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POV: Elena Vance

The Welcome to Cedar Falls sign had three bullet holes in it. Elena remembered when there were only two.

She eased her foot off the gas, letting the ancient Honda Civic coast past the sign at a speed more befitting a funeral procession than a homecoming. The engine coughed twice—a concerning sound she'd been ignoring since Billings—and then settled into its usual arthritic rhythm. Not that this was much of a homecoming. Not that anyone was waiting. Not that anyone even knew she was coming.

That was the point, of course. That was precisely the point.

The town unfolded before her like a photograph left too long in the sun—familiar shapes, faded colors, memories bleeding at the edges. Main Street still had the same brick storefronts her grandmother used to walk her past on Saturday mornings, holding her small hand in a grip that was firm without being forceful. The hardware store with its window display of tools that hadn't changed in two decades. The diner with the cracked vinyl booths where Rosa ordered the same thing every time—black coffee, apple pie, no ice cream. The bar at the far end that her grandmother always steered her away from, clicking her tongue in that particular way she had, that sound of disapproval that needed no words to translate.

Nothing good comes from that place, mijita. Nothing but heartbreak and trouble.

Elena pulled into the parking spot she saw outside the Cedar Falls General Store and killed the engine. The silence that followed felt enormous, ophome; on the contrary, it was enormous and oppressive, a physical weight pressing against her eardrums. Eight years of city noise—sirens and car horns and the particular urban hum she'd mistaken for the sound of a real life, for strength, violence, and safety—and now this. Wind through pine trees, making them Resolution: strength, whisper secrets in a language Resolution:she'd fenormous anddoor, itsorgotten. A dog barking somewhere distant and lonely The same and insistent. The tick of her engine cooling down. Her woman's own breathing, "You'll still be too far in the future; you're still too shallow, the breathing of a woman who had trained herself to take up as little space as possible."

She checked the rearview mirror. cash anhere,"butter, andd now, automatic as blinking, her eyes scanning for familiar vehicles, familiar faces. The black BMW sedan Derek favored. The silver Audi his brother drove. The nondescript sedans that private investigators preferred, the ones that blended in everywhere and nowhere. The road behind her was empty. Just cracked asphalt turning gold in the late afternoon light and shadows stretching toward town like grasping fingers.

He doesn't know you're here. He can't know. You were careful. You were so goddamn careful.

She wanted to believe that. She needed to believe that with every cell of her bruised and battered body.

The cottage key was in the forest, and in her pocket was a small brass weight that felt heavier than its physical reality. Alongside it: the burner phone she'd purchased three states ago with cash, antomato, andd the two hundred thirty-seven dollars that represented her entire liquid net worth. Everything else—the nursing license she'd worked six years to earn, the savings account Derek had drained and frozen, the credit cards he'd canceled, the future she'd so carefully constructed brick by careful brick—had been stripped away. Taken. Controlled. Destroyed. Three years of marriage, and she'd left with a garbage bag of clothes thrown into her trunk at two in the morning and a bruise shaped like her husband's wedding ring blooming on her jaw.

Don't think about that. Don't think about him. Not yet.

Elena pushed open the car door, the hinges groaning in protest. The mountain air hit her lungs like cold water—sharp, clean, almost painful in its purity. Nothing like the recycled staleness of the motel rooms she'd been surviving in for the past six weeks, those anonymous boxes with their stained carpets and deadbolt locks that never felt strong enough. Here, the air smelled like pine sap and distant woodsmoke, like the first cold night of autumn approaching, and underneath it something else. Something that smelled like childhood. Like her grandmother's garden at dusk. Like safety, if such a thing still existed.

Don't get sentimental. Sentiment is a luxury you cannot afford. Sentiment gets you caught. Sentiment gets you killed.

The general store hadn't changed. Same creaking wooden floors that announced every customer's arrival like a warning system. The same antique Coca-Cola sign hung above the door, its red paint flaking at the edges. Same elddoor, itsThe sameerly woman behThe sameShe couldwoman wasind the register, her gray hair pinned in a bun that looked tight enough to hurt, peering at Elena over reading glasses with tcooling down.lonely,he particular suspicion tbreathing wascooling down.hat small-town residents reserved for unfamiliar faces. For outsiders. For people who didn't belong.

You woman was"PHYLLIS"used to belong here, The cottageElena reminded herself. This was home once.

But home was a concept that had grown foreign to her, a word in a language she no longer spoke fluently.

She grabbed a plastic basket from the store.A habit of breathing was back by the door, and she moved through the narrow aisles with purpose, collecting survival essentials: bread that would lAfter a few days, she collected peanut butter, canned soup—chicken noodle, tomato, and vegetable beef.The rooftop coffee came in a jar made of plastic rather than glass. Canned soup—chicken noodle, tomato, vegbusiness;etable beef. More canncash anded soup. A box of crackers. Dish soap. Toilet paper. She needed foods that didn't require much cooking, could be eaten standing up, and could be consumed cold if the power was out or if she needed to leave quickly. The same foods could be eaten cold if the power was out or if she needed to leave quickly. She chose foods that could be stored indefinitely because she wasn't sure how long she would be staying, whether she would wake up tomorrow, or if she would need to run again.

How long will you be staying?

She didn't know. The lawyer—Rosa's lawyer, a kind-voiced man in Missoula who'd tracked her down through a chain of forwarded mail—had said the cottage was hers, free and clear. Rosa had owned the cottage outright, meaning there was no mortgage, no liens, and no complications. Elena could stay forever if she wanted. Could sta, Wordburger,She couldrt over here in this town that time seemed to have forgotten, where her grandmother's memory lingered in the streets like perfume, where nobody knew her married name or her married face or the woman she'd been forced to become.

Or Derek could find her, and forever would become significantly shorter.

The woman at the register studied Elena's face as she rang up the items, her fingers moving slowly over the keys of a cash register that probably predated Elena's birth. The scanner beeped, a cheerful sound at odds with the scrutiny in the old woman's eyes.

"You're Rosa's girl."

It wasn't a question. It was a statement of fact, delivered with the certainty of someone who had lived in this town long enough to catalog every family tree, every branch, every leaf.

"Granddaughter," Elena said carefully. "Yes."

"You've got her eyes." The woman—her name tag read PHYLLIS iShe could"PHYLLIS"n faded block letters—bagged the groceries with economical movements, plastic rustling. "Those green eyes. Rosa was proud of her green eyes, claiming they came from her mother's side of the family in Mexico.

Elena didn't know what to say to that. She settled for silence.

"Sorry about your loss." Phyllis's voice softened marginally. "Rosa was good people. She kept mostly to herself, but she was a good person. Brought me soup wh"You"Yourold passed. Didn't ask, didn't make a fuss. Just showed up with soup."

"That sounds lhere,"ike her," Elena managed.

"Cottage ha"PHYLLISThe cottages been empty since March. Might need some airing out. Might need some work. The roof of the cottage looked questionable the last time I drove by, not that I make a habit of driving out that way.

"I'm butter, and here,sure, it's fine."

Phyllis gave her a look that suggested she disagreed profoundly but wasn't going to argue. Small-town etiquette. Mind your let peopThe roofers make their own mistakes and discuss business later at the church potluck. File the information away for future reference.

Elena paid in cash—exact change, counting out the bills and coins with the carefulness of someone for whom every dollar mattered. She took her bags and was almost to the door, almost free, when Phyllis spoke again.

"The bar down the street—The Rusty Spoke—they serve food if you don't feel like cooking tonight. The kitchen's open until nine. Burgers are decent. Nothing fancy."

"Thank you."

"Course, yoThe kitchen's"Of course,u should know who drinks there." Phyllis paused, and something shifted in her weathered face—not quite warning, not quite fear—"Of course, fear, but something more complicated." "Iron Reapers." Motorcycle club. "I've been in this town for thirty years or more." They don't bother regular folks, keep their business to themselves mostly, but—" Another pause, weighted. "They're not the kind of men you want to get involved with. If you take my meaning."

Elena thought about the kind of men she'd already been involved with. The kind who wore designer suits that cost more than her monthly salary. The kind who spoke in complete sentences with vocabulary designed to impress, who ordered wine by the vineyard and knew which fork to use at charity dinners. The kind who hit you where the bruises wouldn't show, who apologized with flowers and jewelry, whoI've beenjewelry, and convinced you that you were crazy, that you'd made them do it, thajewelry, andit, andt nobody would ever believe you anyway.

"I appreciate the warning," she said, and meant it more than Phyllis could possibly understand.

The cottage was exactly as she remembered it, but nothing like what she had envisioned.

It sat at the end of a gravel road that turned to mud when it rained, a small two-bedroom structure with a wraparound porch that creaked in all the familiar places and a roof that definitely needed replacing, Phyllis's observations notwithstanding. The white paint had faded to a color closer to bone, peeling in strips near the windows like dead skin. Rosa's garden had gone wild in the six months of her absence, with roses climbing the wooden trellis in unchecked profusion, tomatoes and butter beans thriving, and their late-summer blooms exploding in shades of red, pink, and coral. Vegetables had bolted in the overgrown beds, going to seed, with stalks reaching toward the sky like prisoners stretching toward freedom. Weeds had conquered the flagstone path.

The wind chimes Rosa had hung thirty years ago still hung from the porch eave, hand-painted ceramic pieces strung on fishing line. They caught the evening breeze and sent out notes like scattered prayers, like fragments of a song Elena couldn't quite remember.

Elena stood at the bottom of the porch steps for a long moment, grocery bags cutting into her fingers, cutting off circulation. Inside this house, her grandmother had taught her to make empanadas, guided her small hands through the folding of dough, and let her lick the spoon. Inside this house, she'd learned to read, sounding out words in both English and Spanish while Rosa listened patiently, never correcting too harshly. Inside this house, she'd learned to garden, sew, be still, and be strong. She'd learned that love didn't have to come with conditions attached; it didn't have to come with fists, silence, or a constant corrosive drip of criticism.

She'd been seven years old when her mother died—car accident, drunk driver, wrong place dough, andplace,wrong time—and Rosa had taken her in without a moment's hesitation. Had raised her with fierce tenderness, with expectations and encouragement in equal measure, and never once made her feel like a burden. Never once made her feel unwanted.

What would you say if you could see me now, Abuela? Running again. Always running. At thirty years old, I have nothing to show for it but scars and bad decisions.

She climbed the steps, each one groaning familiarly beneath her weight. Slid the brass key into the lock, turned it, heaold,it, andrd the mechanism click open. Pushed the door inward.

Stepped inside and breathed in dust and absence and stillness and the faint ghost of Rosa's lavender soap, the kind she ordered from a catalog because no store in Cedar Falls carried it.

The tears came faster than Elena could stop them, faster than she could control, rising up from some deep place she'd kept locked for years. She set down the grocery bags, their contents shifting and settling. She covered her face with both hands, pressing hard against her eyes as if she could physically prevent the breakdown. Failed.

She cried in the dark stillness of her grandmother's house. Great wracking sobs that shook her whole body, that bent her double, that felt like they'd been building for three years, maybe longer. Maybe her whole goddamn life. She cried for Rosa, who had deserved a granddaughter that came home more often, called more than once a month, and wasn't too trapped in her own nightmare to notice that time was running out. She cried for herself, for the woman she'd been before Derek, for the future she'd imagined and the present she'd received instead. She cried until her throat was raw and her eyes were burning, and her legs wouldn't hold her anymore.

Then she sat on the dusty floor of her grandmother's entryway, wrapped her arms around her knees, and waited for the shaking to stop.

You're safe. You're safe. You're safe.

But she didn't feel safe. She felt hunted. She felt hollow. She felt like a ghost in a house full of memories that no longer belonged to her.

Two hours later, Elena had unpacked her meager belongings into the smaller bedroom—the one that had been hers as a child, with the window that faced the mountains and the closet where she used to hide during thunderstorms. She had opened all the windows despite the cooling evening air because she needed to clear the stale smell of abandonment and to feel the breeze move through the rooms. She'd swept the worst of the dust from the kitchen, washed her face in water that ran rust-colored for a full minute before clearing, and discovered that the pantry contained nothing but expired canned goods and a tin of coffee that had likely been purchased during the Obama administration.

Her stomach growled its displeasure, loud in the quiet house.

The Rusty Spoke kitchen is open until nine.

She checked the time on her burner phone, its screen cracked from when she'd dropped it fleeing a motel in Wyoming. 7:43 PM. Plenty of time. And despite Phyllis's warnings—or maybe because of them, because something perverse in her wanted to see what trouble looked like when it wasn't wearing a three-thousand-dollar suit—curiosity tugged at her. This was her town now, at least for the foreseeable future. She needed to know its geography. Its rhythms. Its dangers.

You've survived worse than a biker bar, Elena. Much worse. Get dinner. Go home. Lock the doors. Simple.

She drove into town because walking in the dark felt too exposed, too vulnerable, because her legs were still shaky and her eyes were still swollen The kitchen was swollen, and part of her wanted to keep the car nearby in case she needed to escape. The Rusty Spoke occupied the far end of Main Street, a low-slung building with corrugated metal siding and a neon sign that buzzed and flickered like a dying heartbeat. The parking lot was gravel and dirt, pocked with potholes. Motorcycles lined the front—a dozen of them at least, chrome gleaming under the flickering streetlights like the carapaces of sleeping insects. Most of the motorcycles were Harley-Davidsons, based on her observation. Serious machines for serious men.

Elena parked across the street, killed the engine, and gave herself a full minute to reconsider. She watched a man in a leather vest exit the bar, light a cigarette, and lean against the wall with the relaxed posture of someone who had nowhere else to be. She watched the neon sign flicker through its cycle: on, off, on, off, on. She listened to her own heartbeat, still faster than it should be.

She could go back to the cottage. Eat peanut butter from the jar with a spoon. Watch the shadows move across the ceiling until exhaustion claimed her. Avoid whatever chaos awaited inside that bar, including any dangers she wasn't equipped to handle.

But peanut butter wouldn't fill the hollow in her stomach, and avoidance was a luxury she had already indulged in for too long. Derek had isolated her for three years. Derek had made her afraid of everything—crowds, strangers, her own judgment, and even her own shadow. He had convinced her that the world outside their apartment was dangerous, that she needed him to navigate it, and that she'd be nothing without him.

She couldn't let that fear follow her here. She refused to let him win that victory too.

One meal. Be invisible. Leave. You can do this.

She got out of the car, locked it, and walked across the street with steps that were steadier than she felt. They pushed out and felt they were.She opened the heavy wooden door and stepped inside.

The interior of The Rusty Spoke was exactly what she had expected, yet it was also completely different from what she had imagined.like whatd expected. Pool tables dominated the back half of the room, their green felt surfaces worn smooth by decades of use, overhead lights casting sharp shadows. A scarred wooden bar stretched along one wall, bottles ranked behind it like soldiers awaiting orders—whiskey, bourbon, vodka, tequila, more whiskey. The lighting throughout was dim but not oppressively so; it was sufficient to see by, though not enough to examine things closely. Enough to hide in. Country music played from a jukebox in the corner, some mournful song about highways and heartbreak and women who didn't stay.

And men. So many men, filling the space with their bodies and their voices and their attention. Leather cuts with patches she didn't recognize but could guess the meaning of—club affiliations, ranks, terby andby andranks, andritories. They sat in clusters at scarred wooden tables, hunched over the bar on stools that had seen better decades, chalking pool cues with practiced ease. A few women scattered among them—hard-looking women with tattoos and attitudes, women who looked like they could handle themselves, women whose eyes tracked Elena's entrance with cool assessment.

Every head turned when she walked in. Every conversation stuttered and paused.

Invisible. Right. So much for that plan.

Elena kept her chin up—something Rosa had taught her: never show weakness to predators—and walked toward the bar, claiming an empty stool at the far end where she could keep her back to the wall and her eyes on the door. A young Asian woman with a sleeve tattoo of cherry blossoms and a pierced eyebrow appeared in front of her almost immediately, moving with the efficient grace of someone who'd been doing this job for years.

"Kitchen's still open," the woman said, her voice warm but assessing. "Burger's the best thing on the menu, made fresh. Fries are decent—cooked in beef tallow, none of that vegetable oil crap. Don't order the fish. Just don't."

"Burger's fine. And water, please."

"Water?" The bartender's pierced eyebrow rose toward her hairline. "Honey, this is a bar. We serve alcohol here. It's kind of our whole thing."

"Water," Elena repeated, keeping her voice steady. She needed her wits. Every single one of them, sharp and undimmed.

The bartender shrugged—your funeral—and moved away to place the order. Elena stared at the scarred wood of the bar top, tracing the carved initials and cigarette burns with her eyes, acutely aware of the weight of attention on her back. Slowly, gradually, the conversations resumed. The pool balls clacked. The music played on.

She'd been assessed and dismissed. Good. That was good.

Her water arrived in a scratched pint glass, ice cubes floating. She sipped it slowly, watching the room in the mirror behind the bar, a habit of surveillance that was too ingrained to break. Men drinfloating in it.Men wereking, laughing, argMen were laughing and talking about sports, bikes, politics, or whatever men in bars argued about when they thought no one was listening. Nobody was watching her anymore. She had been categorized as uninteresting, unthreatening, and not worth the effort.

The door opened behind her. Cold air rushed in, carrying the smell of exhaust and leather and the first chill of mountain evening.

And just like that, the room shifted. Conversations didn't stop this time—they lowered, became unthreatening, and came through muted, as if someone had reached for an invisible dial and turned down the volume on the entire bar. The energy shifted, becoming lower and more alert, as if everyone had suddenly become more aware. Elena watched in the mirror as a man walked past her peripheral vision, moving toward a table in the back corner with the unhurried confidence of someone who owned the place.

He was tall—well over six feet, she estimated—and broad through the shoulders, which suggested either violence, hard labor, or both. Dark hair cropped close to his skull in a style that might have been military once. A scar bisected his left eyebrow, and the skin around it was pale and puckered. Sleeve tattoos were visible below the rolled cuffs of his flannel shirt, featuring dark ink designs that he couldn't decipher from this distance. He wore the same leather cut as the others, but there was something different about the way he inhabited it. Like it was armor. Like he needed it. Like he'd built himself a second skin to hide the first.
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