairs and forgotten in glove compartments, except he wore his like armor. He didn’t turn when she entered, but she caught the shift in his posture, the subtle straightening of his spine like her presence pulled something taut again. His eyes stayed on the window over the sink, where pale morning light was just beginning to bleed over the hills.

“You’re up late,” he said finally, his voice low and rough, scraped raw by years of dust and mornings that came too early. “Sun’s been up an hour. Or does sleep come cheaper when you’re not feedin’ cattle at dawn?” He took another sip and glanced at her over the rim of the mug, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Or maybe that city livin’s softened you up. What is it now—wake up at nine, brunch by ten, therapy and tofu before noon?” The words landed pointed but not cruel, sharpened more by habit than malice. It was the kind of jab that filled space when something else had nowhere safe to go.

Stacy didn’t flinch as she crossed to the sink, her movements measured and quiet. “Didn’t realize we were grading each other on sleep schedules now,” she said, her voice calm but flat, steel sheathed in cotton. She pulled a glass from the cupboard without looking at him and turned on the tap, filling it halfway as cold water rattled through old pipes. The taste was metallic when she drank, tinged with minerals and age, but it settled the raw scrape in her throat. She didn’t want coffee, didn’t want heat or bitterness blooming in her chest. The dream had left her scorched from the inside out, like something had burned through her lungs and left ash behind.

At her feet, Tess let out a pointed mrrt, circling twice with the dramatic precision of someone accustomed to immediate service. Stacy exhaled and set the glass aside, crossing to the pantry cabinet and pulling out a dented can of pâté that hadn’t been touched since her last visit. She peeled back the lid and dropped it into the ceramic bowl with a wet splat that echoed louder than it should have. Tess approached, sniffed once, and recoiled with theatrical offense, tail flicking like she’d been personally insulted. The cat turned a full circle and fixed Stacy with a glare that said absolutely not, peasant, and meant it. Stacy muttered under her breath, tossed the can in the trash, and reached for a newer one instead.

She cracked open the flaked salmon with gravy, the fancy kind with the gold label, and tipped it into the bowl with a resigned sigh. This time, Tess approached with deliberate grace, posture tall and measured, like a queen accepting tribute from a subject who’d learned her lesson. She took one slow bite, chewed, then blinked once in approval. Stacy watched her for a beat and nodded tiredly. “Yeah,” she murmured. “Thought so.” Behind her, Tess ate with smug determination, tail flicking in lazy arcs as if the entire household revolved correctly again.

The sound of it should have felt ordinary, the wet crunch of food and the quiet domestic rhythm of morning. It didn’t. Stacy turned back to the counter, fingers still wrapped around the sweating glass, and noticed her grandfather hadn’t moved. He was still braced there, mug half-lifted, eyes fixed on the tree line beyond the window like he expected something to step out of it. The earlier jab about tofu and therapy had drained from his face, leaving behind a quiet that felt heavier than words. The silence stretched too long to be casual, thickening the air between them. She felt the pressure build again beneath her ribs, dull and insistent.

“I had a dream,” she said, the words cutting clean without warning or softening. They sounded louder than she’d meant them to, sharp in the stillness. He lifted one eyebrow but didn’t turn. “Yeah?” he replied, his tone unchanged, dry as ever. “You wake up mad at me, or did I do somethin’ useful in this one?” The familiarity of the deflection almost loosened something in her chest, but not enough to matter. “In the dream,” she continued, her voice lower now, “you blamed me. For Mom.”

The stillness that followed pressed down harder than the storm had. He didn’t turn or speak, but his body shifted with careful precision, like a machine adjusting under strain. His grip on the mug changed, fingers tightening, then easing again, and his jaw clenched once before releasing. When he finally looked at her, it wasn’t anger or surprise that met her gaze, but something older and quieter, carved deep by years of restraint. “Dreams ain’t truth, Stacy,” he said softly, the gravel in his voice smoothed down to river stone. “You know that.” He set the mug on the counter, the ceramic clinking too sharply for how gentle the motion was, a sentence ending before it wanted to. “But you’re here now,” he added. “That’s what counts.”

She didn’t answer right away, her fingers tracing the rim of the glass in slow circles like she was trying to wear it down. The fight had drained out of her sometime between the nightmare and the hallway, leaving behind an ache that didn’t burn so much as persist. The copper taste lingered in her mouth, sharp and unmistakable, and it had nothing to do with the water. It tasted like rain-soaked panic and the sound of her own name screamed into thunder. Her grandfather turned back toward the window, shoulders settling as he looked out at the aftermath. Outside, fences sagged under soaked soil, posts leaning at exhausted angles, the gravel drive hidden beneath a glassy sheet of standing water. The land looked bruised, like it had taken a hit and hadn’t decided yet whether to stand back up.

“Fences took a beatin’,” he muttered, more to the view than to her. “Need you to walk the line. See what’s fixable.” His voice didn’t ask or offer, it simply placed the weight where it belonged. Stacy followed his gaze out to the pasture, the scar of it cutting across the property, and swallowed the tightness in her throat. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I’ll get on it.” He nodded once without turning, and that was the extent of it. No hug, no apology, no acknowledgment beyond the work that needed doing.

She stepped away from the counter, boots silent on the floorboards even though she felt the sound echo in her chest. She didn’t look back or wait for anything else to be said. The taste of copper stayed with her as she walked out, stubborn and unresolved. The space between them hadn’t changed, not really, but it felt colder somehow, stretched thinner by what had been spoken and what hadn’t. And as the kitchen settled back into its quiet routines, the ghosts stayed exactly where they were. 

Fence Lines & Flashbacks 

07:42 – 31 MAY – Carter Ranch, East Pasture

The porch boards flexed like tired ribs beneath Stacy’s knee while she latched her bootlaces, hauling each knot tight until rain-soaked leather bit into her ankles and told her she was awake whether she wanted to be or not. Dawn hadn’t pierced the ridge yet, and fog lounged over Carter Farms in a bruised hush that sanded every outline down to ash. Pine sap, trampled hay, and the metallic scent of churned earth crowded each breath until her lungs felt tarred, as if the storm had crawled inside her and refused to leave. Behind her, the screen door rasped shut on a hinge note identical to the one that used to summon her for supper, only now the house felt like it was breathing around an absence. Her grandfather was already gone to routine, the kind of movement that looked like work but functioned like survival. She rose, rolled her shoulders once, and stepped off the porch like she was stepping back into a place that didn’t know what to do with her anymore.

Mud swallowed her soles the moment she hit the yard, cold seeping upward like a second bloodstream and settling into her joints with patient cruelty. Somewhere past the barn, a single heifer lowed—one of the few that hadn’t been sold off when beef prices dipped and payroll stopped making sense—and the sound landed square in her chest like a hand finding an old bruise. Fog muffled everything but not enough to soften the wrongness of it, not enough to make it feel like morning instead of aftermath. Water still clung to the grass in heavy beads, and each step dragged a wet suck out of the earth, like the land wanted to keep what it had left. The air tasted scrubbed and sour, thunder-washed but not clean, the way a room feels after someone’s been crying in it all night. She kept walking anyway, because stopping meant listening too closely to what her body remembered. Her hands flexed inside her gloves as if they were already looking for wire.

Ahead, the pasture resembled a postcard that had been accidentally drowned and then propped back up for display, the colors muted and the edges soft with fog. Fenceposts leaned like drunks at last call, strung with faded holiday lights that hadn’t seen December in years and now sagged like dead vines along the top rail. Plywood arrows advertised “Adventure Rides!” and “Miniature Goat Encounters!” in thick red letters that had started to bleed into the grain, as if even the paint couldn’t hold itself together. A vinyl banner—CARTER FARMS – RANCH DAYS – OPEN ALL SEASON!—snapped in the wind like it was trying to sell joy to exhaustion. To her left, what used to be the supply barn had been retrofitted with bright signage and open windows, boasting souvenirs that looked too clean for the soil they were pretending to honor. Cowboy hats too small to function, jars of “authentic Tennessee honey” that likely came in bulk, and coloring books with cartoon cattle that hadn’t existed on the property since Stacy was in high school all sat there like a prank with a price tag.

A laminated map tacked to a nearby post laid out the “experience trail” in cheerful icons, highlighting the hayride loop, the hands-on petting paddock, a gift shop carved out of the old tack room, and something called the “Junior Rancher Rodeo Zone,” complete with bounce house. The bones of home remained—the ridge, the red barn, the corral gates she used to climb like monkey bars—but the soul of it had been traded for ticket stubs and curated nostalgia. No more calving stalls or branding days, no branding at all except the marketing kind, the kind that lived on hats and hashtags and sponsor banners. She felt it in her teeth, the way cheap sweetness makes your jaw ache, because it didn’t just look different. It felt like someone had taken her childhood, drained it, and refilled it with something plastic that smiled too hard. Her stomach tightened, and she forced her gaze forward, because looking too long at what had changed made the old grief rise like bile.

She set off down the southern fence line, one gloved hand trailing the rails the way she had at ten, pretending each splinter was a mile marker on some mythic cattle drive that would carry her somewhere else. Tufts of bluestem poked through puddles, giving off that faint burnt-sugar smell beneath the sour reek of last night’s storm, and the combination made her think of summers that used to end in sweat instead of fear. Her boots kept the only deliberate rhythm—slurp, squish, creak—and the fog threw it back at her like an unseen twin matched her pace. Midway to the lower paddock she halted and tasted the air the way her grandfather had taught, mouth open and nostrils flared, hunting for more rain or trouble. She found only damp-wool odor, the heavy blanket a field wears after thunder scrubs everything raw. A crow barked from the far woodlot, and somewhere upslope a loose gate banged twice, unsure whether it wanted to be open or closed.

Counting rails out of habit—top board split, middle board gone, bottom board bowed but intact—she slowed at a rotted cedar post the color of bruised peaches. She and her mother had planted that leg the summer she turned fifteen, and the memory bloomed without permission: sweat slicking her spine, her mother laughing at Stacy’s cursing, the crack of post-hole diggers biting into hard Tennessee clay. For a breath it felt like all three of them—mother, grandfather, teenage Stacy—walked the fence line together, the air full of work and teasing instead of ghosts. The fog absorbed the warmth as quickly as it arrived, and the present returned with its colder hands. Her throat tightened anyway, the way it always did when something good tried to surface and found the grief waiting first. She blinked hard and kept moving, because she didn’t come out here to remember. She came out here to count the damage.

The spell broke when a stretch of fence came into view that sat too straight against the sagging line around it, like someone had pulled it into place with a different kind of intent. Something in Stacy’s gut tugged her closer, and her boots dragged through softening earth as she veered in, eyes narrowing on the wire. It didn’t look storm-torn or stressed, and that was what made her skin prickle, because the ranch was old enough to wear its damage honestly. She saw the gleam of a clean cut and felt her stomach drop before her mind caught up, like her body had already read the message. The wire ended too neatly, the edge bright against the mud-dark line, and it looked less like weather and more like someone’s choice. She crouched, gloves brushing the metal, and the slick smoothness made her jaw clench. Then, as if the field had been waiting for her to notice that first wrong thing, her eyes lifted—

—and froze.

She’d been turning to move on when the oak came into view, rising out of the fog like a wound that had never closed, lightning-split trunk twisting up into branches that looked like ruinous gallows. Roots drowned in standing water, bark scarred and pale where the strike had kissed it years ago, and the sight wrenched air from her lungs with a violence that had nothing to do with morning. The horizon tipped. Sound collapsed into a distant hush as if the world remembered how to whisper, and panic detonated through her chest—heat flashing to cold, vision dusted white at the edges. Her pulse slammed like a snare drum, misfiring in her throat, and her breaths came shallow and metallic, as useless as trying to drink through clenched teeth. Static flooded her thoughts, and for a terrible second she wasn’t in the pasture at all. She was back under those branches with mud and rain and a cord that should’ve been fixed.

Her knees buckled, and she didn’t have time to decide whether she was going down before the world decided for her. Warm weight brushed her legs—not crashing, not violent, just present—and the black dog from last night slipped in close with the ease of instinct, positioning himself between her body and the waiting earth. His broad frame nudged into her knees until her muscles gave and she folded into a crouch, hands hovering like they didn’t know what to do with themselves. He didn’t press hard, only enough to provide resistance, to give her something real to meet instead of falling through memory. His ribs pressed against her thighs, weight heavy but intentional, warmth cutting through the cold spiral under her skin. Then came his breath, slow and certain, the rhythm brushing against her like a metronome. Inhale... hold... exhale, and her body reached for it like a lifeline it recognized before her mind did.

“One. Two. Three. Breathe in,” she whispered, the words scraping out of her throat like they’d been stored there for emergencies only. Her chest obeyed, not fully, but enough to let air in without burning. “Four. Five. Six. Breathe out,” she forced, and the exhale shook but existed, which was something. Her hands trembled until they found his fur, wet and coarse from rain, but warm beneath and alive, a texture that didn’t belong to the past. He shifted closer and draped part of his weight across her lap, not trapping her, but tethering her while her nervous system remembered the ground. He nudged his nose into her palm, gentle and steady, a living whisper that said I’m here without needing a voice. When her fingers twitched in acknowledgment, he eased a paw over the toe of her boot, light pressure that anchored her to the mud and the morning that still existed.

The next cue came like a seal on a promise: a slow, deliberate lick across her wrist, damp warmth against chilled skin, a tether so simple it felt sacred. There was no urgency in him, no frantic noise, just presence that held its own shape and invited her to borrow it. Touch, pause, breathe, and then touch again, each gesture layered with intention that felt too practiced to be pure instinct. Stacy swallowed hard, the tightness in her throat shifting from choking to trembling, and the blur at the edge of her vision began to retreat by degrees. Sound returned in pieces: a crow again, the wet pull of her own breath, the faint clink of fence wire swaying in wind. Her chest expanded enough to let in a deeper inhale, and the world stopped tilting like it planned to drop her. Her hand drifted over the mud-caked strap of his vest, thumb catching on stitched letters that held firm through rain: K.O.D.A.

She didn’t thank him, because gratitude required words, and words required room, and she was still rebuilding room inside her ribs. Instead she let her fingers stay curled in his fur until the panic dulled into something bruised and manageable. The barometric hush shifted around her like a warning that hadn’t decided what it wanted yet, and fog dragged low across the pasture as a silhouette thickened at its edge. Broad shoulders, soaked to the ribs, one hip carrying a soldier’s hitch, a man-shaped absence given edges by the thinning gray. He stopped a few yards away without calling out, sweat and rain sliding off the brim of his cap, eyes unreadable beneath shadow. He looked like someone who’d seen too much and expected nothing, and something in his stillness told her he’d been watching long enough to take inventory of her worst moment. Her spine straightened on instinct, shoulders locking into place even as her pulse still misfired in her throat, and shame crawled up her ribs to meet the leftover adrenaline. She swiped her forearm across her face like erasing evidence could erase the episode, but Koda stayed braced at her side like a monument that didn’t move.

The man’s voice came quiet and measured, the way you speak when you don’t want to spook something already half-feral. “You alright?” he asked, and the words hit Stacy like a hand reaching too close. Her eyes snapped to him, anger rising fast because it was easier than vulnerability and safer than breaking apart again. “Do I look alright?” she shot back, jaw tight and voice rough from the spiral. “Or is this how you get your kicks? Lurking in fog banks until someone has a breakdown?” He didn’t flinch, not even a twitch, and his calm made her want to shove him just to see if he could bleed. “You were on the ground,” he said evenly, nodding toward the dog without taking his eyes off her. “He moved first.” Stacy’s gaze narrowed, because that was true and it made her feel exposed in a way she hated. “He yours?” she demanded, and Koda’s ear flicked once as if the question passed through him like wind.

“Trained for it,” the man replied, like the words didn’t need dressing up. “Reads spirals before they spin.” His gaze held steady, and his tone stayed clipped, professional, almost medical in its detachment. “Reads trauma before it lands. He doesn’t need a leash. He needs a reason.” Stacy’s fingers drifted back to Koda’s vest, lingering longer than she meant them to, thumb tracing stitching like it could sew her back together. “Well,” she muttered, sarcasm catching on something softer she refused to name, “he knew what to do better than most people I know.” The man’s mouth barely moved as he answered, but something in his eyes sharpened with respect. “He’s good at his job,” he said. “You were hyperventilating. He grounded you. That’s what he was trained for.” Stacy rubbed behind Koda’s ear with slow care, and the dog stayed steady like he had all the time in the world. “He didn’t just ground me,” she said, voice lower now, more honest than she wanted. “He didn’t move until I did. Like he knew not to crowd me.”

“He reads intention,” the man replied. “He doesn’t guess.” For a moment the fog felt quieter, like it leaned in to hear them, and Stacy realized her breathing had evened out enough to feel her own ribs again. Koda remained close, not pressing now, but present, calibrated to her body like a brace that knew exactly where she weakened. She took one step back and felt the mud hold her boot before releasing it, the earth reluctant but compliant. Only then did her eyes return to the fence line, to the reason she’d come out here in the first place. The clean cut in the wire glinted like a confession, and she felt that old, sick familiarity twist through her stomach. She hadn’t noticed it during the spiral, but it screamed now in the quiet aftermath, too precise to be weather, too deliberate to be accident.

The man had already seen it, because of course he had, and the realization made Stacy’s skin crawl in a different way. His gaze flicked from the severed wire to the patch of churned earth below it, the edge of his mouth tightening not with surprise but calculation. “That’s not flood damage,” he said quietly, like he was speaking to the facts instead of to her. “Someone cut that.” Stacy crouched, rubbing her gloved hand over her face once before letting it hover near the line, and the metal looked surgical in the fog-gray light. “Yeah,” she said, voice flat. “I know.” Her palm pressed briefly to Koda’s vest as if checking that something steady still existed, and she drew a breath that didn’t taste entirely of fear. The man shifted his weight, boots sinking a fraction, and when he spoke again there was no softness in it. There was only attention.

They moved down the fence line without speaking for a stretch, but the silence wasn’t empty, because it carried what hadn’t been resolved and didn’t plan to be. Fog thinned in strips, revealing more of the pasture in dull gray, and the wind tasted like wet metal and trampled grass. Stacy’s body still ached with residual panic, the kind that leaves bruises behind your eyes, but her spine stayed straight because she refused to bend in front of him. Koda walked close enough that his shoulder brushed her leg every few steps, recalibrating to her pace like a quiet correction. The man followed half a stride behind and to her right, not crowding, not leading, just there like a shadow that decided to keep its distance. Her boots kept dragging that wet rhythm from the ground, and each sound felt too loud, like the pasture was listening for mistakes. Then the second break appeared, and Stacy stopped so fast her breath caught.

She didn’t speak at first, because speaking would’ve made it real in a way she wasn’t ready for, but the geometry of wrongness was unmistakable. The wire sagged where it shouldn’t, and the cut was too clean again, bright against the mud-dark line, placed with the same deliberate hand. Her boots sank deeper as she veered in, and the mud tried to steal her balance, but she caught herself and crouched anyway. Koda stopped beside her, body angled toward the trees as if he’d heard something she hadn’t, and the man’s presence tightened behind her like a held breath. Stacy’s glove brushed the wire, and it met her fingertips with that same unforgiving smoothness that screamed tools, not storm. That was when she saw it, half-buried in the sludge like a signature: a cigarette butt, mud-stained and bent, yellow filter and familiar burn. Her stomach rolled, because she didn’t have to wonder what brand it was. Pall Mall 100s, the kind he smoked, the kind that always seemed to show up after him like a cheap calling card.

“I think it might be my ex,” Stacy said quietly, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “Trevor. I brought him here to work when we started dating, he had just been discharged from service and needed some work.” Her throat tightened, and she pushed through it because stopping would’ve cracked her. “My grandpa said he was a good worker. Knew every inch of this fence line like the back of his hand.” The man didn’t react the way people usually did when you said my ex with that kind of weight, no pity, no disbelief, just attention sharpening into focus. Stacy kept her gaze on the mud because looking at his face felt like giving him access to something she didn’t want to hand over. Trevor had always left things behind, not notes, not threats, just subtle landmines meant to be found: a latch jammed, a wire twisted, a bootprint where it shouldn’t be. He didn’t do it to hurt her outright. He did it to remind her that he could.

The man knelt beside her slowly, one knee sinking into the earth with controlled weight, and his eyes didn’t stay on the cigarette as long as she expected. He scanned the fence line, the cut, the surrounding mud, quick and precise, like he was running a sweep more than entertaining a theory. He stripped off a glove with his teeth and picked up the cigarette butt, rolling it between two fingers like it might confess if held hard enough. It didn’t, but the message was still there, smeared into the mud with deliberate care, and the sight of it in his hand made Stacy’s skin prickle. He tucked it into a pocket on his vest as if it mattered, as if it belonged in a file, and that small act made the threat feel less imaginary. Then he glanced toward her, brow furrowing just enough to crack the silence. “You said this could be your ex... but how would he even know you’re back?” he asked, and his tone wasn’t accusation. It was procedure.

Stacy rose with more stiffness than she meant to reveal, brushing her palms down her jeans even though it did nothing, because she needed motion to keep from shaking. “It’s a small town,” she said, voice flat, and the words tasted like resignation. “Word moves without asking permission.” Her eyes flicked down the fence line toward the bend where fog still pooled like a hiding place. “And there was a guy at the diner last night... stared too long. Didn’t eat much. Looked like someone trying to decide if it was worth making a call.” She swallowed and forced her jaw to unclench. “If Trevor wanted to know, he’d know.” The man followed her gaze, jaw tightening, and Koda shifted subtly to keep his body between Stacy and the woods, posture neutral but muscles taut. The dog’s calm made the field feel slightly less predatory, but it didn’t erase the sense of being watched. It just made Stacy feel less alone inside it.

“Could’ve been a ranch hand,” the man said finally, not dismissive but not convinced, and his voice carried the practical edge of someone who refused to commit without proof. “Storm rolls in, cattle panic, someone cuts a line to keep them from busting through and breaking a leg. Happens fast. Looks messy afterward.” Stacy’s head snapped up, anger flaring because the rational alternative didn’t fit the brand of wrong she felt in her bones. “Not like this,” she said, and the certainty in her tone surprised even her. “Not this spot. Not that cigarette.” Her breath came deeper, and the words stacked behind her teeth like bullets. “He used to stand right here when he’d finish a job. Said he liked the view.” The man’s eyes held hers, searching, and Stacy hated that she wanted him to understand. She hated even more that some part of her didn’t care whether he did.

“You’re sure it’s him?” he asked, and he wasn’t asking for drama. He was asking for confirmation.

Stacy’s lips pressed together, and she tasted copper again, faint but sharp, like memory had teeth. “I don’t need to be sure,” she said, voice low and steady, each word placed like a fence post you drive into hard ground. “I’ve seen what it looks like when someone carves a message into a fence post and waits for you to find it.” Her chest tightened, but she kept going because she was done swallowing this kind of truth. “I’ve seen what it looks like when you sleep with the door locked and a hammer under your pillow—not because you’re afraid to use a gun, but because some nights you’re afraid you will.” Her gaze flicked to the cut wire and then to the mud around it, as if the ground itself had been complicit. “I’ve seen Trevor’s version of coincidence. And this?” She nodded once toward the severed line. “This is him saying he remembers the choreography.” The man didn’t offer sympathy, and he didn’t contradict her either. His silence wasn’t passive; it was deliberate, the kind that said he was already mapping what came next.

Stacy inhaled deeply and exhaled through her nose, and the air carried the faintest suggestion of wet tobacco that may have been real or may have been her mind poisoning the morning. She looked down at Koda, who had locked eyes with her, steady and unblinking, body braced but not pressing, ready without making it her responsibility. She didn’t pet him for comfort so much as to anchor herself to something that didn’t lie, didn’t doubt, didn’t need proof to stay. Her fingers grazed his collar, and he stayed still under her touch, breath slow, predictable, living evidence that calm could exist in a place like this. The pasture didn’t feel safe, but it felt navigable, and that was a difference her body understood. She straightened, spine locking into place, jaw set, because fear didn’t get to decide her posture anymore. “There’s more ahead,” she said, voice low but sure, not a guess but a statement she’d learned the hard way. “It won’t stop at two.”

The man didn’t reply, but she heard him shift behind her, the faint creak of soaked fabric, the weight of boots adjusting in mud like he was choosing his stance. Whether he believed her or not didn’t matter, because he was still here, and his presence felt like a line drawn in the dirt. Stacy didn’t wait for permission or agreement. She turned back toward the fenceline and started walking again, boots dragging through waterlogged grass, each step earned and uncompromising. Koda moved with her, shoulder to thigh, alert but quiet, calibrated to her like he’d already decided she wasn’t going down again on his watch. Behind them, the man followed with steady footfalls pressed deep into the mud, no questions, no remarks, just the sound of someone who understood that sometimes silence was part of the work.

Fog clung low as the fence curved out of sight, and the land held its breath in that ugly, anticipatory way it gets when something has been studied and marked. Stacy kept her eyes forward, pulse ticking in rhythm with wire and water and the quiet promises of cuts still waiting to be found. Home still hurt, and the hurt still reached for her when it could, but she carried it now instead of letting it carry her. The morning stayed gray, the banners still flapped their hollow cheer, and the pasture kept its secrets close to the ground. She didn’t know where Trevor was, and she didn’t know if the man behind her would stay once this stopped making sense to him. What she did know was that the message had started, and it wasn’t finished writing itself yet. And as the fence line disappeared into fog again, Stacy walked into it like a dare she refused to back down from.
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