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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book is not a love story. Not the kind you've been told to want.

Shattered Glass contains explicit sexual content, graphic language, and dark psychological themes that may not be suitable for all readers. These include, but are not limited to: workplace power imbalance and boss/employee dynamics, significant age gap, psychological manipulation and coercive control, praise and degradation kink, physical exhaustion weaponized as a tool of submission, financial coercion, isolation tactics, and raw, primal intimacy with no safe word in sight.

The man in these pages will not ask for permission. He will grind you down until your bones sing for him. He will dismantle every wall you've built — not to free you, but to rebuild you into something that fits only in his hands.

If that breaks something inside you, he'd call it progress.

This is a work of fiction. It is not a manual. It is not an endorsement. But if you're here, you already know that. You're here because the dark sounds better when someone whispers good girl at the end of it.

Reader discretion is strongly advised. Please prioritize your mental health.



"You can't own something whole. Whole things resist. Whole things leave. You have to shatter them first — carefully, deliberately — until every broken piece learns the shape of your hands."

— Maeva North
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RECLAIM

Torin

Grinding wheel screamed against a rusted flange, sparks chewing through the air like bright orange teeth. I killed the angle grinder mid-cut and pulled my face shield up. Sweat crawled down my temple, pooling in the crease of my jaw before dripping onto the collar of my shirt — already black with grease and a full day of demolition dust.

Something moved at the gate.

Small. Uncertain. Walking like the concrete might swallow her whole if she stepped wrong.

I set the grinder on the workbench and didn't bother wiping my hands. Oil and iron residue stayed where they belonged — ground into the creases of my knuckles, darkening the lines of my palms like a second set of fingerprints. Thirteen years of tearing apart buildings and stripping their bones had given me hands that looked like they'd been forged, not born.

She stopped just inside the chain-link perimeter, clutching a folder against her chest the way a kid holds a stuffed animal in a thunderstorm.

Twenty-two. Maybe twenty-three. The résumé she'd emailed had listed a community college certificate in "Historic Preservation Techniques" and six months as a cashier at a hardware store. Useless. Every line of it, utterly useless to me.

But she'd checked "willing to do manual labor" on the application.

I leaned against the edge of the welding table. Crossed my arms. Watched.

Her boots were the first thing I cataloged. Tan leather, fresh from the box, soles unmarked. The kind of boots someone buys when they Google "what to wear to a construction job" and pick the cheapest result on Amazon. They'd give her blisters by noon. Ankle support was a joke. One wrong step on the rebar pile out back and she'd be limping for a week.

Good.

She scanned the yard — three acres of organized chaos. Stacked mahogany doors from a demolished 1920s hotel leaned against the east wall like a row of coffins. Cast-iron radiators sat in rusted clusters near the forklift bay. Claw-foot tubs, copper piping, hand-blown window panes, church pews stripped of their varnish and waiting for resurrection. Everything here had been ripped from something dying and dragged to my lot so I could decide if it was worth saving.

Most of it was.

Her gaze snagged on the stained-glass panels drying in their frames near the loading dock. Colors bled through the afternoon light — deep reds, fractured blues, amber veins thick as honey. I'd pulled those from a cathedral in Hamtramck three weeks ago. Six panels, all cracked, all worth more broken than the church had been standing.

Beautiful things always are.

"Mr. Cross?"

I didn't move. Let the silence stretch until the yard filled it — the low groan of the cooling metal roof expanding in the heat, a pigeon scrabbling somewhere in the rafters of Warehouse B, the distant hydraulic sigh of the baler two lots over.

"Over here."

She turned. Found me in the shadow of the welding station. I saw the exact second her composure slipped — a flicker behind her eyes, a micro-adjustment in her posture. She'd expected an office. A desk. Maybe a Human Resources form and a handshake.

Instead she got six-foot-three of grease-stained denim and a man who hadn't smiled at a stranger since the Clinton administration.

"Harlow Vance." She extended her hand.

I looked at it. Clean nails, trimmed short. A thin scar across the base of her thumb — old, deliberate, or accidental, I couldn't tell yet. Her fingers trembled. Not from the heat.

I took her hand. Squeezed once. Firm enough to feel the bones shift beneath her skin. Her breath caught — Loss of composure, Point one — and I released her before she could pull away.

"You're small."

Not a question. An observation. Clinical. The same tone I used when assessing a load-bearing wall before demolition.

"I'm stronger than I look." She said it fast, rehearsed. Chin up, jaw set. Pride scaffolding over desperation — I could see both, clear as rebar poking through crumbled concrete.

"Everyone says that." I picked up a sixteen-pound sledgehammer from the rack behind me and held it out, handle first. "Swing it."

She stared.

"At what?"

"Doesn't matter. Swing it."

The folder went onto the nearest surface — a stack of reclaimed limestone tiles that would've cost her three months' rent. She gripped the handle with both hands, lifted, and swung at the empty air. The weight pulled her off-center. Her left foot slid on the gritty floor. The hammerhead dropped and bit concrete with a dull, pathetic crack.

She looked up at me. Breathing hard. Dust already settling on her lower lip.

I said nothing.

Silence is the most efficient tool I own. More effective than a pry bar, more precise than a chisel. People rush to fill it. They confess, explain, beg. Silence turns a conversation into a stripped wire — everything exposed, nowhere to hide.

Harlow Vance didn't beg.

She adjusted her grip, widened her stance, and swung again. This time the arc was cleaner. Still sloppy. Still weak. But the intention behind it was savage — a cornered animal baring teeth it hadn't earned yet.

Something shifted in my chest. Low and heavy, like the first crack in a load-bearing wall you've been undermining for weeks. Not attraction. Attraction is simple, manageable, forgettable.

Recognition.

I knew what desperation looked like when it wore a brave face. Knew it the way a demolition man knows which beam is about to buckle — not by the visible damage, but by the sound it makes when you tap it. A hollow ring. A frequency only someone who destroys things for a living can hear.

She rang hollow.

"Your résumé says you need full-time hours." I took the sledgehammer back. Set it on the rack without looking. "How bad?"

Her jaw tightened. Pride again — that scaffolding, rattling but holding.

"Bad enough to drive forty minutes to a salvage yard in the middle of nowhere for a job that pays fifteen an hour."

Honest. Bitter. Unbroken.

I almost respected it.

"The work here isn't preservation," I said. Flat. No warmth, no sales pitch. "It's demolition in reverse. You'll haul iron. Strip varnish in ninety-degree heat. Catalog inventory until your eyes bleed. You'll go home smelling like rust and linseed oil, and your hands will crack open before they callus over."

She didn't flinch.

"I can handle it."

No. She couldn't. I'd been doing this long enough to know the difference between grit and delusion, and Harlow Vance was running on the latter with a tank full of the former. She'd last two weeks. Maybe three, if the stubbornness held. Then the blisters, the muscle fatigue, the relentless summer heat trapped under the warehouse's corrugated roof — it would hollow her out. She'd quit on a Friday and I'd never hear from her again.

That was the logical projection. The smart bet.

I didn't take it.

"Monday. Six AM. Steel-toed boots — real ones, not those." I nodded at her feet. "Bring water. I don't keep anything cold."

Her shoulders dropped half an inch. Relief she tried to hide and failed.

"Thank you, Mr. Cross. I won't let you—"

"Torin." I turned back to the welding station and flipped the face shield down. "And don't thank me yet."

The grinder roared back to life. Sparks showered the concrete in a bright, brief cascade, and when I glanced through the amber tint of the shield, she was already walking toward the gate.

Straight spine. Quick steps. That folder pressed to her chest again like armor made of paper.

I watched her until she disappeared past the chain-link fence and into the shimmering heat haze of the access road. Then I killed the grinder. Silence flooded back — the warehouse ticking as it cooled, the pigeons reshuffling, a semi grinding its gears on the expressway a quarter mile east.

I looked at the stained-glass panels drying in the sun. A fractured Madonna, her painted face split into three uneven shards held together by lead came and careful hands. I'd spent nine hours rebuilding her. Patience. Pressure. Knowing exactly where the cracks ran and how much force each fragment could take before it became dust.

Harlow Vance would be back on Monday with her cheap boots and her paper-thin pride and her desperate, unbroken stubbornness.

I picked up the sledgehammer.

Felt the weight of it settle into my palm like an old promise.

She had no idea what she'd just walked into. This yard doesn't restore things gently. It strips them, grinds them, burns off the rot, and forces what's left into a new shape. A harder shape. A shape that fits my hands and nobody else's.

Monday morning. Six AM.

I'd start with the blisters.
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ACT I

THE GRIND
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DUST

Harlow

Five forty-seven AM and the parking lot was nothing but cracked asphalt and silence.

I killed the engine. My Honda shuddered twice before dying — a sympathetic death rattle, like even the car knew what I was walking into. The dashboard clock blinked green in the pre-dawn murk. Thirteen minutes early. Thirteen minutes to sit here and convince myself that driving forty minutes to a salvage yard in a part of Detroit that GPS tried to reroute me away from was a rational decision made by a functioning adult.

My hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against my thighs and held them there until the trembling stopped, then checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. Dark circles. Pale skin. Hair scraped back into a braid so tight it pulled at my temples. I looked like someone who hadn't slept well in six weeks, which was accurate, because I hadn't slept well in six weeks. Not since the third collection notice arrived — the one with the red stamp that said FINAL in letters large enough to read from across the room.

Forty-three thousand dollars.

That number lived behind my eyelids. It was the first thing I saw every morning and the last thing that clawed at me before unconsciousness pulled me under. Forty-three thousand dollars in medical debt from my mother's surgery — a surgery that saved her life and piece by piece destroyed mine. Insurance covered sixty percent. The remaining forty percent landed on me like a cinder block to the sternum because I'd been stupid enough, desperate enough, twenty-one-year-old enough to cosign without reading the fine print.

Fifteen dollars an hour. Full-time. No benefits.

I'd done the math on a napkin at the diner where I'd eaten my last affordable meal. After rent, gas, and the minimum payment on the debt, I'd have roughly forty-seven dollars a week for food. Forty-seven dollars. That was rice, canned beans, and the kind of peanut butter that separated in the jar.

It was also survival.

I grabbed my water bottle — a dented steel thing I'd found at Goodwill — and climbed out of the car. The new boots hit the asphalt with a solid thunk. Real ones this time. I'd driven to three different Walmart locations before finding a pair of steel-toed boots in my size that cost less than fifty dollars. They were stiff, uncomfortable, and already rubbing at the back of my left heel.

The gate to Iron & Oak Salvage stood open. No welcome sign. No visitor parking. Just a twelve-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire and a gap wide enough to walk through. Beyond it, the yard stretched out like a graveyard for buildings — skeletal shapes and sharp angles dissolving into the gray light.

I stepped through.

The smell hit first. Machine oil. Wet concrete. Something mineral and ancient, like the inside of a cathedral that had been gutted and left to rot. Underneath it, the faint sweetness of sawdust — not fresh, but old, compressed, embedded into every surface like a memory the yard refused to let go.

Then the scale of it registered.

Three acres. Maybe more. The main warehouse dominated the center — a massive corrugated steel structure with rolling bay doors large enough to swallow a semi truck. To the left, rows of reclaimed doors leaned against a concrete wall, organized by era. Victorian, Art Deco, Craftsman. Their glass panels caught the first thin blade of sunrise and threw it back in fractured colors. To the right, a field of cast-iron radiators sat in rusted battalions, their coiled guts exposed and dripping with condensation.

Everywhere I looked: iron, wood, stone, glass. Pieces of dead buildings, stacked and sorted and waiting.

I didn't know where to go. The email had said 6 AM, main warehouse, don't be late. No mention of where to check in, who to ask for, or whether there was a locker room. I stood near the forklift bay with my water bottle and my stiff new boots and felt precisely as small as I was.

"You're early."

The voice came from somewhere inside the warehouse. Low, flat, stripped of inflection the way a tool is stripped of ornamentation — nothing decorative, everything functional.

Torin Cross materialized from the shadows between two stacks of reclaimed lumber. He was already filthy. Gray t-shirt stretched across a chest that looked like it had been built by the same manual labor he sold. Dust in his hair, grease smeared along his left forearm, a shop rag tucked into the back pocket of his jeans. He held a crowbar loosely in one hand, the curved end black with oxidation.

He didn't smile. Didn't extend a hand. Just looked at me the way I'd seen contractors look at a wall they were about to demolish — assessing load, calculating weakness, deciding where to hit first.

"Gloves." He pointed the crowbar toward a battered metal shelf near the bay door. "Top shelf. Find a pair that fits. Won't be easy — they're all large."

I crossed the concrete floor. My boots echoed. The warehouse was cavernous — sixty feet to the ceiling at least, supported by a lattice of steel beams that had been salvaged from somewhere and welded into place with rough, uneven seams. Everything in here was repurposed. Nothing was new.

The gloves were leather, cracked and stiff, caked with the residue of a hundred previous wearers. I found the smallest pair — still too big — and pulled them on. The leather creaked. Sweat was already forming between my fingers and I hadn't lifted a thing.

Torin hadn't moved. He stood ten feet away, watching me fumble with the gloves the way a cat watches a beetle figure out it's trapped under a glass.

"Today you strip." He said it without context, without preamble. "Warehouse C. East wall. There's a set of walnut banisters from a 1912 Grosse Pointe estate. Six pieces. They're coated in four layers of paint — lead base, oil, latex, latex again. You're going to take them down to bare wood."

"With what?"

"Heat gun. Scraper. Your hands." He turned and walked deeper into the warehouse. "Follow me."

I followed. The concrete floor was uneven, cracked in places where heavy machinery had been dragged across it for years. We passed through a corridor of stacked church pews — oak, their carved armrests chipped and scarred — and into a narrower section where the air changed. Hotter. Thicker. The corrugated roof trapped the warmth of the previous day and held it overnight like a slow-release furnace.

Warehouse C was smaller than the main bay. Lower ceiling. No ventilation that I could see. The walnut banisters lay across two sawhorses, their surfaces lumpy and discolored under decades of cheap paint. A heat gun sat on the floor beside a set of scrapers — flat-head, curved, and a nasty-looking hooked blade that could take skin off as easily as paint.

"Four coats. Down to the grain." Torin set the crowbar against the wall. "Don't gouge the wood. Don't rush. If I find a single scratch in the walnut, you start over."

I stared at six banisters, each one at least eight feet long.

"How long should this take?"

"Depends." He was already walking away. "On whether you're as strong as you told me you were."

The door to Warehouse C groaned shut behind him. Not locked — I checked — but the sound of it closing had a finality to it that settled in my stomach like a stone.

I was alone.

The heat gun weighed more than I expected. Industrial grade, the kind with a metal nozzle that gets hot enough to blister skin at three inches. I plugged it into the single outlet dangling from the ceiling on a frayed orange extension cord, and the fan kicked to life with a low, mechanical whine.

I started on the first banister.

The paint softened under the heat, bubbling into thick, toxic-smelling ridges. I scraped. The lead paint curled off in heavy strips that stuck to the scraper and my gloves and fell onto the concrete in pale, rubbery coils. Underneath, the oil layer was harder — stubborn, bonded to the wood like it had been applied with hate. My shoulder burned within twenty minutes. The scraper required constant downward pressure, and the angle was wrong for someone my height; I had to hunch over the sawhorse, back curved, forearms taking the brunt of every stroke.

An hour passed. I finished one side of the first banister.

Five and a half more to go.

The heat in Warehouse C climbed with the sun. By eight o'clock, sweat was running in steady rivulets down my spine, pooling in the hollow above my waistband. My tank top clung to my ribs. The gloves — too big, too stiff — rubbed against the base of my thumbs with every scraping motion, and I could feel the skin beneath starting to give. Not blisters yet. Just the raw, hot warning that blisters were coming.

I didn't stop.

Couldn't stop. Forty-three thousand dollars. That number had teeth, and they were sunk deep into the softest part of my life. If I quit, if I walked out of this sweltering tin-roofed hell, there was nothing waiting for me but a collection agency, a maxed credit card, and my mother's face when she found out she'd destroyed her daughter's future by getting sick.

Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.

By ten, the first banister was clean. Bare walnut gleamed under the fluorescent strip light — gorgeous, tiger-striped grain, tight and even. I ran my gloved finger along it. No gouges. No scratches. Perfect.

A thread of pride pulled tight in my chest. Small, fragile, but real.

The door opened.

Torin filled the frame. He didn't step inside immediately — just stood there, scanning the space. His eyes went to the finished banister, then to me, then to the pile of paint shavings on the floor, then back to me. I was drenched. Breathing hard. Standing in a cloud of lead dust and toxic fumes in a warehouse with no ventilation.

He crossed the room in four strides. Picked up the finished banister and turned it slowly in his massive hands, examining the grain the way a jeweler examines a stone — close, critical, looking for the flaw that would justify rejection.

I held my breath. Realized I was holding it. Forced myself to exhale.

He set the banister down.

"Five more." That was it. He didn't say good job. Didn't acknowledge the four hours I'd just spent hunched over a sawhorse in a furnace. He looked at me once — a flat, evaluative sweep from my sweat-soaked hair to my dust-covered boots — and walked out.

The door groaned shut.

I stood there. Heart thudding. Hands shaking inside gloves that were now damp with sweat and the beginning of blood. Something hot and furious flickered behind my sternum — not tears, not yet, but the precursor. The pressure that builds before the dam cracks.

I picked up the heat gun. Aimed it at the second banister.

The paint began to bubble.



By four o'clock, I had finished three banisters and lost the skin on both thumbs.

The blisters had formed around noon — two white, fluid-filled domes on the meaty part of each thumb where the scraper handle pressed hardest. By two, the left one had torn open. By three, both were raw, weeping crescents of exposed dermis that screamed every time I gripped the scraper.

I wrapped them in the only thing available — strips of duct tape I found on a shelf near the outlet. Silver tape over raw skin. It stuck to the wound and pulled with every movement, a small, consistent cruelty that layered on top of the larger ones: the heat, the fumes, the aching back, the thirst that my single water bottle had done nothing to solve since eleven.

I didn't see Torin again until I emerged from Warehouse C at four-thirty, blinking in the late afternoon sun like something that had been buried.

He was in the main bay, operating a massive band saw. The blade sang through a length of reclaimed oak, sending a spray of fine sawdust into the air around him. He didn't wear ear protection. Didn't flinch at the noise. Just fed the wood through with steady, deliberate pressure, his forearms corded and taut, sawdust sticking to the sweat on his skin.

I stood in the bay door and waited. Speaking over the saw seemed inadvisable. Also, my throat was so dry that I wasn't sure my voice worked anymore.

The saw stopped. Silence crashed in.

"Done?" he asked without turning around.

"Three. I'll finish the other three tomorrow."

He pulled the cut piece free and set it on a stack. Ran his thumb along the edge to check the grain. Then he looked at me.

His expression didn't change. That same flat, assessing stare — the one that cataloged damage the way an appraiser catalogs value.

"Six AM," he said. "Don't be late."

I walked to my car. Every muscle in my body was lodged in a different register of pain — shoulders locked, lower back spasming, forearms so tight I could barely close my fingers around the car keys. My thumbs throbbed in their duct-tape bandages. My lungs felt coated.

I sat in the driver's seat. Didn't start the engine. Just sat.

The sun was sinking behind the warehouse, painting the yard in long, metallic shadows. Somewhere inside, the band saw roared back to life.

Forty-three thousand dollars.

I turned the key. The Honda rattled alive.

Tomorrow. Six AM.

I'd finish the goddamn banisters.
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BLISTER

Harlow

Three days in and my body had become a foreign country.

I cataloged the damage while standing in the shower at five AM, water barely warm because my apartment's water heater was a relic from the previous century that delivered approximately four minutes of heat before surrendering to the inevitable. Shoulders: knotted, locked, refusing to lift above ear height without a grinding protest from both rotator cuffs. Lower back: a solid bar of compressed pain that radiated downward into my hips whenever I bent forward. Forearms: swollen, the muscles thick and hot to the touch, the tendons at my wrists aching with a deep, internal fire that no amount of ibuprofen could reach.

And my hands.

I held them under the water and watched the blisters weep. Six of them now — two on each thumb, one across the base of my right index finger, and a deep, angry one on my left palm from the heat gun's exhaust vent. The duct tape had helped yesterday. Today the adhesive had fused to the wound edges, and peeling it off had taken a layer of new skin with it.

I bandaged them with gauze and medical tape from the dollar store. Pulled on the least dirty pair of jeans I owned, a black tank top, and the boots that had already worn a raw stripe across each Achilles tendon. Braided my hair. Didn't look in the mirror.

The drive to Iron & Oak took forty-two minutes. I knew the route by heart now — highway to the industrial corridor, past the baler facility, past the scrap metal lot with the German shepherd that lunged at the fence every morning, left at the unmarked gravel road, and there: the chain-link gate, the razor wire, the rusted sign that read IRON & OAK SALVAGE — AUTHORIZED ENTRY ONLY in letters the sun had bleached to near-invisibility.

I was early again. Five fifty-one.

Torin's truck was already there — a black Ford F-350 with a flatbed rack and mud caked into the wheel wells. The man didn't seem to arrive or leave. He simply existed here, as permanent and immovable as the cast-iron radiators or the stacked church pews. Part of the inventory. The heaviest piece in the yard.

I found the gloves. Pulled them on over my bandaged hands and bit down on the inside of my cheek when the leather pressed against the gauze. Warehouse C was already open, the fluorescent strip humming. The three remaining banisters lay across the sawhorses, their paint-clogged surfaces mocking me in the early light.

I plugged in the heat gun and started.

By seven, Torin appeared.

He didn't announce himself. One moment I was alone with the whine of the heat gun and the acrid smell of softening lead paint; the next, he was standing three feet behind me, close enough that I could smell him — sawdust, black coffee, something metallic and warm. The shadow he cast fell over my hands and the banister like a second coat of paint.

"Your grip is wrong."

I kept scraping. My jaw tightened. "It's working."

"It's compensating." He stepped closer. Not beside me — behind me. His chest didn't touch my back, but the heat of him was a physical force, a wall of radiant warmth that had nothing to do with the temperature in the warehouse. "You're holding the scraper at forty-five degrees. Needs to be thirty. You're pressing down when you should be pressing forward."

"I finished three banisters yesterday with this grip."

"And destroyed your hands doing it." His voice dropped. Not louder — lower. A frequency that bypassed my ears and settled somewhere in the base of my spine. "Thirty degrees. Forward pressure. The paint releases — you don't need to fight it."

His hand closed over mine.

The shock of contact went through me like a current. His fingers were enormous — rough, calloused, permanently stained with grease that no amount of scrubbing could remove. They engulfed my hand in full, repositioning the scraper with surgical precision. His thumb pressed against the back of my wrist, adjusting the angle. The bandage on my palm crumpled under his grip.

Pain flared. I sucked air through my teeth.

He didn't let go.

"Here." He guided a single stroke. Forward, not down. The paint peeled off in a clean, unbroken ribbon. "See the difference?"

I saw the difference. I also saw — felt — the way his body curved around mine without touching. The way his breath disturbed the hair at my temple. The way his hand held mine like a tool he was calibrating, impersonal and exact, but the proximity of him was anything but impersonal. He was a furnace. A wall. A gravitational anomaly that pulled every molecule of air in the warehouse toward the point where his chest almost met my shoulder blades.

"Yes," I managed.

He released my hand. Stepped back. The air rushed in to fill the space he'd occupied, and it felt thin. Insufficient.

"Thirty degrees," he repeated. And left.

I stood there for a full ten seconds, scraper in hand, paint cooling on the banister. My heart was doing something arrhythmic and unhelpful. The place on my wrist where his thumb had pressed throbbed with a different kind of heat — not pain, not exactly, but a phantom pressure that lingered like a bruise.

I adjusted my grip. Thirty degrees. Forward pressure.

The paint came off twice as fast.

I hated that he was right. Hated the efficiency of his correction, the way he'd dismantled three days of self-taught technique in eight seconds and replaced it with something better. Hated most of all that my body had responded to his proximity with something other than fear — something low and warm and deeply inconvenient that had no business existing in a relationship defined by a W-4 form and an hourly wage.

He came back four more times that day.

Each visit lasted no more than ninety seconds. He'd appear without sound, watch me work, and deliver a single correction in that flat, affectless voice. You're overheating the wood. You're leaving grain marks. You're standing too close to the vent. Each correction was precise, impersonal, and infuriatingly valid. Each one required me to undo a habit and replace it with his method. Each one left me feeling scraped raw — not just on my hands, but somewhere deeper, in the part of me that needed to believe I could do this alone.

On his third visit, he crouched beside the banister I was working on and ran his fingertips along the exposed walnut. His hand moved slowly, tracing the grain with the kind of attention most people reserved for something alive.

"You feel that?" He pressed his thumb into a section I'd just cleared. "This knot. You have to go around it — the grain changes direction. If you scrape straight through, you'll tear the fibers."

I looked at the knot. Looked at his hand — spread wide across the wood, each finger thick as two of mine. Scars ran across his knuckles in white, irregular lines. A crescent-shaped burn mark darkened the webbing between his thumb and forefinger.

"Come here." He didn't look up. Just waited.

I knelt. The concrete was brutal on my knees — cold, gritty, unforgiving. I was close enough to see the sawdust caught in the stubble along his jaw. Close enough to count the small scars that crosshatched his forearms like a map of every sharp edge this yard had ever produced.

"Feel." He guided my bare fingers — I'd pulled off the glove without thinking — along the grain. "The wood tells you where to go. You don't impose your direction on it. You follow its."

My fingertips traced the walnut. Smooth, then a swirl, then the hard interruption of the knot where the grain buckled and spun into itself. His hand hovered over mine, not touching, but close enough that the hair on my forearm stood at attention.

"Got it?"

"Got it."

He stood. The crouched intimacy vanished, replaced by the full, towering height of him. From the floor, he was a monument. Shoulders blocking the fluorescent light. Face in shadow.

"Finish by four." He walked out.

I finished by three forty-five. All six banisters, stripped to bare walnut, grain intact, not a scratch. My hands were trembling inside the gloves. The gauze on my left palm was soaked through with fluid and a pale pink tinge that meant the blister had opened again.

I found Torin in the main warehouse, stacking reclaimed slate tiles onto a wooden pallet. Each tile weighed at least fifteen pounds. He lifted them two at a time with a mechanical rhythm — bend, grip, lift, place — that made fifteen pounds look like paper.

"Done," I said.

He straightened. Wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist. Looked at me.

"Show me."

We walked to Warehouse C. He inspected each banister. Slowly. Running his hands over the wood the way he had before — with that unnerving, almost sensual precision. I stood by the door, trying not to sway. The four-day accumulation of fatigue was a physical weight now, draped across my shoulders like a wet coat.

He paused on the fourth banister. My stomach dropped.

"This knot." He tapped it. "You went around it."

"You told me to go around the knots."

A pause. He looked at me over his shoulder. Something moved behind his eyes — not warmth, not approval, but a shift. Like a lock engaging. A gear finding its tooth.

"Tomorrow. Warehouse A. You're moving to iron."

Iron. I didn't know what that meant, but the way he said it — casually, the way a surgeon mentions the next incision — told me it would be worse.

"Six AM," I said.

"Five-thirty." He turned back to the banisters. "We're getting a delivery."

I walked to my car. Sat in the driver's seat. Pulled off the gloves and peeled the gauze from my hands. The blisters stared up at me — raw, red, weeping. Six small wounds mapped across my palms like a topography of obedience.

I closed my eyes. Behind my lids: not the number. Not the debt. Not the collection notice with its red stamp.

His hand. Over mine. Adjusting the angle.

Thirty degrees.

I opened my eyes. Started the car.
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WEIGHT

Torin

Five-eighteen AM and the delivery truck was already backing through the gate, beeping its monotone warning into the predawn dark. Vic Moretti — my truck man, sixty-three years old, built like a fire hydrant, voice like gravel in a cement mixer — leaned out the driver window and waved.

"Got your beams, Cross. Eight of 'em. Where you want 'em?"

"Bay three. Flat stack. I'll bring the forklift."

I walked across the yard toward the equipment shed. Concrete cold under my boots, air still carrying the metallic chill of a Detroit night that hadn't fully surrendered to dawn. The forklift was a 1998 Caterpillar — scarred yellow paint, hydraulics that groaned like an old man getting out of a chair — but it could lift six thousand pounds without complaint, which made it more reliable than most people.

I turned the key. The diesel engine coughed to life. Blue exhaust curled into the darkness.

The beams were Douglas fir, reclaimed from a textile mill in Flint that had been demolished the week before. Twelve feet long, fourteen inches deep, solid old-growth with century-old nail holes and the ghost of industrial oil stained into their grain. Two hundred pounds apiece. I'd bought all eight for six hundred dollars and would sell them to a restoration contractor in Ann Arbor for three thousand. The margins in salvage were generous if you knew where to look and didn't mind bleeding for it.

Vic's flatbed tilted. The beams slid onto the bay three floor with a thunderous series of cracks that echoed off the warehouse walls and sent pigeons scattering from the rafters in a panicked gray cloud.

"Heavy sons of bitches," Vic grunted, climbing down from the cab. He pulled a cigarette from behind his ear and lit it with a match — always matches, never a lighter; Vic had opinions. "You gonna need help stacking?"

"I've got someone."

His eyebrows rose. "Since when?"

"Since Monday."

Vic looked around the yard. Took a drag. "Where?"

Good question.

Five twenty-nine. She'd been early every day. I'd told her five-thirty, and something in my chest — something I didn't particularly want to examine — expected to see her Honda rattle through the gate at five twenty-five, right on schedule.

Five-thirty. No Honda.

Five thirty-one.

I parked the forklift. Walked to the main bay. Checked the glove shelf, the time clock, the break area — a folding table and two plastic chairs beside a coffeemaker so old it had achieved sentience.

No Harlow.

Five thirty-four.

A seed of something cold settled behind my sternum. Not concern. Concern was an emotion for people who cared about other people's wellbeing, and I'd excised that particular organ somewhere around age twenty-five when my business partner absconded with forty thousand dollars and taught me that reliance on anyone was a structural weakness you could not afford.

This was irritation. She was late. I didn't tolerate late.

Headlights swept through the gate at five thirty-six.

The Honda pulled into its usual spot — far left, next to the chain-link, as far from my truck as the parking lot allowed. The engine died. The door opened. She climbed out stiffly, moving the way people move the morning after a car accident — cautiously, as if cataloging which parts still functioned.

New bandages on her hands. Dark circles heavier than yesterday. Same boots, same braid, same rigid spine that refused to bend even when the rest of her was clearly fracturing.

"You're late." I stood in the bay door, arms crossed, crowbar in my right hand. The overhead fluorescent behind me would be casting my shadow toward her, long and sharp across the concrete. I knew what that looked like. Used it deliberately.

"Six minutes." She stopped walking. Met my eyes. "Traffic on I-94."

"Leave earlier."

Something flickered across her face — not defiance, not submission. A rapid calculation. She was deciding whether six minutes was a hill worth dying on.

"It won't happen again." She said it evenly. Flatly. Mirroring my tone with a precision that was either mocking or learned. Hard to tell. Didn't matter.

"Bay three. We've got beams to stack."

Vic was still smoking by his truck when we reached the bay. He took one look at Harlow — five-foot-four, a hundred and twenty pounds, bandaged hands, wearing an expression of grim, athletic determination — and looked at me with an expression I chose to ignore.

"This your someone?" he asked.

"Vic, out." I pointed the crowbar toward the gate. "Invoice is in the office."

He dropped the cigarette. Crushed it under his boot. Tipped an imaginary hat at Harlow — who didn't know how to respond to the gesture and settled for a tight nod — and climbed back into his truck. The flatbed rumbled through the gate and disappeared into the morning traffic.

The beams lay where they'd been dropped: a chaotic jumble of twelve-foot timber on the bay three floor, dust still hanging in the air from the impact. I needed them stacked against the east wall. Flat, even, with spacers between each layer to prevent warping. Five high.

Two hundred pounds each.

I looked at her. She looked at the beams. I watched the math happen behind her eyes — the weight, the distance, the physical impossibility of what I was about to ask.

"We're stacking these," I said. "Against the wall. You take one end, I take the other."

"How much do they weigh?"

"Enough."

She pulled on her gloves. Walked to the nearest beam. Squatted, gripped the end, and pulled. The beam didn't move. She adjusted her grip, wider, dug her boots into the concrete, and pulled again. It scraped forward three inches.

I didn't help. I stood at the other end and waited.

She pulled again. Four inches. Her forearms were shaking. The tendons in her neck stood out like cables. A sound came from her chest — not a groan, more like a compressed exhale, the kind of noise a body makes when it's being asked to perform beyond its engineering.

"Lift, don't drag." I said it from eight feet away, my end of the beam still on the floor. "Get under it. Use your legs."

She dropped to one knee. Got her shoulder under the beam's end. Pushed upward.

It rose. Barely. Four inches off the floor, the weight of two hundred pounds concentrated on her left shoulder, her quads firing, her whole body trembling like a plucked wire.

I picked up my end with one hand.

The beam leveled. Her eyes went wide — not at the weight, but at the ease of it. I'd lifted a hundred pounds with one arm the way she might lift a coffee mug. The imbalance wasn't lost on her. I saw her register it. Saw her understand, in a single raw instant, exactly how outmatched she was.

"Walk it to the wall," I said. "Slow."

We walked. Eight feet. Each step cost her something visible — a tremor in her knees, a whitening of her knuckles, a tightening around her mouth that pulled her lips into a bloodless line. Sweat was already tracking down her temple, and we hadn't been working for ten minutes.

Three feet from the wall, her left arm buckled.

The beam lurched. Tilted. Two hundred pounds of Douglas fir swinging downward toward the concrete floor with the kind of momentum that breaks feet and shatters tibias.

I caught it.

Both hands. One step forward. My chest pressed against her back as I absorbed the falling weight and drove the beam level. My arms bracketed hers — her small, bandaged hands trapped beneath my grip on the timber, her spine flattened against my sternum, her head tucked just below my collarbone.

She went rigid. Every muscle in her body locked.

I could feel her heartbeat. Rapid. Frantic. A trapped bird throwing itself against the bars. It thudded against my chest through the thin layers of her tank top and my t-shirt, and I cataloged its frequency the way I catalog stress fractures in a load-bearing wall — clinically, precisely, with full awareness of what it meant.

"Breathe." Low. Against the top of her head. My mouth close enough to her hair that I could smell the cheap shampoo under the sawdust.

She inhaled. Shallow, shaky, insufficient.

"Again. Deeper."

She inhaled again. Her ribcage expanded against my forearms. The trembling eased from a catastrophic vibration to a steady, manageable hum.

"Now lift."

My hands covered hers on the beam. Twelve fingers overlapping eight. I guided the weight upward, her arms following the path mine imposed, and together we set the beam against the wall. Flat. Even. Exactly where it needed to be.

I didn't step back immediately.

The heat of her — dense, radiating, the byproduct of four days of manual labor stacked on top of desperation and adrenaline — pressed against my front like an open furnace door. I could feel the sweat on her upper back soaking through to my shirt. Feel the staccato of her breath. Feel the precise dimensions of her shoulder blades, her spine, the narrow architecture of her frame.
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