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​Chapter 1: The Fixer
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The problem with a career built on spinning disaster into gold is that eventually, everyone just expects you to be an alchemist. They forget that the lead is heavy, toxic, and stains your hands gray no matter how hard you scrub.

I was currently scrubbing. Metaphorically, mostly, though I had washed my hands three times in the last hour. The scent of lavender soap was starting to make me nauseous.

"Tell me he didn't say that," I said. I was staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows of our downtown office, watching the Chicago rain slide against the glass like oil. It was a miserable Tuesday; the kind of day that felt like the city was weeping alongside me. "Lie to me, Chloe. Tell me our client, the face of Purity Juice, did not tell a reporter that his secret ingredient was 'the tears of the working class.'"

Chloe, my business partner and the only person I allowed to see me without my metaphorical armor, made a sound that was half-whimper, half-laugh. She was curled into the leather armchair in my office, clutching a tablet as if it were a shield protecting her from the radioactive fallout of our career.

"He said it was a joke, Maya," Chloe said, scrolling frantically through the live feed of our agency’s social media mentions. It was a waterfall of hate. A deluge of angry emojis and hashtags calling for our heads. "He thought it was... ironic."

"Ironic," I repeated. I turned away from the window. My reflection ghosted over the glass: sharp blazer, sharp bob, sharp eyes. Everything about me was designed to look like I could cut through nonsense, yet here I was, drowning in organic, cold-pressed stupidity. "Irony is a literary device used to highlight the difference between expectations and reality. This is not irony. This is a PR homicide. It’s a suicide pact signed in kale."

"The stock dropped twelve percent in forty minutes," Chloe whispered. Her face was pale, illuminated by the harsh blue light of the screen. "And since we are the agency of record for the launch event next week..."

"We are attached to the anchor," I finished for her.

I walked back to my desk. It was a slab of Italian marble I couldn't really afford, bought two years ago when Lin & Evans Strategy was the darling of the crisis management world. We were the "It Girls" of fixing other people's problems. Now, the surface was cold under my fingertips, leeching the warmth from my skin. I sat down and picked up my pen, aligning it perfectly parallel to my notebook.

"Cancel the launch," I said.

"Maya, we can't. The deposit—"

"Cancel it. Refund the tickets. Issue a statement that we are 'reassessing our alignment with the brand’s core values' and then fire him as a client."

Chloe looked up, her eyes wide. "If we fire him, we lose the retainer. Maya, look at the quarterly projections. Without the Purity contract, we can’t make payroll next month. We’re already leveraged to the hilt from the office expansion. We just bought those ergonomic chairs. Do you know how much ergonomic chairs cost? A fortune."

I felt the familiar tightening in my chest, a physical constriction that I had named 'The Vice' when I was twelve years old. It was the feeling of walls closing in, of the precarious house of cards I had built beginning to wobble. It was the sensation of being a fraud who was finally about to be caught.

"We have to pivot," I said, my voice steady. It was my job to be steady. I was the calm center of the storm; that was the brand. Maya Lin: She makes the bad things go away. "We need a new contract. Something big. Something quiet. High yield, low visibility."

"Those don't exist," Chloe said, rubbing her temples. "High yield means high profile. High profile means risk. We are currently radioactive. No one wants to hire the agency that just let the Juice Guy insult the entire proletariat."

"Find it," I said. "Check the backlog. Check the 'Too Hard' pile. There is always something in the 'Too Hard' pile because other agencies are lazy. We aren't lazy. We're desperate."

Chloe hesitated, then swiped a few times on her tablet. She bit her lip. "There is... one thing. It came in yesterday. I didn't show you because, frankly, it’s insane."

"Insane is my specialty. Insane pays a premium."

"It’s the Thorne account."

The air in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. I stopped aligning my pen. The rain battered the window a little harder.

"Silas Thorne?"

"The very same."

"Silas Thorne," I said, reciting the dossier that existed in every PR strategist's brain like a nursery rhyme for the ambitious. "Former CEO of Aether, tech prodigy, billionaire, and currently the most hated recluse in the Northern Hemisphere after the data privacy scandal three years ago. The man who famously told Congress to, and I quote, 'learn to code or get out of my way.'"

"He didn't actually say that," Chloe corrected weakly. "He implied it. Heavily."

"He vanished," I said. "He sold his shares, bought a mountain, and hasn't been seen since. Why is he calling us?"

"He's not calling us. His Board of Directors is calling us. Well, his holding company." Chloe tapped the screen and slid the tablet across the marble. "He bought a lodge. The Glass Peak Lodge. It’s this architectural marvel up in the Cascades. Unfinished. He’s been living there alone for two years, but the board wants to liquidate it or monetize it. They need a rebrand. They want to turn it into an exclusive, high-end retreat for the 'privacy conscious.' A place for people who have too much money and too many secrets."

I looked at the email on the screen. The subject line was stark: RFP: PROJECT GLASS PEAK. The body of the email was terse, legally dense, and smelled of desperation.

"The budget?" I asked.

Chloe named a number.

I blinked. I looked at the number again. It was enough to cover our payroll for a year. It was enough to pay off the office renovation. It was enough to buy me a second marble desk and a bottle of wine expensive enough to make me forget about juice made from tears. It was 'Save the Company' money.

"What's the catch?" I asked. "There is always a catch. Usually a nondisclosure agreement signed in blood, or a requirement to hide a body."

"The catch is the timeline," Chloe said. "They want the strategy, the brand bible, and the launch plan done in three weeks. Before the fiscal quarter ends."

"Three weeks is tight, but doable. We pull all-nighters. We drink excessive amounts of espresso. We make it happen."

"And," Chloe added, flinching slightly, "the work has to be done on-site. At the lodge. The client... Mr. Thorne... does not do Zoom. He does not do email. Apparently, he barely does electricity."

I leaned back in my chair. The leather creaked. "So, let me get this straight. You want me to fly to a remote mountain in the dead of winter, move in with a disgraced, hostile billionaire who hates people, and convince him to turn his fortress of solitude into a luxury hotel? In three weeks?"

Chloe looked at the live feed of the juice disaster on her screen. A GIF of our client falling into a vat of kale was trending. "Yes. Or we lay off the interns on Friday."

I looked at my pen. It was perfectly parallel to the notebook. I nudged it with my finger, knocking it out of alignment, just to feel something. Discomfort was better than panic.

"Book the flight," I said.

My apartment looked like a museum exhibit of a life rather than a place where a human actually lived. Everything was beige, cream, or white. The sofa was white linen; a daring choice for someone who drank as much red wine as I did. The books were color-coordinated. It was soothing. It was sterile. It was the only way I could sleep at night.

I was packing with the efficiency of a soldier preparing for a deployment. Thermal layers. Cashmere sweaters in varying shades of charcoal and oat. Boots that looked stylish but were rated for sub-zero temperatures. I was packing for a battle against the elements, and against a man I had never met.

My phone buzzed on the kitchen island. It was my mother.

I stared at the screen for three seconds before answering. I needed to compose my voice. Bright. Successful. Unbothered. I inhaled deeply, filling my lungs with the scent of my expensive, lonely apartment.

"Hi, Mom!"

"Maya," her voice was sharp, cutting through the pleasantry. "I saw the news. The juice man. Is that one of yours?"

"It’s under control," I lied. Lying to my mother was my primary form of cardio. "We’re pivoting. Actually, that’s why I’m calling. I’m going to be out of town for a few weeks on a consulting gig. High-level stuff. Very exclusive."

"Is it that boyfriend of yours? The architect?"

"We broke up six months ago, Mom."

"Oh. I liked him. He had good teeth. And he owned a condo."

"I'm going to the Cascades," I said, steering the conversation away from my dental-centric romantic failures and the hollow state of my love life. "It’s a project for a luxury lodge. I’ll likely have spotty service."

"Well, don't work too hard," she said, which was her code for please work hard enough to maintain the lifestyle I brag about to my bridge club. "And wear a hat. You have your father’s ears; they freeze easily."

"I will. Love you."

I hung up and tossed the phone into my tote bag. The silence of the apartment rushed back in. It was heavy, pressing against my eardrums.

I walked to the window. The city lights were blurred by the rain. I felt a strange thrill of anticipation, a vibrating hum under my skin. It wasn't just the money. It was the challenge. Silas Thorne was an unsolvable equation. He was a black hole where a person used to be.

I had spent my entire life managing people’s perceptions. I fixed messes. I smoothed rough edges. I took chaotic, ugly truths and wrapped them in beautiful, palatable lies.

Silas Thorne didn’t want a wrapper. He wanted to be left alone.

"Too bad," I whispered to the empty room.

I zipped my suitcase. It made a decisive, final sound.

The drive to the airport the next morning was a blur of gray slush and brake lights. I spent the flight reviewing the dossier Chloe had compiled on Thorne, memorizing facts as if they were ammunition.

Silas Thorne. Age 34. Founder of Aether Systems. Net worth: redacted (billions). Known for: ruthless efficiency, extreme privacy, and a distinct lack of social graces.

There were photos of him from before the exile. He was handsome, in a severe, geometric sort of way. Dark hair, usually messy. Eyes that looked like they were dissecting you to see how you worked, stripping away the polish to find the gears underneath. He never smiled in photos. He looked like he was tolerating the existence of the camera lens only because breaking it would take too much effort.

"Cheery fellow," I muttered, closing the file as the plane touched down.

I landed in Seattle and rented the 4x4 SUV the agency had booked. The rental agent looked at my itinerary and raised an eyebrow.

"Heading up to the pass?" he asked. "Storm coming in tonight. Big one. They're saying it could be a historic blizzard."

"I have four-wheel drive," I said, tapping the keys on the counter. "And I have a deadline."

"Deadline won't stop the snow, lady. Make sure you have chains."

"I have chains," I lied. I didn't know how to put on chains. I figured I could YouTube it if necessary. How hard could it be? It was just mechanics.

The drive started beautifully. Green fir trees, gray sky, the smell of wet asphalt. But as I climbed, the rain turned to sleet, and then to heavy, wet snow. The road narrowed. The luxury SUV, which had felt like a tank in the parking lot, started to feel like a very expensive sled.

I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. The Vice was back, tightening around my ribs.

"You are fine," I told myself. "You are Maya Lin. You survived the Senator’s affair scandal of 2019. You survived the tech IPO crash. You can survive a little frozen precipitation."

The GPS chirped. Destination on the left. 2 miles.

The "road" to the lodge was barely a suggestion of gravel under a foot of fresh powder. I shifted into low gear and prayed to whatever gods watched over public relations executives.

The trees parted.

Glass Peak Lodge lived up to its name. It didn't look like a house; it looked like a shard of crystal jutting out of the mountainside. It was all angles and glass, dark wood and steel. It was breathtaking. It was also completely dark.

No porch lights. No warm glow from the windows. It looked abandoned.

I pulled the car up to the massive iron gate. It was shut tight.

I rolled down the window. The cold air slapped me in the face, sharp and biting. There was an intercom box on a stone pillar. I pressed the button.

Static.

I pressed it again. "Hello? Mr. Thorne? This is Maya Lin. From the agency."

Nothing.

The snow was falling harder now; big, fat flakes that stuck to my eyelashes. The sun was setting, dropping behind the peaks and taking the temperature down with it.

I pressed the button a third time, holding it down. "Mr. Thorne. I know you're in there. I have a contract signed by your board. Open the gate."

A crackle of static. Then, a voice.

It was deep, scratchy, as if it hadn't been used in days. It wasn't welcoming. It sounded like gravel grinding together.

"Go away," the voice said.

"I can't," I shouted back, shivering. "I have a job to do."

"I didn't hire you."

"Your company did. And unless you want them to sell this place out from under you to a resort chain that will put a mini-golf course on your front lawn, you need me."

Silence.

I waited. The snow was piling up on the hood of the car. My toes were starting to go numb inside my stylish boots.

"Mr. Thorne!" I yelled. "I am freezing. Open the damn gate!"

"Turn around," the voice came back, devoid of sympathy. "Drive back down before the pass closes. You don't belong here."

"I am not leaving!" I was shouting now, my professional veneer cracking under the weight of the cold and the sheer audacity of this man. "I drove four hours. I am tired. I am cold. And I am the only person on this planet currently paid to care about your future. Open. The. Gate."

There was a long pause. I thought he had cut the line. I was calculating how hard it would be to ram the gate with the rental car when a loud clank echoed through the clearing.

The heavy iron gates groaned. They began to swing inward, slowly, resisting the snow.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. I rolled up the window, blasted the heat for a second to defrost my nose, and drove through.

The driveway was long and winding, leading up to the main structure. I parked in front of the massive double doors.

I grabbed my bag. I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. My lipstick was perfect. My eyes were steely. The fear was shoved down into the little box where I kept it.

I stepped out into the storm and walked up the stairs.

The front door opened before I could knock.

Silas Thorne stood in the doorway.

He was taller than the photos. Broader. He was wearing a gray thermal shirt that had seen better days and dark jeans. He was barefoot. His hair was long, curling over his ears, and he had a beard that obscured the sharp jawline I had seen in the magazines.

He didn't look like a billionaire. He looked like a bear that had been poked with a stick.

He blocked the entrance, leaning against the doorframe. He looked me up and down, taking in the cashmere, the boots, the tote bag. His eyes were dark, intelligent, and completely unimpressed.

"You're smaller than I expected," he said.

"And you're ruder than I expected," I replied, lifting my chin. "And my expectations were very low."

He didn't blink. "Go home, Ms. Lin. There's nothing for you here."

"There's a job for me here," I said, stepping forward. He didn't move, forcing me to stop inches from his chest. I could smell woodsmoke and something sharp, like pine or whiskey. "And I don't quit."

He looked past me, at the snow coming down in sheets. Then he looked back at me. A muscle feathered in his jaw.

"You have no idea what you've walked into," he said softly.

"Try me," I said.

He stared at me for another second, assessing. Then he stepped back and swung the door open wide.

"Fine," he said. "Don't say I didn't warn you."

I stepped across the threshold, out of the cold and into the shadow of the Glass Peak Lodge. The door slammed shut behind me with a sound like a prison cell closing.
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​Chapter 2: The Cold Shoulder
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If the exterior of Glass Peak Lodge was a fortress, the interior was a tomb.

I expected the heavy door to block out the cold, but the chill inside was different. It wasn't the biting, wet wind of the storm; it was a stillness. The air was stagnant and refrigerated, smelling of sawdust, unsealed concrete, and the distinct, metallic scent of a man who lived alone.

"Shoes," Silas said.

He didn't turn around. He just walked away from me, moving deeper into the cavernous entryway. I looked down at my boots. They were covered in slush. I kicked them off, leaving them on the raw concrete floor, and stepped into my socks. The floor was freezing. It seeped through the wool instantly, a greeting from the house itself.

"Do you believe in heating?" I asked, grabbing my suitcase and hurrying to catch up to him. "Or is hypothermia part of the brand experience?"

Silas stopped. We were in what I assumed was the Great Room, though it felt more like an airplane hangar. The ceilings were thirty feet high, lost in shadow. One entire wall was glass, looking out into the black void of the storm, but there were no curtains, no rugs, no furniture aside from a single, ragged leather armchair facing the window and a stack of books on the floor.

"The radiant heating is offline," Silas said. He kept his back to me. "The generator is prioritizing the servers and the perimeter security."

"Servers?" I looked around the empty room. "For what? You're one man in the woods. Are you mining crypto? Running a simulation of a universe where people are polite?"

He turned then. In the dim light coming from a single industrial floor lamp, his eyes looked even darker. "I am monitoring the weather systems. And the security grid. And I really don't have to explain my energy consumption to you, Ms. Lin."

"Maya," I said instinctively. "Please. If we're going to be roommates, we should be on a first-name basis."

"We are not roommates." His voice was flat. "You are an intruder with a piece of paper from a board of directors I am currently suing. There is a difference."

He gestured vaguely toward a dark hallway to the left. "Guest wing is that way. Pick a room. Any room. They are all equally unfinished."

"You aren't going to show me around?"

"It’s a house. Walls. Floor. Roof. I assume you’ve encountered them before."

"It is not just a house," I said, dropping my suitcase with a heavy thud. The sound echoed, bouncing off the hard surfaces like a gunshot. "It is a twenty-million-dollar asset that needs to be positioned as the premiere sanctuary for the ultra-wealthy. I need to see the amenities. I need to understand the flow."

Silas let out a breath that might have been a laugh or a growl. He walked closer to me, invading my personal space again. He towered over me, smelling of woodsmoke and defiance.

"There are no amenities," he said quietly. "There is no flow. There is just me, trying to exist in peace, and you, trying to sell tickets to my existence."

"I am trying to save your existence," I countered, holding my ground even though I had to crane my neck to look him in the eye. "The board wants to liquidate. They want to sell this place for scrap and parts. I am the only reason you still have a key to that front door."

He stared at me. For a moment, I thought he was going to throw me out physically. His hands were clenched at his sides. They were large hands, scarred and rough; working hands, not billionaire hands.

"Follow me," he said abruptly.

He marched off toward the dark hallway. I grabbed my bag and scurried after him, my socked feet slipping on the polished concrete.

The hallway was long and lined with doors that had no handles, just holes where the hardware should be. Wires hung from the ceiling like jungle vines.

"Master suite is in the east wing," Silas said, pointing to the opposite side of the house. "You do not go there. My office is in the basement. You do not go there. The kitchen is common ground, but if you touch my cast iron skillet with soap, I will put you outside in the snow."

"Understood," I said. "No soap on the skillet. No trespassing in the Batcave. Got it."

He pushed open one of the doors. "Here."

I stepped inside. The room was large, I would give him that. It had the same floor-to-ceiling windows as the main room, offering a panoramic view of the blizzard. But there was no bed. There was a mattress on the floor. There was a folding table with a lamp on it. And there was a pile of construction materials in the corner; drywall, buckets of spackle, a ladder.

"It’s... rustic," I said.

"It’s dry," he replied. "Bathroom is through there. The water takes five minutes to get hot. Don't waste it."

"Thank you," I said, trying to infuse the words with professional gratitude rather than sarcasm. "This is lovely. Really. The industrial-chic aesthetic is very in right now."

He didn't respond to the jab. He just stood there, his hand on the doorknob. He looked exhausted. Up close, I could see the gray hairs in his beard, the fine lines around his eyes that spoke of sleepless nights. He didn't look like a villain. He looked like a man who was haunting his own life.

"Why did you come here, Maya?" he asked. It was the first time he had used my name. It sounded heavy in his mouth.

"I told you. The job."

"No one takes a job like this just for the money. Not with a storm coming. Not knowing who I am." He looked at me, dissecting me again. "What are you running from?"

The question hit me in the chest. I thought of the juice fiasco, the plummeting stock, Chloe’s terrified face, the empty beige apartment, the ex-boyfriend with the good teeth who told me I was 'emotionally unavailable' while he packed his bags.

"I'm not running," I lied. "I'm climbing. There's a difference."

Silas watched me for a long moment. Then, he stepped back into the hallway.

"Dinner is at seven," he said. "I cook. You clean. If you're late, you starve."

"Wait," I called out before he could close the door. "The WiFi. I need the password."

He looked at me through the crack in the door. A ghost of a smile touched his lips; it wasn't a nice smile.

"There is no WiFi," he said.

"What?" I lunged forward. "But you said... the servers. You're a tech founder. You have to have internet."

"I have a hardline satellite connection for the security system," he said. "The guest network is down. Has been for months. I haven't bothered to fix it."

"But I need to work!" I held up my phone. "I have zero bars. I am completely cut off."

"That," Silas said, "is the point of a retreat, isn't it? Privacy. Disconnection."

"That is the point for the guests! I am the staff!"

"Welcome to Glass Peak," he said. "Hope you brought a book."

The door clicked shut.

I stood alone in the center of the freezing room. I looked at the mattress on the floor. I looked at the bucket of spackle. I looked at my phone, which was currently a very expensive paperweight.

"Okay," I whispered to the empty room. The steam of my breath hung in the air. "Okay. No internet. No heat. No welcome wagon. Fine."

I walked over to the mattress and sat down. It was firm. Surprisingly comfortable. I pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around my knees, trying to preserve body heat.

Outside, the wind howled, slamming against the glass. The snow was piling up on the ledge, inch by inch, sealing us in.

I was trapped in a half-built ice castle with a man who hated me, cut off from the only thing that made me feel valuable: my ability to communicate.

I reached into my bag and pulled out the physical file Chloe had given me. Paper. Analog. I flipped it open to the first page.

Objective: Humanize Silas Thorne.

I looked at the closed door.

"Step one," I muttered, grabbing a pen and clicking it aggressively. "Check for a pulse."

I didn't unpack. I didn't want to make it look like I was staying, even though I knew I wasn't going anywhere tonight. I kept my coat on. I kept my boots near the door.

I decided to explore. If I couldn't work online, I would work on the environment. I needed to map the territory.

I slipped out of my room and into the hallway. It was silent. The house swallowed sound. I walked on the balls of my feet, my socks sliding over the concrete.

The layout was confusing. The house was built into the slope of the mountain, so the levels were staggered. Stairs went up three steps, then down five. It was a labyrinth of glass and stone.

I found the kitchen. It was the only finished room I had seen so far. A massive slate island, a six-burner gas range, copper pots hanging from a rack. It looked like a magazine spread, except for the half-eaten apple on the counter and the pile of mail that looked unopened for weeks.

I resisted the urge to organize the mail. It was a strong urge. A physical itch.

I moved past the kitchen to a set of double doors. They were slightly ajar.

I pushed one open and peered inside.

It was a library. Or, it would have been a library if the shelves weren't empty. The built-in bookcases stretched up two stories, reachable by a rolling ladder, but they were bare wood. The books were all on the floor, stacked in unstable towers that looked like a miniature city skyline.

In the center of the room, there was a desk. And behind the desk, a fireplace.

The fire was unlit.

I walked in. The air here smelled of old paper and dust. I trailed my hand along the edge of the desk. It was cluttered with blueprints, schematics, and what looked like circuit boards.

"Curious."

I jumped, spinning around.

Silas was leaning against the doorframe. He had changed into a thick wool sweater. He was holding a glass of amber liquid.

"I thought the tour was over," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"It was," he said. "You're trespassing."

"The kitchen is common ground," I pointed out. "This is adjacent to the kitchen."

"This is my study."

"It's a library without books," I said. "It’s a tragedy."

He walked into the room. He moved silently for a big man. He placed the glass on the desk.

"I haven't had time to unpack them," he said.

" You've been here two years."

"I've been busy."

"Doing what? Staring at the snow? Monitoring the perimeter for Girl Scouts?"

He picked up a blueprint. "Building. This house isn't just a house, Maya. It's a system. It's designed to be completely autonomous. Off-grid. Self-sustaining."

"It's cold," I said.

"It's efficient," he corrected. "Or it will be. Once I finish the geothermal integration."

He looked at me, really looked at me, his gaze lingering on my shivering shoulders.

"You're cold," he stated.

"I'm from Chicago," I said. "I'm fine."

"You're shaking."

He walked over to the fireplace. He knelt down. I watched his back muscles shift under the wool sweater as he arranged kindling. He struck a match. The flame flared, bright and sudden in the gloom.

"I don't need you to take care of me," I said.

"I'm not," he said, standing up as the fire caught. "I'm protecting the pipes. If the ambient temperature drops too low, the sprinkler system freezes."

"Right. The pipes."

He turned to face me. The firelight cast long, dancing shadows across his face, softening the harsh angles. For a second, he looked less like a hermit and more like a man who was just... lonely.

"Dinner is in an hour," he said. "I'm making stew. If you have dietary restrictions, tell me now, or learn to pick things out."

"I eat everything," I said. "I'm low maintenance."

He snorted. It was a genuine sound of amusement.

"Ms. Lin," he said, walking past me toward the door. "You are wearing a six-hundred-dollar scarf to walk through a construction site. You are the definition of high maintenance."

He left me there, standing in front of the fire.

I reached up and touched the scarf. It was cashmere. It cost four hundred, actually. I got it on sale.

I turned to the fire. I held my hands out to it. The warmth was painful as it returned to my fingers.

I looked at the stacks of books on the floor. The Count of Monte Cristo. Walden. The Odyssey. Stories about exile. Stories about returning home.

I picked up the top book on the nearest stack. It was a battered copy of Frankenstein.

"Subtle," I whispered.

I put the book back. I needed to get my bearings. I needed a strategy.

The wind rattled the windows, a low moan that vibrated through the floorboards. The storm was getting worse. I could feel it. The pressure drop was making my ears pop.

We were locked in.

I took a deep breath, smelling the woodsmoke and the dust.

"Game on, Silas," I said.

I walked out of the library, leaving the warmth of the fire behind, and headed back into the cold.
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