

    
        
          The Devil You Come Home To

        

        
        
          V. E. Sterling

        

        
          Published by Silvershade Books, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE DEVIL YOU COME HOME TO

    

    
      First edition. January 19, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 V. E. Sterling.

    

    
    
      Written by V. E. Sterling.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Epilogue | Six Months Later

Bonus Chapter: The Devil Wears Flannel | One Year Later

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


The check engine light on my dashboard had been a persistent orange companion for the last two hundred miles, a glowing reminder that my life was currently held together by duct tape and delusion. It flickered in a mocking rhythm as I guided my Honda, a vehicle that had seen better decades, up the winding incline of Route 9.

Blackwood Ridge didn’t look different. That was the first thing that annoyed me. After seven years, you expect a place to change. You want the geography to acknowledge your absence, to shift or crumble or at least paint a few shutters a different color. But the mountains were exactly as oppressive and majestic as I remembered. The pines stood like silent sentinels, aggressive in their green uniformity, guarding secrets I had no intention of digging up.

I was only here for the house.

"Just the house, Sophie," I said aloud. The sound of my own voice was swallowed by the grinding of the transmission as I downshifted for a particularly brutal hairpin turn. "Sign the papers. Sell the assets. Pay the bills. Get back to civilization."

Civilization was Seattle, where I had a job that tolerated me, a cat that ignored me, and an apartment that cost sixty percent of my take-home pay. It wasn't a glamorous life, but it was mine. It was anonymous. No one in Seattle knew about the scandal. No one looked at me with that specific blend of pity and judgment that the residents of Blackwood Ridge had perfected into an art form.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder. I didn't need to look to know it was the lawyer, Mr. Henderson. He had been leaving voicemail messages with increasing urgency for the last week. When Aunt Beatrice died, I assumed she would leave her estate to the local cat shelter or perhaps the historical society. We hadn't spoken since the day I left town with my clothes stuffed into garbage bags.

But apparently, guilt is a powerful motivator in estate planning.

I crested the ridge, and the town sprawled out in the valley below. It was picturesque in that annoying way that lured tourists in for the ski season and trapped locals for generations. The roofs were dusted with a light layer of early November snow. Smoke curled from chimneys. It looked like a snow globe, the kind you shake just to watch the chaos settle.

I didn't want to shake it. I wanted to sell the glass case and leave.

My tires crunched over the gravel as I pulled off the main road and headed toward the outskirts. Beatrice lived in the old mill district, an area that had been trying to gentrify for twenty years and failing miserably. The houses here were large, Victorian-era behemoths that required more love and money than anyone in their right mind possessed.

When I pulled up to number 44, I cut the engine. The silence that rushed in was heavy.

The house was a disaster.

I stared up at the peeling grey paint and the sagging porch. The weeping willow in the front yard had grown wild, its branches dragging on the ground like long, skeletal fingers. The windows were dark, staring back at me like hollow eyes. It looked less like an inheritance and more like a threat.

"Okay," I breathed out, gripping the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. "You can do this. It is just a building. It is wood and nails and probably a significant amount of dry rot."

I stepped out of the car. The mountain air hit me instantly, crisp and thin, smelling of pine needles and woodsmoke. It triggered a sensory memory so sharp I almost stumbled. It smelled like bonfires. It smelled like high school football games and secret meetups in the woods. It smelled like mistakes.

I grabbed my purse and the single suitcase I had packed. I wasn't planning on staying long enough to need more than three changes of clothes. I marched up the walkway, stepping over a cracked paver that had been broken since 1999.

The key Mr. Henderson had mailed me was heavy in my hand. I jammed it into the lock and twisted. It resisted. Of course it did. Nothing in Blackwood Ridge ever opened easily for me. I jiggled it, cursed under my breath, and gave the door a solid kick near the base. The lock clicked, and the door swung open with a groan that sounded suspiciously like a warning.

The interior smelled of lavender and dust. It was the smell of an old woman who had given up on the world. Sheets covered the furniture in the front parlor, ghostly shapes in the dim light filtering through the grime on the windows.

I dropped my suitcase in the hallway. "Hello?" I called out, though I knew the house was empty. "Aunt Bea?"

The silence was the only answer.

I walked into the kitchen. This was where I had spent most of my childhood summers, sitting at the butcher block island while Beatrice baked pies she would inevitably burn. The kitchen looked exactly the same, down to the yellow floral wallpaper that had been peeling since the Clinton administration. A stack of mail sat on the counter, unopened.

I picked up the top envelope. Final Notice.

My stomach dropped. I picked up the next one. Past Due.

The third one was from the bank. Foreclosure Warning.

"Oh, Beatrice," I whispered, sinking onto one of the rickety stools. "What did you do?"

I had known she wasn't rich. But Beatrice was proud. She was the kind of woman who ironed her bed sheets and polished her silverware even if no one was coming to dinner. The idea that she had been drowning in debt, letting the bills pile up on the counter while she withered away in this big, empty house, made my chest ache.

And now, it was my mess.

My phone buzzed again. This time, I answered it.

"Sophie? Is that you?" Mr. Henderson’s voice was reedy and sounded like he was speaking through a tin can.

"I'm here," I said, rubbing my temple. "I'm at the house."

"Good, good. I was worried you wouldn't show. You know how the weather can get up there."

"The weather is fine, Mr. Henderson. The house, however, is on life support."

He cleared his throat, a nervous, ticking sound. "Yes. Well. That is part of what we need to discuss. Can you come by my office? I can fit you in at four."

I looked at the clock on the stove. It was two-thirty. "I'll be there."

"And Sophie?"

"Yes?"

"Prepare yourself. The situation is... complex."

I hung up and stared at the stack of bills. Complex was lawyer-speak for expensive. Complex meant I wasn't going to be back in Seattle by Monday. Complex meant I was going to have to talk to people.

I needed coffee.

The thought of facing the town without caffeine was impossible. I grabbed my keys and headed back out. The Honda groaned but started, and I drove the mile into the town center.

Main Street was disgustingly charming. The lampposts were wrapped in early holiday garlands. The bakery, Flour Power, was still there. The hardware store, Hammer Time, was still there. I appreciated the town’s commitment to terrible puns, if nothing else.

I parked in front of The Roasted Bean. It used to be the hangout spot for the high school crowd. I pulled my beanie low over my ears and wrapped my scarf around my neck, hoping to achieve a level of invisibility usually reserved for ghosts or middle-aged accountants.

The bell above the door chimed as I entered. The warmth of the shop fogged up my glasses instantly. I took them off, wiping them on my sweater as I shuffled toward the counter.

"What can I get for you?" the barista asked. She was young, maybe nineteen, with bright purple hair and a nose ring. She didn't know me. Thank God.

"Large black coffee," I said. "And a blueberry muffin. Actually, make it two muffins. It's been a day."

"Coming right up."

I waited by the pick-up counter, putting my glasses back on. The shop was fairly busy for a Tuesday afternoon. Two moms with strollers were discussing sleep training in the corner. An old man was reading a newspaper by the window.

And then I saw him.

Not Him. Not the man I was terrified of running into. But someone close enough to the blast zone that my heart rate spiked.

Travis Miller. The sheriff.

He was standing in line behind me, looking at his phone. He looked older, heavier, the lines around his eyes deeper. But it was definitely him. He had been the star quarterback. The nice guy. The one who didn't throw debris at my house when the scandal broke, but who didn't stop his friends either.

I turned away, hunching my shoulders, praying the purple-haired barista would hurry up with my muffins.

"Sophie?"

I froze. There is a specific kind of dread that settles in your gut when your name is spoken in a place you tried to erase from your map. It’s heavy and cold.

I turned slowly, forcing a smile that I knew looked more like a grimace. "Travis. Hi."

He lowered his phone, his eyes widening. He was wearing his uniform, the badge gleaming under the harsh coffee shop lights. "I heard you were coming back. Henderson mentioned it at the Rotary meeting."

Of course he did. Privacy in Blackwood Ridge was a myth, like Bigfoot or affordable housing.

"Just for a few days," I said quickly. "Sorting out Beatrice's affairs."

"I was sorry to hear about her," Travis said, and he sounded genuine. That was the annoying thing about Travis. He was always genuine. It made it very hard to hate him. "She was a fixture."

"She was," I agreed. "A stubborn, immovable fixture."

"You look good, Sophie. City life suits you."

"Thanks." I grabbed my coffee as the barista slid it onto the counter. "I really have to run, Travis. Appointment with Henderson."

"Right. Hey, be careful up at the old place. I drove by there a few weeks ago. The porch looks sketchy."

"I noticed. Good seeing you, Travis."

I practically sprinted out of the shop. I made it to my car and locked the doors before I exhaled. My hands were shaking. It wasn't just seeing Travis. It was the realization that he was just the first domino. If Travis knew I was here, everyone knew.

And if everyone knew, he knew.

I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing the image of a sharp jawline and cold, dark eyes out of my mind. "He doesn't care," I told myself. "It's been seven years. He probably doesn't even live here anymore. He's probably in New York or London, ruining people's lives in a much more expensive tax bracket."

I started the car and drove to the law office.

Mr. Henderson’s office was located in a converted brick building that smelled of old paper and lemon polish. His receptionist, a woman named Gladys who had been eighty years old since I was five, glared at me over her spectacles.

"He's waiting," she barked.

I went into the inner office. Mr. Henderson was a small man who seemed to be shrinking with age. He stood up and shook my hand, his grip frail.

"Sophie. Sit, sit."

I sat in the leather chair opposite his desk. "Let's rip the bandage off, Mr. Henderson. I saw the notices on the counter. How bad is it?"

He sighed and opened a thick file folder. "Beatrice was... optimistic. She mortgaged the house three times. She took out loans to repair the roof, then the foundation, then to help a friend who ran off with the money."

"How much?"

He slid a piece of paper across the desk.

I looked at the number. I blinked, hoping my contact prescription was outdated. I looked again.

"That's a phone number," I said, my voice high. "Please tell me that is a phone number."

"It is the total outstanding debt, including the liens on the property."

"One hundred and fifty thousand dollars?" I choked out. "The house isn't even worth that! It's a teardown!"

"Actually, the land value is quite high. But yes, the structure is a liability. However, that is not the only issue."

"There's more?" I felt lightheaded. I needed that second muffin.

"Beatrice didn't just borrow from the bank," Henderson said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "She borrowed from private investors. Promissory notes. Hard money loans with very high interest rates."

"Loan sharks?" I asked, incredulous. "My aunt borrowed money from loan sharks?"

"Not sharks, per se. Just... local businessmen who operate outside the traditional banking system. And there is a clause in the primary note. It’s an acceleration clause. Upon the death of the borrower, the full amount is due within thirty days. Or..."

"Or what?"

"Or the property is forfeited. Immediate seizure."

"Okay," I said, trying to process this. "So I let them take it. I walk away. I don't have a hundred and fifty grand, Mr. Henderson. I have two thousand dollars in savings and a credit card with a limit that laughs at me."

"You can walk away," Henderson agreed. "But the estate is liable. And since you are the sole beneficiary and executor, you have to facilitate the transfer. If the property is seized, it goes to auction. If it sells for less than the debt—which it will—the creditors can come after the rest of the estate."

"There is no rest of the estate!"

"There is the life insurance policy," he noted. "Fifty thousand dollars."

I paused. Fifty thousand dollars was life-changing money for me. It could pay off my student loans. It could fix my car. It could act as a down payment on a condo in Seattle that didn't smell like wet dog.

"So if the house gets seized and sold for scraps," I said slowly, "the creditors take the insurance money to cover the difference?"

"Exactly."

"But if I can sell the house for market value...?"

"Then you pay off the debts, and you keep the insurance money. Maybe even make a small profit on the sale."

I did the math. If I walked away, I got nothing. If I stayed and tried to sell the place, I might clear enough to actually restart my life.

"Who holds the note?" I asked. "Who is the 'private investor' threatening to seize the house?"

Henderson looked uncomfortable. He shuffled some papers, avoiding my gaze. "It is a holding company. Obsidian Ventures."

The name meant nothing to me. "Okay. So I call Obsidian Ventures. I ask for an extension. I list the house. I spruce it up, slap some paint on the rot, and sell it to a couple from the city who want a rustic getaway."

"It might not be that simple, Sophie. The principal of Obsidian Ventures is... difficult."

"I deal with difficult people all the time," I lied. "I work in marketing."

Henderson gave me a look that suggested he knew exactly how well I handled conflict, which was poorly. "Sophie, the man behind Obsidian Ventures... he buys distressed properties. He owns half the commercial district now. He is not known for his patience."

"Who is it?" I asked, though a cold prickle of intuition was already dancing down my spine.

Henderson sighed. "It’s Miles."

The air left the room. It didn't just leave; it vacated the premises, took the furniture, and burned the building down on the way out.

"Miles?" I whispered. "Miles... Thorne?"

"Yes."

I sat back in the chair, the leather creaking under my sudden lack of posture. Miles Thorne. The boy I had loved. The boy whose family had been destroyed by the scandal my own father had orchestrated. The boy who had looked at me with eyes full of hatred the last time I saw him, right before I fled town.

He was my landlord. He was my creditor. He was the man holding the deed to my family's legacy.

"He owns the debt?" I asked, my voice trembling.

"He bought it six months ago."

"He knew," I said. "He knew Beatrice was dying, and he bought the debt."

"I can't speculate on his motives."

I could. I could speculate all day long. This wasn't business. This was vengeance. He bought the debt so he could be the one to kick the last remnant of my family out of Blackwood Ridge.

I stood up. My knees were shaky, but a sudden, hot flare of anger was burning through the fear.

"Where is he?" I asked.

"Sophie, I don't think—"

"Where is his office?"

"He operates out of the top floor of the old Ironworks building. But you can't just storm in there. He has security. He has a schedule."

"He has my house," I snapped. "I'm not going to let him bully me, Henderson. I ran away once. I'm not running away again."

That was a lie. I wanted to run away immediately. I wanted to get in my car and drive until the ocean stopped me. But I thought about the fifty thousand dollars. I thought about the smug satisfaction Miles would feel if I just rolled over and let him take everything.

"I need thirty days," I said. "I need time to list it. Does the contract give me thirty days?"

"Technically, yes. From the date of the notice. You have three weeks left."

"Fine. Then I have three weeks to fix up a money pit and sell it out from under him."

"Sophie," Henderson warned. "Miles isn't the boy you went to high school with. He’s... changed. The town is afraid of him."

"Good," I said, grabbing my purse. "Then he won't expect me to be the one person stupid enough to stand up to him."

I walked out of the office and into the cold mountain air. The sun was setting, casting long, bruised shadows across the street. I looked up toward the Ironworks building on the hill. The lights were on in the top floor, glowing like eyes in the darkness.

"Welcome home, Sophie," I muttered to myself.

I got in my car and slammed the door. The check engine light winked at me.

I had three weeks, a crumbling house, and a creditor who probably wanted my head on a pike.

It was going to be a long month.
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