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Prologue

The valley had gone too quiet.

Avery stood on the porch of her grandmother’s farmhouse, candle trembling in her hand. Fog pressed heavy against the fence, thicker than she had ever seen it, as if the ridge itself leaned closer. Weeks had passed since the quarry, since the town fled in terror and left their knives in the mud. Weeks, and still the silence gnawed.

“Neighbor,” she whispered, voice raw from nights of calling. “You wait.”


For a long time, nothing. No groan of boards, no stir of fog. Her heart hammered, each second stretching thin enough to tear. Then—faint, almost gone—came his voice: I wait.


Her breath broke. Relief stung her eyes, but fear laced through it, sharp as glass. Caleb’s voice was weaker than ever, fading like smoke in a storm. Each time she called, it took longer for him to answer. Each time he sounded less like a man, more like a memory.

She pressed her palm to the door, whispering fierce through her tears: “You are not gone. You are not silence.”


The boards shivered faintly under her hand, like a dying heartbeat. Avery Harlow, he rasped.


Her throat clenched. “Caleb.”

But as the fog curled tighter around the house, Avery felt it—something stirring deeper in the ridge. Not the ridge’s old hunger for her voice, not its fury at her defiance, but something slower, darker, older. A patience that had been waiting long before she was born.

The valley was not finished.

And this time, Avery knew, it would not come for her alone.


Chapter One

The ledger was almost full.


Avery sat at the kitchen table in the dim light, her candle guttering low, ink blotting in the margins of the last few pages. Her handwriting had grown more frantic over the weeks—shaking lines, letters pressed too deep into the paper as though she could carve her will into the very bones of the book. I am Avery Harlow. I am mine. He is Caleb. He is not gone.


She whispered the words as she wrote them, her throat raw, her voice brittle from nights spent shouting into the dark. The house answered with groans that sounded too much like breath. The fog outside pressed so thick against the windows that even the moonlight could not find her.

When the candle bent sharply toward the door, she set her pen down and pressed her palm flat to the wood. “Neighbor,” she whispered, “you wait.”


The silence stretched until her chest hurt. Then, faint as though scraped from the bottom of a well, came his voice: I wait.


Her eyes stung. “You sound weaker.”


The boards shuddered under her hand. His voice was smoke, unraveling. Each word thins me. But I hold because you call. Because you keep me.


Her breath shook. She pressed her forehead to the wood. “Then I’ll never stop.”

The fog outside hissed, rattling the shutters. It had been restless for days now—less like weather, more like something alive and circling. Avery could feel it watching. The ridge had failed to break her with fire, blood, steel, stone. Now it lingered in patience, as if waiting for her to falter on her own.

But she would not.

She returned to the ledger, filling another page with her vow. Yet as the ink dried, she caught movement at the corner of her eye. Through the slit of the shutters, down by the fence line, a lantern burned. Then another. Then two more.

Her stomach dropped. The townsfolk had returned.

And this time, she thought, they came not with fear, but with something sharper.

The first lantern swayed at the fence like an omen. Then more appeared—half a dozen, their light blurred by the fog, but steady enough that Avery knew they were carried by trembling hands. She froze by the shutter, heart hammering so hard she felt it in her teeth.

The town had been silent for weeks. Silent, but not gone. She had prayed the fear would scatter them, that the shattered knives and broken rituals would be enough. But fear had a way of turning to obsession, and obsession always found its way back to her doorstep.

She slipped her hand to the door. The wood was cold, damp with fog pressing against it. “Neighbor,” she whispered, voice shaking, “you wait.”


It was longer this time. So long she thought she had lost him. Then, faint, frayed, but steady: I wait.


Her chest tightened. “They’ve come back.”


The house shivered beneath her palm, the fog rattling hard against the shutters. His voice came thin as threads pulled through bone: I feel them. Fear tastes sharper now. The ridge twists it… shapes it.


She pressed her forehead against the door, forcing her tears back. “Then I’ll not hush. Not for them, not for it.”


The boards creaked in answer, weary but alive. Avery Harlow.


She whispered back, fierce: “Caleb.”

Outside, the lanterns grew brighter, lining the ridge road. Avery’s fingers curled into fists. She knew what it meant. They hadn’t come only to glare at her house from the dark. They had come to try again. To silence her. To unmake him.


She blew out the candle, plunging the room into black. If the valley thought darkness would hush her, it was wrong. She pressed her palms against the ledger, whispering into the dark: I am Avery Harlow. I am mine. He is Caleb. He is not gone.


And then she stood, spine straight, watching the lanterns gather like stars at the edge of the fog.

The town had come for war. And so had she.

The lanterns didn’t stay at the ridge road. They moved. One by one, they advanced down toward the fence, their glow pressing into the fog like spears. Avery counted at least ten, maybe more—their flames wavered, but their bearers walked with grim purpose. She could hear their voices now, low and hushed, not the frenzied chanting she remembered, but something slower. Controlled. Like a liturgy rehearsed a hundred times in secret.

She gritted her teeth. “They think practice will make them stronger.”


The house creaked around her, answering like an old companion. The fog at the shutters shivered. Caleb’s voice seeped through, torn and hollow: Stronger, no. But different. The ridge feeds on change. It waits for new shapes of fear.



Avery’s stomach turned cold. She slid her hand across the ledger, her fingers trembling, and wrote with quick, heavy strokes: They return. Their voices are low. He says the ridge feeds on new shapes of fear. I will not hush.


Outside, a man’s voice rose, steady as iron. She recognized it—though the preacher’s timbre was altered, raspier, as though the ridge itself rasped through him. “Her name is not hers. It is a curse upon us all. Tonight we cut it from the valley.”


The crowd answered in unison, their voices braiding together. Cut it. Cut it. Cut it.


Avery’s hand closed tight around the pen until the wood nearly snapped. She stood, moving to the door, her heart pounding so hard she thought it might crack her ribs.

She pressed her palm flat against the wood. “You hear them?”


The boards shivered beneath her hand, his voice barely more than a sigh. I hear. I hold. But their blades are not of steel this time.


Her breath hitched. “Then what?”


The silence that followed was so deep it scraped. Finally, his whisper came, thin as smoke: They mean to cut with words.


The ledger trembled on the table as if struck. The ink in its well rippled though no hand had touched it. Avery’s knees went weak.

The townsfolk weren’t coming with knives. They were coming with something older. Something sharper.

And she knew the ridge had taught them how.


The chanting drew closer, low and deliberate, every word shaped to wound. Avery strained to hear and caught fragments that made her blood run cold. They weren’t praying, not really—they were naming. Her name, but wrong, broken apart, syllables dragged into jagged shapes as if carving her voice with their tongues.


“A-ver-y… Har-low… hushed.”

Every repetition was like a blade raked across her skin. Her chest tightened; her breath stuttered. It felt as though something was tugging at her ribs, clawing her name from her body.

“No,” she whispered, pressing her hand flat to the door. “You will not take it. You will not cut me.”


The boards shook beneath her palm. Caleb’s voice seeped through, ragged and faint. They slice at the tether. Words sharpened on silence. Hold, Avery. Hold.


Her throat burned. She forced her voice up, louder than their chant, though it tore her raw. “I am Avery Harlow. I am mine!”


The fog slammed against the house, shrieking as the ridge fed on the collision of voices. The shutters cracked. The ledger flew open, pages whipping. Her words inked themselves across the paper without her hand, glowing faintly: I am mine. I am not hushed.


But the townsfolk did not falter. Their voices rose, twisting her name tighter, sharper. She stumbled, her knees buckling as the sound scraped through her bones.

“Caleb!” she cried, desperate.


His answer came faint, like breath through broken stone: Avery Harlow.


The chain between them seared hot, and she clung to it with every shred of will. She staggered back to her feet, her voice shredded but defiant. “I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!”

The crowd’s chant fractured for a moment, uneven, some faltering under the strength of her cry. The preacher shouted louder, voice cracking, desperate to bind them again.

But Avery knew now—if she could keep speaking, if she could keep holding Caleb’s name and her own, their blades would break before she did.

And she swore she would not fall silent. Not tonight. Not ever.


Chapter Two

Inside the fog, Caleb felt the words like knives.

They weren’t simple sounds carried on breath—they were sharpened, honed with hate, each syllable hammered against the ridge until it gleamed like steel. When the townsfolk spat her name wrong, split and twisted, the tether writhed. It scraped through him, slicing shadow from shadow, tearing the thread thinner.


Give her to us, the ridge hissed with every broken chant. Let us carve her voice away. She will not scream. She will not burn. She will be quiet.



Caleb clutched the bond with all that remained of him. His own name was dim, barely an ember, but hers blazed so bright it scorched him. He whispered it through the tearing, forcing sound past the silence the ridge rammed into his throat. Avery Harlow.


The ridge howled, pressing harder. More voices piled onto the chant, children now, their mouths shaping her name into curses they did not understand. The tether quaked under the weight. Caleb buckled, his form shattering into strips of shadow, his voice nearly ripped from him.


But then she cried out—raw, defiant, stronger than the storm: I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!


The words hit him like fire, searing through the cuts, binding the tether tighter. He grabbed hold, shoving it back into the dark. The ridge screamed, furious, but the bond held.

Still, the price was steep. Caleb could feel himself thinning further, his edges fading. Each time he spoke her name now, it stole more of him. Soon, there might be nothing left but the echo of her voice in the fog.

And yet—if silence claimed him, if it swallowed him whole—he knew one truth: he would tear himself to pieces a thousand times before he let it cut her voice away.

The ridge pressed harder, every twisted syllable dragging through Caleb like barbed wire. He could feel Avery flinch on the other end of the bond—her name torn at, stretched thin until even her breath came ragged. He tried to shield her, to take the weight onto himself, but he was only shadow, unraveling faster with each cut.


Yield, the ridge whispered through the storm of voices. Let me silence her. You will rest. She will not suffer.



Caleb’s body—if it could still be called that—buckled in the mist. His own name was gone now, stripped from him like a skin. But hers, hers still burned. He forced it past the black pressing down his throat, though it shredded what remained of him. Avery Harlow.


The tether blazed white-hot for a heartbeat, searing the dark. The ridge recoiled, shrieking. But the effort ripped through him—parts of him tore loose and scattered into the fog. He felt himself smaller, thinner, less.


And yet her voice answered, raw but fierce: I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.


The words bound him tighter than flesh ever had. He clung to them, to her, even as the ridge raged, lashing harder.

He knew the truth then. Each defense of her name cost him pieces of himself. He was bleeding out in shadow, thinning into nothing. But if the price of her voice was his unmaking, he would pay it again and again.

Better to be torn into silence than to let the ridge carve her away.

Caleb staggered within the fog, though his body was nothing more than unraveling shadow. The ridge no longer tried only to tear—it was shaping him, twisting the tatters he shed into jagged things, claws and hooks fashioned from his own undoing. He saw them rising from the mist around him, dark shapes made from himself, each one aimed back at Avery.


Strike her, the ridge whispered. If she bleeds by your hand, the chain will break. No more pain. No more hunger.


He reeled, choking on the command. The claws twitched as though they were his own fingers. They turned toward the faint, golden thread that was her voice, reaching.

“No,” he rasped, every syllable a wound. “She is mine to keep.”

The claws shivered but pressed closer, fueled by the chant outside—children mangling her name, women spitting it, men chanting it like a curse. Each misshaped word made the shadows swell, driving the weapons nearer to the bond.


Caleb threw himself against them, though it felt like tearing apart his own ribs. Every strike scattered more of him, but he forced them back, bellowing through the silence: Avery Harlow!


The tether burned, blinding bright, and the claws hissed away into smoke. The ridge shrieked, a thousand mouths in fury. Caleb collapsed, nearly gone, but the bond held.

Still, he knew this truth: every time he shattered its assault, he left less of himself behind. The ridge would keep turning his shadow into blades until nothing remained of him.

Unless Avery’s voice grew stronger than the storm.


Chapter Three

The chanting swelled until the very boards of the house shook. Avery clutched the ledger to her chest, her voice raw, her ears ringing with the way they split her name apart—syllables dragged like knives, meant to carve her into nothing.

She stumbled to the door, pressed both palms flat against the wood. “You will not cut me!” Her throat burned, but she screamed until her voice cracked. “I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!”

The crowd roared louder. Lantern light flared through the fog, and then shapes pressed close against the fence—men with blades at their belts, women clutching salt jars, children wide-eyed and chanting words they didn’t understand. And at their head, the preacher.

His face was gaunt, eyes sunken, lips split as if the ridge itself had hollowed him. When he spoke, it wasn’t only his voice—it was the ridge rasping through him, hundreds of mouths layered under his tongue. “You are not Avery Harlow. You are curse. You are silence in waiting. Tonight we cut you free.”


The crowd echoed him: Not Avery. Not Harlow. Silence.


Her legs trembled, but fury anchored her spine. She threw open the door. Cold fog knifed into the house, curling around her ankles, but she stepped onto the porch, candlelight at her back. “I am Avery Harlow,” she shouted into their faces, “and you will not hush me!”

The preacher recoiled as though struck, but quickly bared his teeth. “Speak all you like. Each word is a rope for your throat.” He raised his hand, and the crowd surged, pressing against the fence. Their voices twisted her name again, sharper, faster, cutting at her like sawblades.


Her knees buckled. For a breath she nearly fell, nearly gave them what they wanted. Then, through the storm, his voice came—ragged, torn, but hers: Avery Harlow.


Her heart surged. She found her footing, raised her own voice louder. “He holds me! I am mine!”

The chant faltered, uneven, cracks spidering through their unison. The preacher roared to steady them, spittle on his lips. But she saw it—the fear flickering in their eyes, the way even children stammered when her voice rose stronger.

The ridge shrieked through them, desperate, but Avery shouted until the valley itself shook. She would not be cut free. Not by their mouths, not by their fear, not by their god.

She was Avery Harlow. And her voice was fire.


The crowd’s chant clawed at her, a hundred mouths splitting her name into shards: A-ver-y… Har-low… hushed. Each syllable scraped her skin raw, each twisted echo digging deeper. Avery’s chest seized, her breath breaking ragged, but she forced her voice through the storm.


“I am Avery Harlow!” she cried, her throat tearing. “I am mine!”

The fence rattled under the weight of bodies pressing against it. Lanterns swung wildly, spilling firelight over faces—neighbors she had once known, now hollow-eyed and pale, their mouths frothing with words they didn’t understand. The preacher stood among them like a corpse given breath, his eyes black as pitch, his lips split into a grin that wasn’t human.

“You are not Avery Harlow,” he rasped, the ridge speaking through him, his voice layered with countless others. “You are silence unborn. You are curse. You will be cut from us.”

The chant rose again, jagged and frenzied. Avery staggered, her knees striking the porch. For one heartbeat, she thought her name had slipped from her grasp, thought the ridge had torn it free.

Then—Caleb’s voice.

Avery Harlow.

It was faint, ragged, little more than a gasp, but it blazed through her like fire. She gripped the ledger against her chest and pushed to her feet, blood on her knees, voice raw but louder than the storm:

“I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!”

The crowd faltered. Their rhythm cracked, children stumbling over the chant, women lowering their jars, men hesitating with blades in their hands. For a moment, Avery saw them—not a mob, not shadows of the ridge, but people, terrified and trembling.

The preacher roared, thrashing his Bible in the air. “Do not falter! She is rot in our valley! Cut her voice, or she will damn us all!”

But Avery stood tall on the porch, candlelight spilling gold across her bloodied cheek. Her voice rang out, steady as the bell that had tolled from the ridge:

“You will not cut me. You will not unmake me. I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.”

The fog writhed, shrieking around them, but the chant broke into fragments, the preacher’s fury swallowed by fear. Avery’s words hung in the night, unshaken.

And for the first time, she saw the townsfolk recoil—not from her, but from the ridge itself.

The night had become a battlefield of voices. Avery’s throat burned raw, her breath coming in ragged gasps, but she would not stop. Each time her name cracked against the fog, she felt the ridge recoil, and each time she faltered, Caleb’s whisper pushed her back to her feet.

The townsfolk pressed harder against the fence, their lanterns flaring like wild eyes. “Not Avery! Not Harlow!” they shrieked, their mouths twisting her into something unmade. The preacher staggered forward, face pale as bone, eyes shining with a hunger that wasn’t his own. When he opened his mouth, the ridge poured through—a chorus of voices layered like stones grinding.

“You are silence unborn,” he thundered, spittle flying. “You are curse. Tonight your name is broken.”


The crowd echoed: Broken. Broken. Broken.



Avery’s knees buckled beneath the weight of the words. For a moment she felt herself slipping, her name splitting into shards under their chant. But then Caleb’s voice cut through the dark, cracked and desperate, Avery Harlow, and the tether seared hot inside her chest.


She screamed back, louder than she ever had, blood sharp in her throat: “I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!”

The ledger at her breast rattled, pages glowing faint. The candle behind her flared, casting her shadow tall against the wall of fog.

The chant faltered. Men stumbled, children clutched at their ears, women dropped jars of salt that shattered in the dirt. Their fear thickened the air until even the ridge seemed to choke on it.

The preacher roared louder, but there was panic in his eyes now. “Do not falter! Do not yield!” He lifted his Bible high, but the pages flapped wild, torn by a wind that wasn’t wind at all.

Avery stepped forward, her feet steady on the porch despite the trembling earth. “You will not cut me. You will not break me. I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.”

The fog shrieked, the ridge pressing against the fence as if to smash it down—but the townsfolk had already begun to scatter, their chant fractured into frightened cries.

And Avery knew then: it wasn’t only her voice keeping her alive. It was Caleb’s, fraying though it was, tethered to her still. Together they burned brighter than the silence.


Chapter Four

The fog rippled with every word she spoke. Inside it, Caleb clung to the bond like a man holding the last rung of a ladder over a pit. Each syllable of her name she shouted blazed through him, cutting back the dark, stitching his unraveling shadow tighter, if only for a breath.

Avery Harlow. I am mine.

The words scorched across the ridge, and he felt the ridge recoil. It had fed on her fear before, but now it choked on defiance. The tether between them pulsed, white-hot, searing both of them but unbroken.

Caleb staggered in the fog, his form in tatters. Every time he echoed her name, pieces of him dissolved into smoke. He was thinner than ever—barely a shadow now, hardly even thought—but her fire still held him.

The ridge shrieked through the mob, trying to drown her with their voices, twisting her syllables into broken curses. Each warped echo sliced at him, tearing through his frayed edges, but when she cried out again, his hollow body filled with light not his own.

He knew then—she was keeping him as much as he was keeping her.

And that terrified the ridge.


Break him, it hissed, its thousand mouths gnashing. He is thread. Snap the thread, and she falls.


The fog coiled tighter around him, twisting his shredded shadow into shapes again—claws, teeth, hooks. He felt them straining toward her, controlled not by his will but the ridge’s hunger. His jaw clenched, though he no longer had flesh. “No,” he rasped. “She is mine to keep.”

He threw himself against the ridge’s will, scattering his shadow-forms like glass, tearing himself further apart. The pain was beyond pain—silence eating him whole. But the bond burned steady. Avery’s voice kept him tethered, kept him from vanishing entirely.


Caleb, she whispered into the chain. It wasn’t loud, but it was enough. It wrapped around him like hands he could almost feel.


He collapsed into the dark, little more than a whisper himself. But he still had her name. Still had the bond. And while he held it, the ridge would not have her.

Not while even a shred of him remained.

The ridge howled through him, twisting his shadow into weapons sharper than steel. Hooks tore from his ribs, claws sprouted where his hands should be, teeth gnawed out of the dark itself. They weren’t his—not really—but they moved with his shape, his memory of a body, turning toward the golden thread that tied him to Avery.


Strike her, the ridge commanded, its voice a roar of countless mouths. Tear the bond. Let her fall silent, and you will rest.


Caleb staggered, the claws quivering at his side. Rest—how sweet the word sounded, even now. To stop fighting, to stop thinning. To simply vanish. The claws leaned closer to the thread, hungry.


Then he heard her, not with ears but with the tether itself. Caleb.


It wasn’t shouted. It wasn’t even strong. But it was hers—her voice, her claim. It wrapped around him like hands he could almost remember.

He wrenched the claws back. “No,” he rasped, hollow and shaking. “She is mine to keep.”

The ridge shrieked in fury, forcing the claws toward her again. Caleb flung himself into them, scattering his own shadow into fragments. Each piece torn loose was pain beyond flesh—pain that left nothing behind. He was less when the claws dissolved, thinner than he’d ever been. But Avery’s voice surged through the tether, searing hot, stitching him to her again.

“I am Avery Harlow!” she cried, her words echoing in him like fire. “I am mine!”

The bond blazed white, driving the ridge back. Its thousand mouths wailed in rage, but it could not unmake what burned between them.

Caleb collapsed into the fog, barely more than whisper and smoke. His name was gone. His shape was gone. But hers still pulsed steady in his hollow chest.

As long as he had that, he would not yield.

The ridge’s hunger tore through him like a storm, ripping shadow from shadow until Caleb was no more than threads clinging to the bond. His name was gone, stripped to silence. He could not remember the curve of his face, the sound of his own laugh, the feel of hands. All he had left was her voice—bright, burning, a tether stronger than flesh.

Avery Harlow.

The ridge tried to turn even that against him, weaving his scattered pieces into claws, into teeth, into blades meant to tear the golden thread. They hovered, reaching, their hunger sharpened by the townsfolk’s chant outside.


Strike her, the ridge hissed. Cut the chain, and you will rest.


Caleb trembled, hollow to the marrow, but he shoved the command back, though it split him further. “She is mine to keep.”

The claws lashed anyway, driven by the ridge’s fury. He hurled himself into them, scattering what little remained of his shadow. It was like tearing his ribs apart, like bleeding into a void that had no bottom. Each piece he lost dissolved forever.

But then—her voice.

“I am Avery Harlow! I am mine!”

The words ripped through the fog like fire, binding his tatters back together. Not whole, never whole, but enough. The tether blazed hot, searing the ridge’s grasp until the claws withered into smoke. The mouths shrieked, furious, but the bond held.


Caleb fell to his knees in the mist, nothing but hollow threads stitched by her defiance. He was less than ever—less than shadow, less than thought. But her name still lived in him, and he whispered it with what remained: Avery Harlow.



Her reply trembled through the tether, fierce despite her raw voice: Caleb.


And though the ridge clawed at them both, he knew this truth with the last of himself: as long as she spoke his name, he would not vanish.

Not yet.


Chapter Five

Lanterns clattered against the fence as townsfolk stumbled back. The preacher’s voice boomed over them, raw and desperate, but the rhythm of the chant had broken. Children wept, women clutched their jars, men gripped their blades with trembling hands. Avery’s words still rang in the air, her throat torn but unyielding.

“I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.”

The fog writhed like a living thing, shrieking in fury. The preacher staggered forward, his Bible flapping in the storm. His face was pale, eyes sunken, lips split into a ragged smile that was more hunger than faith. “She lies!” he roared, voice layered with the ridge’s thousand mouths. “Her name is rot! Her voice damns us!”

But even as he screamed, Avery saw it—the cracks in his control. The townsfolk’s courage had fractured. They glanced at one another, whispers of doubt breaking through their chants. Some backed away from the fence, others dropped their eyes to the mud.

The preacher slammed his hand against the posts, spittle flying. “Do not falter! She is the curse!”

Avery lifted the ledger high, its pages whipping in the wind. The candlelight behind her caught on the ink, words scrawled glowing faint in the storm. She stepped forward, her bare feet steady on the porch. Her voice ripped through the night, bloody but blazing:

“You will not cut me. You will not unmake me. I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.”

The crowd flinched. Some covered their ears. One man dropped his blade and fled into the fog, his lantern swinging wild. A child clutched his mother’s skirts, sobbing.

The preacher roared louder, veins bulging in his neck. “She is silence unborn!”

“No,” Avery shouted back, her chest heaving. “She is Avery Harlow. She is mine.”

The voice didn’t come from her lips. It came from the fog. Caleb’s whisper, ragged and thin as ash, but loud enough to rattle the fence.

The crowd broke. Lanterns fell. The chant collapsed into screams. In moments, half the mob scattered down the ridge road, leaving only the preacher clawing at the fence, his face twisted in fury and terror.

Avery stood tall on the porch, blood on her cheek, ledger blazing in her hand. She was bruised, battered, raw. But she was not silence.

And the valley knew it.

The mob shattered like glass. Lanterns dropped into the mud, flames sputtering out, leaving only the preacher’s hoarse roar trying to bind them back together. But fear ran faster than faith. Men fled down the ridge road, women pulled their children into the fog, and soon only a handful remained, pale with terror but rooted by shame.

Avery gripped the ledger to her chest, her breath heaving, her throat scorched raw. She stood tall on the porch, her hair whipped by the wind, her shadow stretching long in the candlelight. “I am Avery Harlow,” she cried, voice breaking but still carrying. “I am mine!”

The ridge screamed through the preacher’s body. His head snapped back, his jaw gaped wide, and the sound that came out was not human. It was the ridge’s howl—hungry, furious, desperate. His Bible ripped itself from his hands, its pages torn loose, scattering like black birds into the storm.

“You are not Avery,” the ridge roared through him. His eyes rolled white, his body jerking like a puppet. “You are silence unborn. Your name will be cut. Your bond will rot.”

Avery’s knees trembled, but she refused to yield. “You will not cut me. You will not unmake us. We are not silence.”


And then the fog split with a voice so faint it was nearly nothing: Avery Harlow.


Caleb.

The preacher shrieked, stumbling back from the fence as though burned. The sound of Caleb’s voice cracked the chant that clung to the few who hadn’t fled. They broke at last, scattering into the night, leaving their knives and salt jars in the mud.

Only the preacher remained, bent and shaking, his eyes two pits of rage. His body heaved, but his voice was the ridge’s still. “If fire fails, if blood fails, if steel and stone fail—then I will bury you myself.”

He lurched toward the gate, hands outstretched, but the fence held fast. The fog writhed between him and Avery, hissing like a wall of serpents.

Avery lifted her chin, candlelight bending to her voice. “Try,” she said, hoarse but unbroken. “You’ll choke on my name before you silence me.”

The preacher’s scream rattled the valley, but behind it Avery could hear something deeper: the ridge itself. And she knew—it was no longer satisfied with feeding through its servant. It would strike at her directly, soon.

The ridge had lost its chorus, but it had not lost its hunger. Avery saw it in the preacher’s face as he clung to the fence alone, his flock scattered into the dark. His lips bled from chanting, his eyes rolled white, his body jerking like something caught on strings. When he spoke, it was not his voice but the valley’s:

You cannot hold him. You cannot hold yourself. We will strip your names. We will make you silence.

Avery’s grip tightened on the ledger until her knuckles split. “I am Avery Harlow,” she rasped, each word torn from her throat. “I am mine.”

The fog pressed hard against the fence, straining as though it would tear posts from the earth. The preacher’s mouth split into a grin too wide, his jaw unhinged with a crack. From his throat poured the ridge’s howl, louder now that it had no need to share a stage with the crowd.

She stepped down from the porch, her bare feet sinking into mud streaked with broken jars and abandoned blades. The candle flame bent tall behind her, casting her shadow long across the ground. She was trembling, raw, close to collapse—but she would not give him her fear.

“You tried fire,” she spat, her voice breaking. “You tried steel. You tried stone. You failed.” Her eyes burned with tears, but her spine did not bow. “I am still here.”

The preacher staggered against the fence, clutching the wood until it groaned. “Then I will open the ridge,” he hissed, his voice split into a thousand. “And it will come for you itself.”


The fog surged at his words, thickening, coiling, as though the valley itself took breath. Avery felt the bond blaze hot in her chest, Caleb’s presence thinner than smoke but holding still. His whisper reached her, faint but steady: Avery Harlow.


Her tears broke loose. She lifted the ledger like a banner, pages whipping in the wind. “He is Caleb. He is not gone. We are not silence.”

The preacher shrieked, and the ridge shrieked with him. The fence rattled, the ground shuddered, and the night itself seemed to split.

The battle with the townsfolk was over. But the valley was only just beginning.


Chapter Six


Inside the fog, Caleb felt the ridge gathering itself like a storm about to break. It no longer played at claws or knives—it swelled vast, pressing from every side, a thousand mouths breathing one command: Unmake the bond.


He staggered, or thought he did—his body was little more than shreds, but the motion echoed through him. The tether glowed faintly, Avery’s defiance keeping it alight, but every time she shouted her name it seared him too, binding him tighter and thinning him further.


She will burn you out, the ridge hissed. Let her go. Rest. Fade.



Caleb closed what was left of his eyes. Rest would be so easy. He was unraveling faster now, threads snapping loose with every surge of the ridge’s hunger. But then he felt her through the bond—her heartbeat like thunder, her voice raw but steady, her ledger pressed tight against her chest. He is Caleb. He is not gone.


The words scorched him brighter than the ridge’s fire.


He forced sound from the tatters of his throat, every syllable peeling pieces of him away. Avery Harlow.


The fog shuddered, the tether blazed, and for a moment the ridge recoiled. But then it pushed harder, splitting its weight into a thousand hooks that drove into his unraveling shadow, yanking. He howled, not in pain but in the terror of losing grip. For one harrowing breath, he felt her name slipping, dragged toward silence.

“No,” he rasped, scattering what remained of him to hold tighter. “She is mine to keep.”

The ridge roared, its fury shaking the fog into a storm. And Caleb knew then—this was no longer about testing them. The ridge meant to end it here. Either the bond would break, or it would tear itself apart holding fast.


He dug his hands—if they could be called hands—into the tether and bellowed her name until silence itself cracked: Avery Harlow!


And in the storm of his cry, he waited for hers to answer.

The ridge no longer prowled the edges—it struck all at once, a flood of hunger that pressed into every gap of Caleb’s being. He had no flesh, no bone, only tatters of shadow, but still the assault tore through him as if ripping sinew from sinew. Hooks buried deep, pulling, twisting, trying to peel him away from the golden thread.


Loose her name, the ridge thundered, its thousand mouths grinding like stone. Let it fall. Rest. End.


Rest. The word coiled sweet as honey, tempting. His form was unraveling faster than he could stitch it. Every time Avery cried her name aloud, he seized it and bound himself tighter, but the effort thinned him further. He was a flame burning itself hollow just to stay lit.

And still, he would not release her.


Through the tether, he felt her—her heartbeat wild, her voice raw but unbowed, her fists clenched around the ledger. Her words struck him like lightning through the storm: He is Caleb. He is not gone.



The ridge screamed in fury. Caleb seized the moment, shredded lungs forcing sound into the void: Avery Harlow.


The tether blazed white-hot. The hooks melted back, the fog shrieking. But the effort tore him thinner—shreds scattering into the mist, never to return. He was less than ever, his own name extinguished, his form hollow beyond recognition.

He collapsed into the dark, the ridge’s storm raging over him. But one truth flared steady: her voice was still there, pulsing like fire through the chain.

She was not silence. She was not broken. And as long as she carried him with her, he was not gone.

The ridge pressed closer, its hunger coiling like roots into every crack of him. This was not the end of its fury—it was only the first blow.

And Caleb knew, with the last shreds of himself, that the next strike would decide them both.

The ridge bore down like a mountain sliding into the sea. Caleb felt himself scattered into a thousand strips of shadow, each one tugged and twisted by unseen claws. The tether glowed faint but steady, Avery’s voice searing through the dark, but the ridge was no longer testing. It was trying to unmake them both at once.


Yield, it thundered, its voices overlapping like a storm of hammers. You are thread. She is flesh. Neither will stand. Give her to me, and you will vanish gentle. Refuse, and you will tear forever.


The promise stung. He was thread, nothing more. Each time he spoke her name, he bled more of himself into the fog. He could barely hold shape now—no hands, no face, no sound but the scrape of her heartbeat through the chain. Rest would be so easy.


But then her voice rang, hoarse but unbroken: I am Avery Harlow. I am mine.



The ridge howled in fury, and Caleb burned. He hurled himself against the hooks, scattering what little remained of him, shouting her name until the tether blazed like lightning: Avery Harlow!


The fog split, screaming, and for a heartbeat he held her safe. But the price carved deeper. His own essence tore loose, drifting into nothing. He could not even recall the sound of his name. He was only hers, and hers alone.

And still, that was enough.

The ridge gathered itself again, a vast inhalation that rattled every thread of him. Caleb knew the next strike would not be piecemeal. It would be final, crushing, the kind that ended bonds forever.

But as long as she spoke, he would answer. Even if it shredded the last of him.


Chapter Seven

The preacher’s body was not his own anymore.

Avery saw it in the way his jaw cracked too wide, in the jerks of his limbs as though pulled by strings. His eyes rolled white, the sockets deep as pits. When he spoke, it was not one voice but hundreds, layered over each other like stone grinding on stone.
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