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      Blakelyn

      

      The hill country sky is split in half—one side is drenched in sunset, the other already dipping into night, like even the damn atmosphere can’t make up its mind.

      Kind of like me.

      The steering wheel of my little white Honda is slick with sweat. I’ve had a death grip on it for the last ten minutes, even though the car’s parked. The keys are still in the ignition. The engine is idling like it’s waiting for me to finally get the hell out and face my new life. But my fingers won’t move.

      I’m here. I’m actually here.

      Juniper Falls.

      The town name is printed on the side of the building I just passed driving in—rusted metal letters nailed to the planked wood of the old post office like some long-forgotten Western set. The air smells like cedar, river, and dust. Like things that don’t rush. Like people who know how to stay put.

      I’m not one of them. Not yet.

      I’ve never stayed in one place long enough for anyone to really know me. Not since I met Tyler. Not since I let someone break me down and wear me like a second skin. But I’m done with that. I’m done with him.

      No more bruises in places people can’t see, but I certainly feel. No more apology gifts. No more promises that twist into threats. No more lies. No more silence.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I reach for the door handle with a hand that shakes. Clenching it into a fist until my knuckles go white, I take deep breaths, trying to calm my racing heart.

      You left, Blakelyn. You did it. You found some backbone and you got out of Hell.

      Now, get out of the damn car.

      I shove the door open and step out into the thick June, Texas air. The cicadas scream like they’re cheering for me. Or warning me. I can’t tell the difference yet.

      The gravel crunches beneath my white sneakers as I make my way around to the back of the car. Popping the trunk, I stare at the contents like they belong to someone else.

      Eight boxes. A duffel bag. A tote bag. And a folded quilt that used to lay across the foot of my grandma’s bed.

      That’s all I brought.

      That’s all I have.

      It’s all I could grab without him noticing… but it’s all I need.

      The cabin behind me is small, compact, and worn, but not in a sad way. It’s got a charm that feels old and untouched—like someone built it with their bare hands and meant for it to last. The front door paint is chipped. I know the porch will creak as I walk over it. And a rusty windchime sings from the eave in soft metallic tones. It’s nothing like the modern, sterile apartment I shared with Tyler and that’s exactly the point.

      Hoisting a box, I head for the porch steps. They sag under my weight, the wood slabs groaning as I cross over them. The screen door squeals as I push it open.

      Inside, it smells like cedar and lemon and just a hint of river dampness. The landlord said it came clean and furnished. He wasn’t lying. There’s a worn, but still life left in it, leather couch, a small wooden table with two mismatched chairs, and a full bed tucked into the far corner beneath a wide window. The kitchen is barely more than a small counter, a sink, an old fridge, and an ancient gas stove, but it’s perfect.

      Setting the box on the table, I let out a shaky breath I didn’t even realize I was holding and look around. Then, I laugh. It bubbles up out of my chest so fast it shocks me. Slapping my hand over my mouth, I double over from the mirth as full bellied laughter fills the quaint cabin.

      I’m not crying. I’m not. This isn’t a breakdown. It’s just… release.

      It’s the sound of a girl who finally ran… and lived.

      It’s freedom.
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      By the time the sun is gone from the sky and the porch light flickers, I’ve moved all eight boxes inside and remade the bed with my own nice sheets and my grandma’s quilt. A few dishes I grabbed from a thrift store, along with two pans and one pot, are in the cabinets. I’ve lit the lemon sugar candle one of my students gave me at the end of last year and the smell is permeating the small space. The cabin already feels like home in a way nothing ever has. I don’t need much.

      Just quiet. Just space. Just time.

      Snagging a cold bottle of water from the mini-fridge, I open the front door and step outside to the porch. The river is right there—a mere thirty or so feet away, though the cabin is raised up on a hill. It’s low and winding, framed by cypress and oak trees and lit silver by the moon. Somewhere downstream, a bullfrog croaks, low and satisfied.

      Sinking onto the porch step, I press the bottle to my neck, enjoying the peaceful sounds for a moment. Then, I freeze as I hear it.

      Boots. Heavy and deliberate… coming from the left of my porch, the direction of the other cabin.

      I’m perfectly still as my fingers tighten around the water bottle. A shape emerges from the darkness—tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in faded jeans and a dark t-shirt. He’s carrying something under his arm. A bag? A towel? I’m not sure in the muted light.

      He doesn’t stop. Doesn’t slow. He just heads straight toward the river like I’m not even here.

      I watch him in silence. I can’t look away. I’m not sure if it’s fear… or curiosity. There’s something about the way he moves, purposeful, almost angry. Like every step is a conscious decision.

      He gets to the edge of the dock, drops what he’s carrying, and pulls his shirt over his head in one fluid motion.

      I stop breathing.

      He’s illuminated under the fullness of the moon. His back and arms are a canvas of scars. Pale, raised lines that cross his skin like lightning bolts. Some are small and thin, others appear deep and ragged. They climb over his ribs, down one arm, and up the back of his neck.

      I don’t mean to stare. But I do… because he’s beautiful and brutal all at once.

      Then, he turns. Just enough for me to see the side of his face. He’s got a jawline that could slice open the dark, a mouth set in a hard, grim line, and eyes that flash silver in the porch light.

      He sees me.

      Our gazes collide.

      My chest seizes.

      For one second, we’re locked in some silent standoff, the air between us taut and humming.

      Then, he turns and dives straight into the river with a splash that echoes.

      I blink.

      He doesn’t come back up right away. My heart lurches.

      But then—there—he surfaces just in front of the dock, slicking his hair back with one hand while holding onto the dock with the other. Ignoring me, he tilts his face to the stars.

      He lies back, still holding onto the dock. He floats.

      Still, silent.

      And I think to myself…

      This isn’t a swim. It’s a purge.

      He’s not just cooling off.

      I watch him, barely breathing for fear of disturbing him for who knows how long. The river current pulls at him and he just grips the deck with a tight fist. Finally, he hauls himself out of the river. Water drips from his jeans and down his fit, scarred body. He never looks at me, but I know he knows I’m here. His jawline and fisted hands give him away. Finally, he grabs the towel, and roughly runs it over his face and chest, before stalking past me again, toward his cabin like I don’t exist.

      I feel it like a punch to the chest.

      Who is he?

      And what broke him that badly?
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      I don’t sleep.

      I try. God, I try. But his image is carved behind my eyes. He’s so rugged, but also so beautiful. Those scars. That silence. That look. Like he was half-daring me to flinch and half-begging me not to.

      I toss and turn in the unfamiliar bed until sunrise.

      I don’t even know his name.

      But I already know one thing for sure… he’s not just my neighbor.

      He’s a warning.

      And I’m not sure I can stay away.
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      Gruene

      

      The river doesn’t forgive.

      People like to think it’s some soft, winding thing that cools you off on a hot day. That it’s friendly… and playful… and slow. But they’re wrong. It’ll turn on you the second you stop paying attention. Especially when it’s rain-swollen and angry. Especially in the dark. Especially when you’re driving too fast and thinking you’re invincible.

      I know what the river takes.

      I know what it leaves behind.

      And I know it never gives a damn.

      Dragging my towel over my head, I scrub the river water from my face. My skin burns from the coldness of the water and from the way she looked at me.

      The new girl… no, the woman, in Cabin 2.

      She sat on her porch, unabashedly watching me like she was made of questions. Her eyes were too wide, too knowing, too… familiar. I didn’t miss the fear on her face at my appearance or the way she gripped that water bottle like a lifeline. She’s seen enough hurt to recognize it in someone else. She didn’t look away from me… on purpose.

      No one looks at me like that anymore. Not without pity or gossip in their eyes… in their mouths.

      But she did. She looked. She wanted to know more.

      And I fucking felt it as deeply as if her small hands were on my skin.

      Shaking out my towel, I sling it over my shoulder as I climb the steps to the loft of my cabin, my keys still in my hand because I forgot to drop them on the counter. The bathroom door creaks the way it always does, wood swollen from years of humidity and time. I kick it closed behind me and reach for the snap of my soaked jeans, pulling them down and letting them fall to the floor. I don’t even care that they’re soaking the wood.

      I bet her whole cabin smells like river and cedar and faint traces of her perfume already.

      No. That part’s in my head. Because there’s no way I would know if she even wears perfume.

      Except… I swear I did smell her when I stalked past, enraged that she was disturbing my solitude. That cabin has been empty for almost a year now. I like it empty. But I swear I smelled something warm and sweet when I stalked past. Like late summer honey, fresh lemon, and sunlight on female, pretty female, skin.

      Scrubbing a hand through my wet hair, and down over my chin, feeling the raised scar along my jaw through the stubble, I roughly exhale.

      Get it together, Gruene.

      You’re not seventeen and horny. You’re thirty-three and ruined.

      Who gives a shit if Cabin 2 is pretty. She’s none of your business.

      Showering quickly, I hastily dry off and grab a pair of sweatpants from the basket near the door. Everything else is folded. Ordered. Simple. That’s how I keep it. Routine is what keeps me from going under.

      I flick on the box fan under the window and lay down without bothering to pull the covers over me. I’m hot as hell from the shower and annoyed that I noticed my new neighbor. The river still rushes in my ears, but the silence underneath it is the thing that haunts.

      That night. Their last breaths. Everything that followed.

      It plays on a loop in my head.

      I close my eyes and try to pretend I’m not still underwater, still drowning, still stuck six years back on the riverbank under the broken guardrail. The metal twisted, and the rain so loud I couldn’t hear my wife’s cry… my daughter’s scream.

      But it’s there.

      They’re always there.

      Phantoms that live in my soul. Unrelenting.

      My failure playing over and over and over within my head.

      Until I wake up gasping.

      Until I dive in again.
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      Morning hits hard, like it always does. I’m up before dawn, boots on, shirt off, coffee black. I keep a tight schedule. I don’t like surprises… except today, there’s one standing in my driveway.

      She’s got on a grey tank top and cutoff shorts. Cheap sunglasses are pushed on top of her head. Her long, dark hair is pulled into a loose braid and is falling over her shoulder. She’s holding a muffin in one hand and a water bottle in the other. Both are shaking. She’s trespassing on sacred ground.

      Stepping out onto the porch, I cross my arms. “Can I help you?” My voice is brusque.

      She jumps, almost dropping the muffin. “Hi! I—uh. I wasn’t trying to be weird. I just thought… I brought you something. To say thanks.”

      “Thanks for what?” My brow rises.

      She shrugs, cheeks turning pink. “For not calling the cops on me when I showed up last night.” She fidgets, still holding the muffin and the water.

      “I’m assuming you now live there,” I deadpan. “Not much to call in.”

      She laughs nervously, then holds the muffin out like a peace offering. “Still. Thanks. I wasn’t spying… Last night, I mean.” I just stare at her. “It’s banana nut… from a mix. I know not everyone likes bananas… or nuts. But it’s good. I swear I didn’t poison it.” She looks at me, expectantly.

      I don’t take the muffin as I continue to look at her.

      She shifts her weight from foot to foot. Her smile falters just a little, and a pang hits me in the gut. “Okay, well. I tried. Have a good day. Sorry to bother you.”

      She turns to leave.

      “Wait.” It comes out before I even realize I was going to say anything.

      She stops, glancing over her shoulder at me. Her brow arches.

      Sighing, I step down the porch and take the muffin from her. It’s warm. Wrapped in a paper napkin with a tiny smiley face drawn on it.

      Who the hell still does that?

      “Thank you… for the muffin. I’m Gruene,” I say after a beat, because the silence is uncomfortable.

      “Blakelyn. Blakelyn… Wa—Vaughn. She smiles. “It’s nice to meet you, Gruene. I’ll uh… I’ll be going back to my cabin now.”

      I nod once and retreat back to my porch, the muffin in my hand like some kind of cursed relic. She heads toward the riverbank, not her cabin, barefoot and easy, like she’s lived here forever. Like she belongs.

      I watch her walk. The braid bounces against her back. Her hand trails over the wildflowers by the path. I know I should look away, but I don’t.

      She doesn’t look afraid.

      I’d bet money she is.

      Just like me.
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      By noon, the heat settles in like a second skin. My tubing shop—Cavanaugh River Outfitters—is open for business, and the usual crowd’s already gathering. Tourists with sunburned shoulders. College kids with coolers full of cheap beer. Locals who want to float and forget.

      I run the register, load the buses, and check the life jackets.

      I do the work. But I don’t smile. I don’t chat.

      I don’t fucking engage.

      “Hey, Gruene,” Reece calls from the dock. “Got a new local asking about gear. Says she just moved in next door to you.” I don’t miss the question in his eyes… I just choose not to acknowledge it.

      I stiffen. Then, I see her.

      She’s walking toward the shop in a tank top, short shorts, and flip-flops. Her dark hair is down, waving around her shoulders. Her eyes are wide as she takes it all in. And damn it, she glows.

      Blakelyn.

      Catching my eye, she lifts her hand in a small wave.

      I don’t wave back.

      Instead, I turn to the shelf behind the counter and grab a brochure. I walk it over to her like it’s a damn peace treaty.

      “You don’t want to float today,” I say, handing it to her.

      She frowns, looking around at everyone loading tubes into the river and boarding the buses that take them to other drop spots. “Why not?”

      “River’s low. Snaggy. Heat index is brutal. Wait a week.”

      She cocks her head as she regards me. “Are you always this friendly?” Her lips purse.

      “Nope. Just honest.” I almost snarl.

      Her lips twitch. “You say that like it’s a warning.”

      “It is.”

      She holds my stare. Doesn’t flinch as she replies, “You’re not what I expected.”

      “Neither are you.” I flatly retort.

      She’s not. But she also is. She’s trouble.

      The air between us snaps tight again. Same as last night.

      She steps closer. Not close enough to touch, just enough to make me feel it.

      “You live next door,” she says. “We’re neighbors, Gruene. It’s probably a good idea if we figure out how to coexist.”

      I don’t answer. Because coexist is a nice word. A safe word. A word for people who don’t look at each other like they’re drowning and dying and daring someone to save them.

      Nope. She can live next door. But I’m keeping my distance.

      I watch her walk away.

      She doesn’t look back. But the air still hums in her wake. I know I’m lying to myself.

      And I’m already in trouble.
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      Blakelyn

      

      There’s a hole in the screen door that lets mosquitoes in and a crack in the porch step that’ll widen with just enough weight or pressure, but I think that’s part of the charm. Everything here is a little undone… a little weathered.

      Including me.

      I’ve only been in Juniper Falls for two days, but it already feels more real than the last three years of my life. Not safe, exactly. Not yet. But quiet. And that counts for more than I can explain.

      I step barefoot into the morning heat, coffee in hand, and sink down onto the top step of the porch. The river’s already glinting in the sun like it’s got secrets, the water is green-hued. I’m not certain if it’s from what’s in it or the trees above it, maybe both. Downstream, toward Gruene’s shop, I hear voices—early floaters getting set up for a day on the water. Someone laughs. A dog barks and it carries. There’s a hum of summer that feels… untouched.

      And then, I hear his boots.

      Gruene.

      He doesn’t make a sound otherwise—no greeting, no whistles, not even a cough as acknowledgement of my presence. Just the steady crunch of his steps as he walks the worn path from his cabin to the dock we share. Every time I hear his feet meet the ground, something twists low in my belly.

      He doesn’t even glance my way, but I watch him out of the corner of my eye.

      His gray t-shirt with his company logo on the chest molds to him, showcasing his trim physique. Even the ridges of the scars I saw in the moonlight are visible under the worn fabric. His jeans are faded and fit like they were custom-made. That same low-brimmed cap adorns his head, shadowing his eyes. He’s got a canvas bag slung over his shoulder, and even from here I can see the tension in his jaw. The scar appears white in the darkness of his scruff. He’s always wound so tight. Always appears so closed off. But I can’t stop watching him.

      I know that posture. I know what it means to walk like your skin doesn’t fit right.

      I know what it means to carry weight no one else can see. And he’s so attractive. Wounded and guarded, but he almost steals my breath.

      What happened to him? What caused those scars? And why is he so guarded?

      He drops the bag on the dock and kneels to check something near the boat launch. His shirt rides up slightly, and my stomach clenches at the edge of a scar I didn’t notice the first night. It curves along his lower back like a cruel fingerprint. One of many.

      I sip my coffee, trying to pretend I’m not staring. But I am. Because when he moves, I feel it.

      He’s a storm with legs. And something about him makes me want to predict the weather.

      What are you talking about Blakelyn?

      No. That is the last thing I need.
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      By late afternoon, I’ve unpacked the last of my few boxes and hung the lone photo I brought—me and Grandma Nan. Our arms are wrapped around each other as we stand in front of the school where I got my first teaching job. It’s the same school she taught at for forty years before retiring. She’s why I became a teacher. She’s also the only person who ever believed I could be more than someone’s bruised possession.

      She died last year. A stroke. It was quick and quiet. She probably didn’t even know what was happening, the doctor said. The kind of ending she probably would’ve preferred. But she would’ve hated how long it took me to leave him.

      “I did it, Grandma Nan,” I whisper. “I finally left. I’m okay.” My voice cracks, and I press my fist against my chest. “I’m okay,” I say it again. Louder. But the tears still come. Sinking to the floor, I let them fall because even here, even free, I’m not whole yet.
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      I don’t expect the knock.

      It’s not loud. Just two quick raps on the screen door. I jolt upright from where I’ve been sitting on the floor, swiping at my face with my sleeve.

      Gruene is on the other side when I open it.

      His eyes flick to my cheeks. He doesn’t mention the tears.

      “Don’t just open the door. You ask who it is. But I fixed your mailbox,” he gruffly says.

      I figured it was him. Who else would it be?

      I blink. “What?”

      “You’re a woman living alone. Be smart. And the mailbox was crooked. The post was rotting. I had a spare four-by-four.”

      I stare at him.

      Is he lecturing me about my safety? And he fixed my mailbox.

      He shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Figured it’d bother you,” and turns to go.

      “Wait,” I say.

      He pauses.

      “I—thank you. I assumed it was you at the door. I don’t know anyone else. And … you didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know.” He replies.

      “But you did it anyway?” I say with a question in my tone.

      “Yep.” He grunts.

      “Why?” I ask since he’s not volunteering any information.

      His jaw tics. He doesn’t look at me. Then, he quietly says, “Because people should have things that don’t fall apart.”

      Oh, wow.

      My breath catches. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      He nods, just once, and walks away.

      I sit there, stunned… because I just saw the tiniest sliver of the man behind the armor. And it damn near broke me.
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      It’s fully dark, no hint of the day is left, when I wander down toward the river. I couldn’t sit still and nothing was keeping my attention. Not after the way he looked at me earlier today.

      Almost like… he cared.

      Stop it, Blakelyn.

      He’s just a man with a single woman next door.

      Of course, he’s looking out for you. Even if he doesn’t want to. It’s in his nature.

      There’s nothing more to it.

      I hear music. It’s low and rough, drifting from the tubing shack. The lights are still on inside, though it’s after hours, and it’s long been closed. I inch closer.

      He’s working on something. A pile of worn life jackets sits beside him, and he’s threading new buckles through the straps like he’s building armor. The music’s gritty. Bluesy. Some kind of outlaw country that sounds like whiskey and broken hearts.

      I shouldn’t interrupt. But I want to. So, instead of walking straight back to my cabin, I knock on the doorframe.

      His eyes flick up in what looks like annoyance. He doesn’t smile. He never smiles… but he doesn’t tell me to leave either.

      “Do you need help?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      He arches a brow. “You know how to sew a harness strap?” He dryly asks.

      “No. But I’m good at making conversation.”

      “That right?”

      I nod, stepping inside. “And I make a mean cup of coffee. I thought you might need some.”

      I hold up the thermos I brought. It’s navy blue, worn, probably older than me. Grandma Nan’s.

      He takes it from my hand like it weighs more than it should. Nodding once, he motions to the stool across from him.

      We don’t talk much.

      He works. I sip my coffee. The music plays, but there’s something in the silence.

      Something comfortable. Something alive.

      Something that says maybe I’m not the only one trying to hold broken pieces together.

      I welcome it.
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      Gruene

      

      The first time I saw someone drown, I didn’t know what I was looking at.

      That’s the thing about drowning—it doesn’t look like it does in movies. There’s no flailing. No screaming. It’s silent. A quiet desperation beneath the surface. A hand that doesn’t reach high enough. A mouth that opens but pulls nothing in… but water. It’s easy to miss.

      That’s what I think about when she walks into my damn shack like she’s got no fear in her body. I’m a hard, cold man. A man she doesn’t know a damn thing about. I could be anyone. I could be capable of anything, and she doesn’t know. She’s calm, comfortable, and trusting. And she shouldn’t be. It’s dangerous. She’s dangerous.

      Blakelyn.

      Barefoot with her dark hair down and loose, holding an old thermos like she owns the night. She has no idea what the darkness hides.

      I’m sitting at my worktable, hands buried in frayed nylon, trying like hell to concentrate on replacing buckles before the next float run. But there she is, sitting on the stool across from me like a warm breeze, smelling like sugar and some kind of clean that doesn’t belong here.

      “I can help,” she says again.

      I shake my head no, not saying a word. She’s in my space. Unknowing or uncaring that I don’t want her in here. Just watching me work, sipping her coffee, and humming along to my radio.

      She’s got that look again… open, watching everything without judgment. She’s not trying to figure me out. She’s just seeing me.

      It annoys me. It pisses me off. But I let her sit. I let her stay.

      And I listen to her hum and watch her watch me from the corner of my eye.
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      She stays for over an hour. She doesn’t try to talk. She doesn’t fidget. She just exists like she belongs beside the mess I am, and she’s content just being here. I realize that her presence doesn’t crowd. It calms.

      That’s a fucking problem.

      I don’t want calm.

      I want distance.

      I want boundaries.

      I want her to get back in her damn Honda and leave.

      Lies. I don’t.

      And that’s the biggest problem of all.

      The quiet between us is starting to feel like a tether, and I’m not sure I know how to cut it.

      “You always fix things yourself?” she finally asks.

      “Yeah,” I grunt it without looking up.

      “Don’t like help?” She asks not taking the hint.

      “No.”

      Her lips curve, I can see her smile behind her cup, though I refuse to look at her. “Good thing I’m just drinking coffee then.”

      I huff. A breath escapes. It’s not quite a laugh, but it’s the closest thing to one I’ve had since I can remember. “That yours?” I ask jerking my chin to her thermos.

      She lifts the old Stanley thermos. “It is now. It was my grandmother’s. She kept it in her classroom for years. Said every bad day could be fixed with strong coffee, a locked door, and a good ear.”

      Her grandmother sounds like a good woman.

      “Sounds like a woman who knew things.” I grunt.

      “She did.” The silence stretches again, and something shifts in her eyes. Not playful this time. Just honest. “She died last fall,” she says. “Right before everything went to hell.”

      I wait, but she doesn’t explain further. Just lets that truth hang between us like laundry on the line—soft and worn and still heavy.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmur.

      She nods, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Thanks.”

      I should stand. I should end this. I should tell her to go home. This is the part where I should remind her I’m not anyone’s fixer or friend. Tell her I’m not someone you lean on, but my lips don’t move.

      Neither do hers. She just stays. And I let her.

      When she finally gets up to leave, she murmurs, “I’m going to call it a night. Goodnight, Gruene. Thanks for letting me sit.” I don’t respond. I just nod.

      Sighing, she leaves the shed. I catch myself watching her walk the gravel path back to her cabin until her silhouette disappears behind the trees.

      I don’t realize I’m still holding the damn thermos, her damn thermos, until she disappears.

      Well, shit.
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      I’m halfway down the dock, adjusting the anchor line on the last boat when I hear the shout.

      “Hey, Gruene! Do you see the new girl?” Reece calls out, as he adjusts raft straps at the end of the dock, helping people into the river.

      “What?” I growl.

      “Your neighbor… pretty lady in cabin 2.” He nods back toward our cabins. “She just waded into the river with nothing but her suit on.”

      She what? She’s in the river with nothing?

      My blood goes cold, and I snap, “When?”

      Reece shrugs. “Like sixty seconds ago. I just saw her. No float. No tube. No paddle. She’s just… drifting. You didn’t warn her about the river?”

      Dropping the rope, I bolt.

      The river’s not angry today. It’s low. Calm. But that’s not the point. People don’t just walk in. Not without a plan. Not without a life vest or a fucking tube. You have no idea what’s under the water. And the flow, the current, shifts. No one goes into the river without someone knowing. That’s just stupid.

      Is she fucking trying to get herself killed?

      I race down the path toward the cabins. They’re right before the bend in the river where the water curves near the bluff. That’s where currents shift. Where debris gathers. Where you don’t go alone. And then, I see her.

      Blakelyn.

      She’s waist-deep, stepping farther in like the water’s calling her. Like she’s trying to feel something. She’s teetering as the water rushes past her. I can see on her face that she didn’t expect it.

      Something dangerous twists in my gut.

      “Blakelyn!” I roar.

      She freezes and almost falls over. Somehow, she manages to catch herself, but she’s fighting the river to stay upright.

      I stalk toward the shore, fists clenched. “What the hell are you doing? Get the fuck out of the water!”

      She jumps at my tone, clearly startled but she starts back toward shore. “I—what?”

      “Are you out of your goddamn mind?” I rage, storming into the water and grabbing her arm. It takes both of us to get back to the shore. As soon as we reach the bank, I drop her arm like it burned me.

      She flinches as I glare at her. I’m soaked, my jeans are plastered to my legs, and my breathing is escalated. I snarl again, “Are you stupid?”

      She jumps like I hit her and backs up like she thinks I’ll actually hit her. Her eyes are wide and terrified. Instead of reigning it in, it enrages me further.

      Does she think I would hit her? That I would hit any woman?

      I’m so close to the edge of snapping, but I finally realize how scared of me she is. Stepping back, I exhale through gritted teeth. “Do you know how many people drown in this river every year because they think it looks calm? You go in alone, without a float, without telling anyone, and you think that’s fine? You don’t go into the river alone!”

      She jumps again, but her back straightens. Her eyes meet mine. “I wasn’t trying to— I didn’t know the current was so strong. I can swim.”

      My eyes widen and I coldly say, “So could my wife!” Her face pales, but I don’t let her speak. “You didn’t know! That’s no excuse. This is a damn river. A force of nature and you weren’t thinking! Jesus Christ, I⁠—”

      My voice wavers. I turn away, jaw tight, chest heaving.

      She doesn’t speak.

      When I finally look back, her eyes are wide and glassy, and her bottom lip is trembling. She’s deathly pale and shaking.

      Shit.

      I take a step forward. “Shit! Blakelyn… I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “No, it’s fine,” she says, her voice thin and tight. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I don’t know this river. I shouldn’t have gotten in. It was stupid.”

      Shit! Damnit to fucking hell.

      “Blakelyn—”

      “It’s fine.” Her voice is toneless, flat. She stands there for a second, water dripping from her, her bikini top clinging to her like a second skin, but she doesn’t wrap herself up or try to hide. Instead, she turns on her heel and walks right past me, back to her cabin, soaked and silent.

      I hear her door close solidly behind her and I stand there, heart hammering, fists shaking, and unable to move. I wasn’t yelling at her. At Blakelyn. I was yelling at the ghost of my wife.

      At the scream I never got to make.

      At the image of a different woman slipping beneath the river’s water and not coming back.
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      The moon is full and reflecting on the water as I sit on the dock.

      Alone.

      The river hums beside me, low and patient.

      I don’t hear her approach, but I feel her.

      She sits beside me without asking. She doesn’t look at me, though I have a feeling she’s watching me the same way I’m watching her. Through the corner of her eye.

      “I’m not trying to die,” she says softly.

      I stare straight ahead, holding my breath.

      “I wasn’t thinking. I don’t know this water. I knew better, but I didn’t even think about it—” she adds. “I was trying to escape… for a minute. I just… wanted to feel weightless. For a moment. Wanted to float without carrying anything. I just wanted to be.”

      I don’t respond because I understand that feeling too well.

      After a long silence, she finally murmurs, “You lost someone in the river. Your wife?”

      You don’t pull any punches, do you Blakelyn?

      I suck in a sharp breath before exhaling raggedly. “Yup.”

      She gasps.

      I blurt out, “My wife. And my daughter,” before she can say anything.

      Why am I telling her this?

      Her breath hitches and her eyes widen as she turns to stare at my profile.

      I don’t face her. I don’t expand, but her hand lightly brushes across the top of mine on the dock and I don’t pull away. I don’t turn my hand and accept her comfort either. I just… sit.

      She sits with me in silence, because sometimes the only thing more dangerous than the river… is surviving it.

      Standing quickly, I mutter, “Night, Blakelyn,” and head to my cabin, leaving her at the edge of the dock.
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      Blakelyn

      

      The water on my feet dries faster than the sting of his words from earlier.

      He told me he lost his wife and daughter to the river.

      How do I deal with that?

      How does he?

      By the time I get back to my porch, my skin still feels too tight. Like it doesn’t fit me. Like it’s trying to contain something it wasn’t made for.

      His voice after he pulled me out of the river earlier still rings in my ears. It’s replaying over and over and over.

      “Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

      The words weren’t even the sharpest part—it was the way he said them. Like I was nothing but a danger to myself. Like my presence alone puts him at risk.

      Maybe it does. He lost his wife and child, and I foolishly went into the river alone.

      I didn’t expect the pull of the current. It took everything in me to stay upright.

      What if I’d fallen? I can swim, but I can’t fight a river and hope to win.

      Going in that way was idiotic.

      Walking inside, I sink onto the couch and wrap both hands around my knees. I’m not shivering. It’s still about eighty-four degrees outside. Seventy-six in here. But I feel… exposed. Like he saw straight through me and didn’t like what he found.

      I wasn’t trying to make a statement. Wasn’t trying to provoke him. I just needed the quiet. The stillness.

      He said my name. Just now.

      Just once. Quiet. Barely audible over the chirp of crickets and the hush of the river below. But I heard it. “Night, Blakelyn.” And the way it landed in my chest was nothing short of a damn collapse.

      I don’t even try to undress or wash my face or pretend I’m doing anything other than falling apart. I slide off the couch until I’m sitting on the floor, knees pulled tight to my chest, arms wrapped around them like maybe I can hold myself together.

      It’s not that he told me he lost them.

      It’s how he told me.

      My wife and my daughter.

      Five words. No elaboration. No dramatics. He didn’t ask for pity. I don’t think he wants that. I don’t think he meant to tell me at all. It was just a brutal kind of truth that settled between us like dust on old wood.

      And the worst part is, I don’t know what to do with it.

      I didn’t cry though I wanted to. I didn’t hug him. I didn’t even say I was sorry. I don’t think he would have wanted me to.

      I just sat there and touched the back of his hand. So still. So quiet. My chest aching. I wanted to say a thousand things, but I don’t know if any of them would matter.

      What do I say? How do you comfort someone who suffers that kind of loss?

      So, I said nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      I didn’t want to make it worse.

      I didn’t trust myself not to cross some invisible line we haven’t drawn yet.

      I don’t even know why I care so much.

      I don’t know why he matters so much.

      I feel too much.

      Because of him… Gruene.

      With his chiseled, scarred jaw, eyes like stormy water, and hands that fix things even through the scars… he’s beautiful. He’s broken.

      He’s not gentle. But he’s not cruel, either.

      I cannot stop thinking about the way his pinky twitched when mine brushed over it. That small, sharp, electric thing that happened in the space between stillness and silence.

      I felt it.

      I know he did, too.

      But what does it mean? Can it mean anything?
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      I fall asleep on the floor.

      My back hurts like hell when I wake up, and there’s a stiff ache in my left hip where it pressed against the uneven wood slats all night, but I don’t move right away. I stare at the pale light filtering through the window and let my brain ease back into my body.

      There’s something different about this morning. Not in the air or the light or even the way the birds are louder than they should be.

      It’s me.

      Something’s shifted… inside. A splintered place that doesn’t sting quite the same.

      I’m still scared. Still learning how to breathe without checking behind me every five seconds. But there’s something else now, too. Something heavier. Something sharp and slow and warm.

      Hope.

      I recognize it because it’s unfamiliar. Because it doesn’t sit right yet.

      But it’s here and it has his voice. His name. His quiet. His storms.

      Gruene.
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      The water looks different today. Not brighter. Not clearer. Just deeper.

      I stand at the edge of the dock with a towel in one hand and a bottle of sunscreen in the other, staring down into the river like it might offer something up.

      It won’t, but I come anyway. Because this is where he comes, morning and night.

      Where he floats. Where he breathes. Where he forgets or remembers or just exists.

      And it’s beautiful and serene. Even in its danger.

      It’s peaceful.

      I don’t see him yet. It’s early. The sun is still low enough that it slants sideways through the trees, making the water shimmer like glass about to break.

      Lowering myself to the dock, I sit cross-legged. I spread the towel beneath me before uncapping the sunscreen. The smell is familiar—coconut, citrus, something chemical and sweet—and I wince before I can stop myself.

      Tyler always liked when I wore this brand. He said it made me smell fuckable.

      Choking on the unwelcome memory, I drop the bottle to the dock, my hands trembling just enough to piss me off.

      Not now. Not here. He’s not here.

      I whisper it under my breath along with the thoughts within my head.

      “He’s not here.” But my body doesn’t believe me. My skin still tightens the way it did every time I’d hear his keys at the front door. My stomach still knots like it’s waiting for impact from his fists. My throat still closes like I need permission to speak. To breathe. To… exist.

      Even now. Even with the quiet peace of this place wrapped around me like a shield.

      That’s the part of abuse no one talks about.

      The after. The waiting. The fear that turns into habit.

      The trauma that builds a nest in your ribs and refuses to move out.

      I hate it.

      I hate him.

      But more than anything, I hate that I still let him live inside me when I’ve already left.

      The dock creaks behind me, and I turn my head… too fast. The fear still lives inside me.

      It’s not him. Not Tyler.

      Of course, it’s not him. He doesn’t know where I am.

      It’s Gruene.

      I release the breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

      He’s barefoot. Shirtless. His dark hair is damp, like he’s already been to the river once this morning or he just got out of a shower. There’s a towel slung over one shoulder and a vintage green Stanley thermos in his hand. He’s looking at me like I’m real. Like I’m not a ghost or a problem or an interruption. Just a woman on our shared dock.

      This is new.

      “Hey,” he quietly says.

      He spoke first. He never speaks first.

      My throat tightens as I respond, “Hey.”

      He steps closer toward the edge, but he doesn’t sit down right away. He just studies me like he’s figuring out how close he should get.

      “You good?” He asks, really looking at me.

      I’m a little unnerved, but I nod.

      His eyes narrow as though he doesn’t buy it, but he doesn’t say anything.

      I wouldn’t either. I don’t.

      Swallowing, I force myself to breathe evenly. Not because I’m scared of him. I’m not. That alone should scare me. It doesn’t. But because everything about him affects me. That’s what’s terrifying.

      He settles beside me on the edge of the towel, close, but not touching. The air between us crackles like it did last night, but softer now. Warmer.

      “You sleep?” he asks.

      I nod. “Eventually.”

      “I’m sorry… that I just left.” He’s staring at the water as though trying to decode the secrets of the universe within its depths.

      I glance at him, my breath catching at his majestic profile. Somehow, I manage to say, “It’s okay. I didn’t know what to say anyway. I
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