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Trigger Warnings

Cheating

Age-gap 

Psychological 

Stalking

This book pushes boundaries and forces the reader to think outside of the realms of normalcy. Its contents are not for the faint of heart. Beware and happy reading. 
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Dedicated to those who love taboo stories and aren't afraid to keep reading until the end. 
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Chapter 1
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ASHLOW LEARNED ITS people early. 

It learned who would stay. 

Who would leave. 

Who could be forgiven- and who would never be allowed to forget. 

Izzy Crane had grown up knowing which category she belonged to. 

Not important. 

Not protected. 

Not dangerous enough to matter. 

Until that night. 

Caleb Harrow parked in front of his parents’ house with the casual confidence of someone who had never been made to feel unwelcome anywhere. The Harrow house sat just far enough above the road to feel intentional, its porch light steady, not inviting so much as expectant. It had been built by Alden Harrow’s hand, reinforced by his reputation, and guarded by a town that still owed him favors it would never be able to repay. 

“You don't have to be nervous,” Caleb said, reaching for Izzy's hand. 

She let him take it, even though the contact did nothing to settle her. “I'm not.” 

“You are,” he said, smiling like this was fond, like it was something he understood. “My parents can be... a lot.” 

That was one way to say it. 

Izzy smoothed the dark fabric of her dress as they climbed the steps. She had chosen black on purpose- Not mourning, not rebellion, just something severe enough to keep her anchored. In Ashlow, colors spoke louder than people. 

The door opened before Caleb knocked. 

Alden Harrow stood framed by the doorway, broad and immovable, his presence quiet and absolute. His hair was darker than his son's, streaked faintly with gray that looked earned rather than accidental. His face carried no wasted expression- no smile offered out of politeness, no unnecessary warmth. 

His eyes went to Izzy. 

They didn't slide. 

They didn't linger improperly. 

They settled. 

“This must be Isodel,” he said. 

Her name, spoken clearly. Fully. Like it mattered. 

“Yes, sir,” she replied, before she could stop herself. 

Something shifted- just slightly- in his gaze. 

“You don't have to call me that,” Alden said. “You're a guest.” 

She nodded, unsure what response would cost her less. 

From behind him came a voice, lighter, practiced. “Caleb, you could have told us you were bringing someone so lovely.” 

Marianne Harrow stepped forward, smiling easily. She was composed in the way women in Ashlow were expected to be- well-dressed, well-mannered, visibly content. She kissed Caleb's cheek, then turned her attention to Izzy with polite interest. 

“Marianne,” Alden said. “This is Isodel Crane.” 

Crane. 

The name carried weight in the wrong direction. Izzy saw the flicker of recognition, the mental filing away of history. Everyone in Ashlow knew who her mother had been. What she'd done. Why the town had never quite forgiven her for leaving. 

“Well,” Marianne said smoothly, “you're very welcome here.” 

They went inside. 

The house was immaculate without being sterile. Solid wood furniture. Family photographs spaced carefully along the walls. Everything intentional. Everything contained. 

Dinner passed the way it always did in Ashlow- pleasant, restrained, full of small observations that weren't really small at all. Marianne asked about her job at the bookstore, about her plans. Caleb talked about the business, about staying local, about taking over someday. 

Alden listened. 

He spoke rarely, but when he did, the table adjusted around him. Not because he demanded it- because everyone else had learned to. 

Izzy found herself watching him when she should have been paying attention to Caleb. Watching the way Alden's hand rested flat against the table, the way his gaze sharpened when Caleb spoke about permanence. The way he didn't interrupt- but didn't encourage either. 

At one point, Izzy felt his attention shift to her. She looked up instinctively and met his eyes. 

It wasn't flirtation. 

It wasn't hunger. 

It was recognition. 

She held his gaze longer than was polite. Long enough to make something in the air tighten. 

Alden was the first to look away. 

After dinner, Caleb excused himself to help his mother with something in the kitchen. Izzy remained seated, unsure of whether to stand or wait. 

Alden rose without a word and poured two glasses of whiskey at the sideboard. He brought one to her, setting it down within reach but not pushing it toward her. 

“You don't have to drink,” he said. 

She picked it up anyway. “I want to.” 

His eyebrow lifted slightly- not in approval, not in disapproval. Interest. 

“You're observant,” he said, taking his own glass. “Most people come into this house trying to impress us.” 

“I know better,” Izzy replied. 

“Do you?” 

She swallowed, then nodded. “Yes.” 

Silence stretched between them. Not awkward. Heavy. Intentional. 

“You don't belong to Ashlow,” Alden said quietly. 

She stiffened. “I live here.” 

“That's not what I said.” 

Her grip tightened on the glass. “I don't belong anywhere else.” 

“That's different.” 

She studied him then- really studied him. The discipline in his posture. The control in his voice. The unmistakable fact that this is a man who had never had to ask for anything twice. 

“Does that bother you?” She asked. 

Alden's gaze sharpened. “It should.” 

Something in her chest twisted- not fear, not excitement, but something dangerously close to relief. 

“Caleb is serious about you,” he continued. “He doesn't give his time lightly.” 

“I know.” 

“And you?” He asked. “What do you give lightly?” 

The question caught her off guard. No one in Ashlow asked questions like that. They asked where you worked. Who you married. Whether you stayed. 

“I give people what they expect," Izzy said after a moment. 

“That's expensive,” Alden replied. 

Their eyes met again, and this time the silence was different- charged, watchful, aware of its own weight. 

“You should be careful here,” Alden said finally. “This town doesn't tolerate deviation.” 

She titled her head. “Do you?” 

His jaw tightened. Just slightly. 

“I enforce what keeps order,” he said. 

“And if order is wrong?” 

“Then it changes slowly,” he replied. “At a cost.” 

Caleb returned then, laughing about something his mother had said. The room shifted back into something survivable. Alden stepped away first, restoring distance with practiced ease. 

But Izzy felt it- the line had been drawn and crossed without either of them moving. 

When they left, Marianne hugged her goodbye. Caleb squeezed her hand, already talking about next time. 

Alden watched from the doorway. 

He didn't smile. 

He didn't wave. 

He simply looked at her like she was something that would not leave his mind easily. 

As Caleb drove away, Izzy stared out the window at the dark road ahead. 

She had come to the Harrow house thinking she would be evaluated. 

She hadn't expected to be recognized. 

And she had not expected the most dangerous thing in Ashlow to be the man who enforced its rules. 
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IZZY DIDN'T DREAM ABOUT Alden Harrow that night. 

That disturbed her more than if she had. 

She lay awake in the narrow bed of her apartment, staring at the faint water stain on the ceiling that looked like a continent no one bothered to name. The town was quiet the way Ashlow always was- not peaceful, just watchful. Even in sleep, it listened. 

She replayed the evening instead, moment by moment, not as a memory but as inventory. 

The way Alden had said her name. 

The way he had warned her without raising his voice. 

The fact that he had not once touched her- and how that absence lingered more sharply than contact ever could have. 

By morning, she had decided two things. 

First: she would not tell Caleb how that night unsettled her. 

Second: she wanted to see Alden Harrow again. 

The second realization arrived without guilt. That was what frightened her. 

♤♡♧

Caleb picked her up just after noon, grinning, coffee in hand like a peace offering. “My mom liked you,” he said. “Which means you're basically approved.” 

Izzy smiled automatically. “That was fast.” 

“She's efficient,” he said. “Dad too. He doesn't waste time on people he doesn't see potential in.” 

Something inside her tightened. “Is that so?” 

“Yeah.” Caleb shrugged. “You wouldn't believe how many people he's quietly shut out over the years.” 

Izzy looked out the window at the familiar storefronts sliding past. “And who does he let in?”

Caleb laughed. “People who don't cause problems.” 

She said nothing. 

They spent the afternoon the way couples in Ashlow were supposed to- running errands, sitting too long at the same diner booth they'd always used, talking about safe things. Jobs. Money. Time. The future as a concept, not a commitment.

Caleb talked about moving in together. 

Izzy listened like someone translating a language she used to know. 

That evening, she returned to the bookstore for her shift. The shop was nearly empty, the bell above the door jangling once every half hour. She worked the register, shelved returns, tried not to think. 

It didn't work. 

At seven twenty-three, the bell rang again. 

Izzy looked up- and felt the air change. 

Alden Harrow stepped inside the bookstore like he had every right to be there. 

He wore a dark coat, unbuttoned, his presence filling the narrow space without effort. He paused just inside the door, eyes adjusting, scanning the shelves- not searching. 

Accounting.

Izzy's pulse spiked. She kept her expression neutral. 

“Good evening,” she said. 

Alden's gaze found her. Held. “Evening.” 

He moved slowly through the store, fingers trailing along spines without pulling any free. He didn't acknowledge the romance section. He didn't linger anywhere that would invite interpretation. 

He stopped at the counter. 

“I didn't realize you worked here,” he said. 

“I mentioned it last night.” 

“You mentioned you worked,” he corrected. “Not where.” 

She nodded, absurdly aware of the way the counter separated them- and how meaningless the barrier felt. “Can I help you find something?” 

“No.” 

The word was gentle. Absolute. 

He looked around again, then back at her. “I wanted to make sure you got home safely.” 

Her breath caught before she could stop it. “From dinner?” 

“From Ashlow,” he replied. 

Something sharp and hot threaded through her chest. “I've lived here my whole life.” 

“That doesn't mean the town doesn't take notice when someone new becomes visible,” he said. “You did.” 

Her fingers curled against the edge of the counter. “So you come to warn me?” 

His mouth tightened slightly. “I came to confirm something.” 

“Which is?” 

“That you're paying attention.” 

Silence pressed in around them. The store felt suddenly too small, the shelves too close. 

“I should go,” Alden said after a moment. 

Disappointment flared in her before she could contain it. 

“Okay,” she said. 

He hesitated. Just long enough for her to notice. “Caleb doesn't know I stopped by.” 

“I assumed,” she replied. 

Alden's eyes sharpened- not in anger, not in desire. In something closer to calculation. 
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