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Chapter 1 – Static
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The red “ON AIR” light burned steady above the studio door, and Hazel Dunmore leaned into the microphone the way she always did after midnight, voice low and warm enough to melt the snow outside.

“This is Hazel on the late shift at your local radio station, still keeping the lights on in Lantern Hollow. If you’re driving the ridge road, watch for black ice past the old logging turnoff. And if you’re lying awake, well... you’re not the only one.”

She cued the next track, an old Patsy Cline number, and glanced at the VU meters. They were twitching wrong. A low hiss had been creeping in for the last twenty minutes, the kind of static that meant the ancient transmitter on the roof was dying again. Josie caught her eye through the glass and made a cutting motion across her throat, then pointed at the phone.

Hazel smiled into the mic. “Stay with me. I’ve got something soft coming up.”

She killed her mic and stepped into the booth. “How bad?”

“Bad,” Josie said. She had her boots up on the soundboard, headphones half-off, dark hair in a messy knot. “It’s gonna cut out before the hour. Media vultures are already sniffing around. If we go dark for more than a night they’ll use it as an excuse to kill the whole license.”

Hazel rubbed the bridge of her nose. The station was one room, a closet, and a bathroom that smelled like industrial cleaner. It was also the only thing that had kept her from packing up and leaving the mountain three years ago. “Who can even fix that thing anymore?”

“The guy on Ironwood Ridge. Tall weird one who fixes radios for the old folks. Lives alone, hates people, but he knows transmitters. You should go up there tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is a storm day.”

“Then go tonight after we sign off. He’s awake. I’ve seen the lights.”

Hazel sighed, then stepped back to the mic as the song faded. She talked the station through the last fifteen minutes-local weather, a request for a trucker named Earl, a soft goodnight to whoever needed it. The static grew teeth. When she finally flipped the switch to the overnight automation, the board lights flickered and the signal died with a wet crackle.

Silence.

Josie pulled her headphones off. “That’s it. We’re dark.”

They sat for a second in the quiet. Outside, wind scraped the windows. Hazel’s shoulders ached. She was thirty-one, curvy in the soft way that came from too many late-night snacks and not enough daylight, auburn hair twisted up with a pencil. Lonely in the particular way of people who talked to the dark for a living.

The front door chimed. A woman in a red flannel and jeans stepped in, shaking snow off her boots. Mid-thirties, sharp cheekbones, dark braid over one shoulder. Hazel recognized her-Mara, who called in sometimes on the late shift, voice rough from the cold, always asking for the same sad songs.

“Sorry,” Mara said. “Saw the lights still on. Figured you might still be here. I was... in the area.”

Josie’s mouth curved. She looked between them, then stood and grabbed her coat. “I’m gonna go scrape the car. Lock up when you’re done, Haze.” She paused at the door, eyebrow raised. “Have fun.”

The door shut. The station felt smaller.

Mara’s eyes tracked Hazel’s oversized sweater, the way it slipped off one shoulder. “You sounded tired on the air.”

“Transmitter’s dead. Again.”

“That sucks.” Mara stepped closer. She smelled like woodsmoke and cold air. “I was listening in the truck. Thought about you sitting here alone.”

Hazel’s pulse kicked. They had done this twice before-quick, hungry, no strings. “Josie just left.”

“I know.” Mara’s hand settled on Hazel’s waist, thumb stroking the soft give of her hip through the sweater. “Door’s locked?”

“Yeah.”

Mara kissed her. It wasn’t gentle. Hazel made a low sound and opened for it, tasting coffee and the mint gum Mara always chewed. Hands pushed under the sweater, palms hot against Hazel’s bare skin. Hazel was wearing nothing under it-no bra, just the soft cotton and the cold air that raised goosebumps. Mara’s thumbs found her nipples and rolled them, firm, and Hazel’s knees loosened.

“Bathroom,” Hazel managed. “Not out here.”

They stumbled into the tiny bathroom. The fluorescent light buzzed. Mara shoved the door shut with her boot and pressed Hazel against the sink. The edge dug into Hazel’s ass. Mara’s mouth moved to her neck, biting just hard enough to sting, while both hands shoved the sweater up to Hazel’s collarbones. Cool air hit her tits. Mara bent and sucked one nipple into her mouth, tongue flicking, teeth grazing. Hazel’s hand fisted in the dark braid.

“Fuck,” Hazel breathed. “Harder.”

Mara bit. Hazel’s hips jerked. One of Mara’s hands slid down, popped the button on Hazel’s jeans, and shoved inside. Fingers slid through already-slick folds. Hazel was wet-had been since Mara walked in. Two fingers pushed in without ceremony, curling, and Hazel’s head thunked back against the mirror.

“Jesus, you’re soaked,” Mara said against her skin. She fucked her fingers in steady, the wet sound loud in the small room. Her thumb found Hazel’s clit and rubbed tight circles. “Been thinking about this all night? Sitting there with that pretty voice while your cunt was empty?”

“Yes.” Hazel’s voice cracked. She rocked onto the fingers. “More. Three.”

Mara gave it to her. The stretch burned sweet. Hazel’s thighs trembled. She reached down and shoved Mara’s flannel open, got a hand on a small, tight breast, pinched the nipple. Mara groaned and fucked her harder, palm grinding against her clit with every thrust.

Hazel came fast and sharp, clenching around the fingers, a broken sound caught in her throat. Mara kept moving through it, dragging it out until Hazel was shaking and pushing at her wrist.

Mara pulled her hand free, fingers shining, and licked them clean while Hazel watched, chest heaving. Then Mara turned her, bent her over the sink. Jeans and panties shoved to mid-thigh. The mirror showed Hazel’s flushed face, sweater still rucked up, tits swaying.

Mara dropped to her knees behind her. Her tongue licked a broad stripe up Hazel’s cunt, then focused on her clit, sucking. Two fingers pushed back in, crooking hard against the spot that made Hazel’s vision blur. Hazel braced on the sink and pushed back, fucking herself on Mara’s mouth and hand. The second orgasm rolled through her slower, deeper, thighs shaking so hard Mara had to hold her hips steady.

When it eased, Mara stood, wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, and spun Hazel around. She kissed her, letting Hazel taste herself. Hazel’s hands went to Mara’s jeans, got them open, shoved them down. She dropped to her knees on the cold tile.

Mara’s cunt was neat, dark hair trimmed short, already wet. Hazel licked into her, slow at first, then deeper, tongue fucking her while her thumb worked the clit. Mara’s hand landed in Hazel’s hair and gripped. She rocked against Hazel’s mouth, breath hitching.

“Right there-fuck, don’t stop.”

Hazel didn’t. She sucked the clit between her lips and slid two fingers in, curling. Mara came with a low, punched-out groan, thighs clamping around Hazel’s head, pulsing hard against her tongue. Hazel licked her through it until Mara tugged her hair gently and pulled her up.

They stood there a minute, breathing, foreheads touching. Mara’s hand stroked down Hazel’s back, soothing now.

“You good?” Mara asked.

“Yeah.” Hazel’s voice was hoarse. She tugged her sweater down, stepped out of the jeans the rest of the way so she could pull them back up properly. Her cunt still throbbed. “You heading out?”

“Yeah. Early shift at the garage.” Mara kissed her once more, softer. “Call me if the storm gets bad. Or if you just want company.”

“I will.”

Mara left. The front door chimed and shut. Hazel locked it behind her, then stood in the dark studio with the dead transmitter and the smell of sex still on her skin. The orgasm had been good-sharp, needed-but the restless ache under her ribs hadn’t gone anywhere. She thought about the ridge road, the snow, the tall stranger Josie said could fix the signal.

She grabbed her coat, killed the lights, and stepped out into the cold.
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Chapter 2 – The Man on the Ridge
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The ridge road was worse than Hazel expected. Snow whipped across the headlights in thick sheets, and the truck’s tires fought for grip on every switchback. By the time she reached the cabin the windshield wipers were icing over and her knuckles ached from gripping the wheel. The place sat back from the road under a stand of dark pines, one window glowing warm yellow. A thin line of smoke rose from the chimney and vanished into the storm.

She killed the engine and sat for a second, listening to the tick of cooling metal. Then she pulled her coat tight and climbed out. The cold hit like a slap. She knocked hard on the heavy wooden door, twice, then again.

It opened so fast she stepped back.

The man who filled the doorway had to duck to see her. He was enormous-seven feet easy, shoulders broad enough to block most of the light, wearing a worn flannel that strained across his chest. His skin was a cool gray, not sickly, just... wrong for a human, with faint silver lines tracing the side of his throat and disappearing under the collar. His eyes were dark and narrow, and when he spoke his voice was low, accented in a way she couldn’t place.

“Go away.”

Hazel blinked snow off her lashes. “You’re the one who fixes radios?”

He stared. The wind shoved at her back. Then something shifted in his face-recognition, sharp and sudden.

“You’re her,” he said. The words came out rough. “The voice. Late night.”

“Hazel. From the local radio.” She held up the dead transmitter board she’d pulled from the station, wrapped in a towel. “Josie said you might be able to-”

“I know who you are.” He stepped back, still watching her like she might vanish. “Come in before you freeze.”

Inside smelled like woodsmoke and solder. The cabin was one big room with a loft above. Tools covered a long table. A second man-almost as tall, broader through the middle, wearing a knit beanie-looked up from a mug and grinned.

“Friend! You brought the radio lady.”

“Brannik,” the first man said, warning.

“Tor,” Brannik corrected cheerfully. “He pretends he doesn’t listen every night. He does.”

Tor’s jaw tightened. He took the board from Hazel without touching her fingers and set it on the table. His hands were huge, gray, the silver markings on the backs of them catching the firelight. “I can fix it. Tomorrow. Storm’s too bad to send you back down now, but I won’t keep you.”

“I can wait,” Hazel said. Her voice came out smaller than she meant. Up close he was even larger. The top of her head barely reached his chest. When he moved past her to clear a chair she caught the heat rolling off him, warmer than a human should be.

He worked in silence for a few minutes, testing connections, the muscles in his forearms shifting under the
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