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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, surveillance and stalking, possessiveness, captivity and forced servitude, power imbalance, dubious consent dynamics, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, parental neglect and dysfunction, revenge, and dark themes. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.
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“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Take Me to Church” — Hozier

“Lovely” — Billie Eilish & Khalid

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“You Should See Me in a Crown” — Billie Eilish

“Cherry Wine” — Hozier

“Change (In the House of Flies)” — Deftones

“Dark Paradise” — Lana Del Rey

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak

There are people who enter your life like a locked door. You know you shouldn’t pick the lock. You know what’s on the other side will ruin you. But your hands were already moving before your mind could catch up.

— Margaux Linden, The Anatomy of Surrender

For the ones who stay in the house when the storm says run.
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Before

Darrow

I told myself this was about her father.

The footage plays on the left monitor. Burlington, Vermont. A Tuesday in April, seven months ago. She walks out of the coffee shop on Church Street with a paper cup in one hand and her phone in the other, and she doesn’t look at either of them. She’s looking at the sky. It’s overcast, the kind of flat grey that promises nothing, and she stares at it like she’s making a decision about whether the world deserves her attention today.

I’ve watched this footage eleven times. I know what happens next. She tucks her hair behind her left ear, shifts the cup to her phone hand, and pushes through the crosswalk against the light. A cab honks. She doesn’t flinch. She lifts two fingers off the cup in a gesture that could be an apology or a dismissal, and she keeps walking.

Eleven times, and I still can’t identify the moment I decided. There should be a clean line. A before and an after. That’s how I operate. I find the fracture point, the place where the structure fails, and I apply pressure until the thing breaks along the fault I chose. Clean. Controlled. Predictable.

She is none of those things.

On the right monitor, the debt documents are open. Three acquisitions over eight months. The first was a personal loan from a credit union in South Burlington. The second was a private lending company that had already marked the account delinquent. The third was a casino marker from Foxwoods, sold to a collections agency that was happy to take sixty cents on the dollar from a buyer who didn’t ask questions.

Thomas Finch owes me $214,000. He doesn’t know it yet. He’ll know it in three days, when the letter arrives. The letter doesn’t mention my name. It mentions a holding company. It mentions terms.

The terms are simple. His daughter comes to work at my estate for the duration of the winter. Domestic staff. Room and board provided. Upon completion of the arrangement, the full debt is forgiven. He’ll take the deal because he has no choice, and because Thomas Finch has spent his entire adult life letting other people pay for his mistakes. His daughter most of all.

I lean back in the chair. The leather creaks. The study is dark except for the monitors, and the blue light carves the room into angles. Howl and Hearth is quiet in October. The house settles at night with sounds that would unnerve anyone who hasn’t grown up inside these walls. The groan of old timber. The wind finding gaps in the stone that no renovation can seal. The charged silence of a house that knows what happened inside it and has chosen not to speak.

On the screen, Elara Finch stops at the corner. She pulls her jacket tighter. It’s too thin for the weather. She’s always wearing clothes that are slightly wrong for the season, slightly too old, slightly too mended. Not poverty. Stubbornness. She won’t spend money on herself because every dollar she earns goes somewhere else. Two jobs. An apartment with a deadbolt she installed herself. A phone full of voicemails from her father that she listens to standing up, as if sitting down would make them heavier.

I know all of this because I’ve been watching for six months. The cameras in Burlington aren’t mine. They’re public. Traffic feeds, storefront security, the university’s exterior network. I didn’t need to plant anything. I just needed to know where to look.

I run my thumb along the scar on my left forearm. The skin is raised and smooth, a ridge that traces the line where a kitchen knife caught me eighteen years ago. I was fourteen. I was running. The man in our house had a knife, and my mother was on the kitchen floor, and I tried to get between them. The scar is what I got for trying. My mother got something worse.

Carl Petrov. My father’s business rival. The man who lost everything when my father squeezed his contracts dry, and who decided the appropriate response was to drive to our home on a Saturday night and murder my mother in the kitchen where she burned toast every morning. Petrov died in prison four years later. Heart attack. No one mourned him.

But Petrov didn’t act alone. Someone managed his finances. Someone moved his money through accounts that kept the IRS from asking questions. Someone who, when the investigation began, gave a statement to the police saying he’d had no idea his client was capable of violence. Someone who collected a fee for his ignorance and went on to drink it, gamble it, and borrow against it until there was nothing left but a daughter who loved him more than he deserved.

Thomas Finch was Carl Petrov’s accountant.

I’ve known this for ten years. I’ve had ten years to decide what to do with it. For the first five, I wanted Thomas dead. For the next three, I wanted him ruined. For the last two, I’ve wanted something more specific. More personal. I wanted to take the thing he loves most and hold it so close to me that he would feel the distance like a wound that doesn’t heal.

That’s what I told myself this was about.

Revenge. The word has a geometry to it: clean angles, a beginning and an end. I would take the daughter the way Petrov took my mother. Not physically. Psychologically. I would bring her into my house, make her dependent, strip away the layers of competence and independence she'd built to survive her father's wreckage, and when she was bare, when she trusted me, I would tell her exactly what her father helped do. The knowledge would destroy her. And Thomas Finch would watch his daughter break the way I watched my mother bleed.

That was the plan. The plan had a timeline. The plan had contingencies. The plan was meticulous, because I am meticulous, because my mother died in a house without cameras and I have spent eighteen years ensuring that nothing in my world happens without my knowledge and my control.

The plan did not account for the coffee shop. For how she holds her cup with both hands when it's cold, like a prayer. For the Tuesday in April when she stepped outside and the light hit her face, and she squinted and laughed at something the barista said through the window, and I sat in a rental car forty feet away and felt something structural give way inside my chest.

The plan did not account for Elara Finch being a person instead of a weapon.

On the desk, beside the debt papers, the journal is open. The early pages are clean, strategic. Target identified. Debt timeline mapped. Winter isolation window: November through March. By March, the damage should be complete.

The later pages are different. The handwriting is less controlled. The entries are longer, more detailed, less tactical. I wrote about the way she counts change carefully at the register. About the book she reads on the bus with the cracked spine. About the night she sat on the fire escape of her building at eleven PM in November, wrapped in a blanket, looking at the sky, and I parked on the street below and watched her watch the stars, and I knew then that the plan was dead. I knew it, and I came home, and I set the timeline anyway. Because plans are what I make when I can't admit what I really want.

On the screen, Elara reaches her apartment building. She takes the stairs instead of the elevator. Third floor. She unlocks the deadbolt. Stands in the doorway for a moment with her keys in her fist, scanning the hallway behind her before she goes inside. A habit born from something I haven’t identified yet. Vigilance or exhaustion. The gesture of a woman who has been taking care of herself for so long that she’s forgotten anyone else might.

She’ll come to the manor in November. The roads will close by the end of the month. By December, the nearest town will be forty minutes of mountain switchbacks in good weather, impassable in anything else. She’ll have her phone, but the signal at Howl and Hearth is weak. Intermittent. The kind of connection that makes you stop trying.

She’ll clean. She’ll cook. She’ll move through my house like a current through still water, and I’ll watch her on the cameras I installed last month. Thirty-two lenses. Every corridor, every common room, every angle except her bedroom and the bathroom. I’m not a voyeur. I’m a collector of information. There is a difference, and I repeat it to myself like a man who knows the prayer has stopped working.

I close the Burlington feed. Her apartment goes dark on the left monitor.

The debt papers wait on the right. I pick up the pen. My signature is fast, illegible, the handwriting of someone who signs things that change other people’s lives and doesn’t look up while doing it. The ink is black. The paper is heavy stock. The terms are binding.

She’ll hate me. That was always part of it. Revenge is supposed to feel like a closed circuit, a system balanced. Her father took my mother’s life from me. I take his daughter’s winter. Not equivalent, but proportional. Symbolic. Controlled.

Except I stopped watching the footage for Thomas two months ago. I watch it for her. For the way she tucks her hair behind her left ear when she’s solving a problem. For the way she refuses to flinch at cab horns, at debt collectors’ calls, at the weight of a life that would have crushed someone less stubborn. For how she looked at the sky on a grey Tuesday like she was deciding whether to forgive it.

I sign the papers. I set down the pen. Outside, the Vermont hills are going gold with October, and somewhere in Burlington, a woman I’ve never met is locking her deadbolt and scanning the hallway and living a life that’s about to collide with mine. She’ll hate me. That was always the plan. The problem is, plans are what I make when I still believe I’m in control.

Act I

The Cage
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Chapter One
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The Debt

Elara

The lawyer said the word “arrangement” like it was something civilized.

He said it as people say “condolences” or “complications” or “unfortunately.” With a crease between his eyebrows that was supposed to communicate sympathy but really communicated billing by the quarter hour. I sat in my car in the parking lot behind the coffee shop where I work mornings, engine off, heat fading, and listened to him explain that my father’s debts had been consolidated under a single private buyer.

“Consolidated,” I repeated.

“The outstanding balances from three separate creditors have been acquired by a private entity. The new holder is offering a resolution.”

Resolution. Another civilized word. I pressed my thumbnail into the steering wheel’s leather until the pad went white. Outside, the first snow of the season was coming down in lazy, indifferent flakes. Burlington in early November. The kind of cold that’s more insult than injury.

“What kind of resolution?”

“Employment. Domestic staffing at a private estate in the Green Mountains. Room and board provided. The position runs from November first through March thirty-first. Upon satisfactory completion, the full balance of two hundred and fourteen thousand dollars is forgiven.”

I laughed. It came out wrong, too sharp, the sound of a woman who stopped being surprised by her father’s wreckage three years ago and was only surprised now by the creativity of it. Domestic staffing. A polite way to say maid. A polite way to say my father had borrowed so recklessly and from such varied sources that someone could buy his entire catastrophe, bundle it like mortgage-backed securities, and use me as the repayment plan.

“What happens if I say no?”

“The holder pursues standard legal remedies. Your father cosigned with personal guarantees. Given the current balances and his”—a pause, the lawyerly equivalent of choosing his words with tweezers—“limited assets, the likely outcome is wage garnishment and potential asset seizure. There is also a criminal referral option on the casino marker.”

Criminal referral. My father in a courtroom. My father, who couldn’t keep a houseplant alive, trying to navigate a legal proceeding. I imagined him in a suit he’d borrowed from someone, his hands shaking from whatever he’d drunk the night before, and the image was so precisely pathetic that I felt my throat close.

“Send me the details,” I said.

That was four days ago. Now I’m driving.

Route 100 narrows past Stowe into something that barely qualifies as paved. The GPS lost signal twenty minutes ago. I’m following handwritten directions the lawyer emailed, which were specific enough to feel like instructions and vague enough to feel like a dare. Past the covered bridge, left at the unmarked fork, continue for six miles on the gravel road. If you reach the creek, you’ve gone too far.

The snow is real now. Not the lazy Burlington flurries. This is mountain snow, dense and purposeful, and it’s been falling steadily since I turned off the interstate. My Honda’s tires slip on every curve. The heater whines. The wipers are losing their war with the windshield. I’m gripping the wheel with both hands, and I’m cataloguing everything I know about the man I’m driving toward, which is almost nothing.

Darrow Graves. The lawyer said the name once, when I asked directly, and then said it wouldn’t be necessary to use it again. No public profile. No social media. I searched for two hours and found a business registration for a holding company, a property tax record for an estate in the Green Mountains, and one photograph attached to a university alumni directory from twelve years ago. The photograph was grainy and formal. Dark hair, dark eyes, the kind of jaw that looked like it had been built for a courtroom or a fight. He wasn’t smiling. He was looking at the camera as you'd study something you’re measuring.

The gravel road climbs. The trees close in, bare-branched and skeletal, their trunks dark with moisture. Through the snow and the timber, I catch the first glimpse of the house.

House is wrong. It’s a manor. Grey stone, three stories, steep-pitched roof already white with accumulation. It sits at the end of the road like something that grew out of the mountain rather than being built on top of it. There are windows, tall and narrow, and most of them are dark. The front entrance is a heavy wooden door under a stone arch, flanked by iron lanterns that glow amber through the snow. A covered porch wraps around the left side and disappears.

I park behind a black SUV that looks like it’s never left the property. Cut the engine. The silence is immediate and total. No traffic, no neighbors, no hum of a city existing in the background. Just the snow falling and the wind pushing through the trees and the house watching me from its dark windows.

I grab my duffel from the back seat. One bag. Five months’ worth of living packed into a bag I bought at a thrift store in college. I didn’t bring much because I don’t own much, and because bringing more would have felt like accepting this as something permanent. This is temporary. This is a transaction. Five months, and then my father’s debts are someone else’s ghost story.

The steps are salted. Someone did that recently, which means someone in this house knew I was arriving today and took the time to make sure I wouldn’t fall on my way to the front door. The care embedded in the small act collides with what I know about the arrangement, and the collision is strange. Gratitude and suspicion occupying the same breath. I set my bag on the porch. I look at the door. Heavy wood, iron hardware, the kind of door that says you’re not getting through me unless I decide to open. I press the doorbell. No sound carries back to me. I press again. Nothing. I raise my fist to knock.

The front door opens before I knock.

He’s taller than the photograph suggested. The alumni directory didn’t capture how he fills a doorway, not with bulk but with presence, the particular density of a person who is used to being the most dangerous thing in any room. Dark hair pushed back from a face that is all structure. Sharp cheekbones. A jaw that could have been cut with a drafting tool. And his eyes, nearly black in the porch light, looking at me the way the house looks at me. Like I’m being catalogd.

“Elara Finch,” he says. Not a question.

“Darrow Graves,” I say. Matching his tone. Giving him nothing.

Something moves across his face. Not a smile. The scaffolding of a smile, the bones of it without the warmth. He steps aside. The doorway is wide enough for both of us, but he doesn’t move far enough, so I have to turn sideways to pass him. My shoulder nearly brushes his chest. I smell cedar and woodsmoke and something underneath that’s just skin, just warmth, and I file that away in the part of my brain that catalogs threats.

The entrance hall is stone and timber. High ceilings. A staircase that curves upward into shadow. It’s warm inside, furnace-warm, and the contrast with the cold makes my skin prickle. There are cameras. I count three in the first ten seconds. Small, mounted high, the kind with a red indicator light that says they’re recording. Two in the hall. One angled at the front door.

He closes the door behind me. The lock engages with a sound that I feel in my teeth.

“Your room is on the third floor,” he says. “East wing. Mrs. Voss will show you. Dinner is at seven. I eat alone, but you’ll have the kitchen after eight.”

I turn to face him. He’s standing with his back to the door, hands in the pockets of dark trousers, watching me with the focused patience of someone who has been waiting for this moment longer than four days. Longer than the phone call. Longer than the lawyer’s carefully worded proposal.

“Any other rules?” I ask.

“Several. We’ll discuss them tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it.”

His eyes hold mine. Three seconds. Five. Long enough that I feel my pulse adjust, not speeding up exactly, but becoming aware of itself. He nods once, turns, and walks down the corridor without looking back. His footsteps are quiet on the stone. A man who moves through his own house like he’s trying not to wake something.

A woman appears at the top of the staircase. Sixties, silver hair pulled back, a face that has been handsome for decades and hasn’t given up on it. She looks at me with an expression I can’t read. Not unfriendly. Not friendly either. Assessment.

“You’re the girl,” she says.

“I’m the arrangement,” I say.

That gets me something close to a smile. “I’m Ingrid Voss. Follow me.”

My room is small and clean. A single bed, a desk, a window that faces east toward nothing but trees and snow. The radiator clicks. The door has a lock on the inside. That’s something. I set my duffel on the bed and stand at the window. The snow is coming down harder now, erasing the road I drove in on.

Five months. One hundred and fifty-two days. A house full of cameras and a man who opened the door before I knocked, because he’d been watching me arrive.

I lock the door. Not because I think it will keep him out. Because the sound of the bolt is the last thing that belongs to me in this house, and I want to hear it.
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Chapter Two
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The Rules

Darrow

She locked the door.

I heard it from the second-floor landing. The bolt sliding home, a small metallic sound that traveled through the house’s bones the way everything does here. Stone carries sound. I learned that when I was six, lying in bed and listening to my mother laugh at something my father said two floors below. I learned it again when I was fourteen, lying on the same floor and listening to something no child should hear.

Elara Finch locked the door, and the part of me that runs on logic noted it as a reasonable precaution. The part of me that has spent six months watching her on public feeds noted it as consistent. She checks behind her. She scans hallways. She installs her own deadbolts. A woman who has learned that safety is something you build yourself because no one is building it for you.

The part of me I don’t have a name for noted that the lock won’t keep me out, and felt nothing about that fact, which is its own kind of answer.

Morning. I’m in the study before dawn because sleep is a negotiation I stopped winning years ago. The monitors are on. Camera twelve shows the kitchen, where Mrs. Voss is already moving with the efficient silence she’s perfected over three decades in this house. Camera seven shows the third-floor east corridor. Elara’s door is closed.

I pull up the schedule I drafted two weeks ago. Her duties. Her hours. The framework of her days for the next five months, laid out with the precision I apply to everything because precision is the difference between control and chaos, and I chose my side of that line a long time ago.

She appears at the kitchen threshold at 6:47 AM. The cameras are sharp enough to catch the details. She’s dressed in jeans and a dark sweater that’s too large for her. Her hair is braided. She looks like she slept badly, which is reasonable. She looks alert, which is less reasonable. Most people who slept badly in a stranger’s house would look uncertain. Elara looks like she’s already mapping exits.

Mrs. Voss offers her coffee. Elara accepts. They exchange words I can’t hear because the kitchen cameras don’t have audio. I could have installed audio. I chose not to. There are limits I set for myself, thin lines drawn in pencil that I tell myself I won’t cross, and each one is smaller than the last.

I meet her in the dining room at eight. She’s already seated, coffee cup in hand, studying the room the way a cartographer studies unfamiliar terrain. Her eyes move over the bookshelves, the fireplace, the windows, the ceiling. Counting cameras, probably. She’s found three so far. There are five in this room.

“Good morning,” I say, because I’m civilized. Because the arrangement demands civility the way a cage demands bars.

“Is it?” she says.

I sit across from her. The table is mahogany, long enough to seat twelve. We’re using two chairs at the same end, which was not the seating arrangement I planned. She chose her seat. She chose proximity. I file that under data I’ll examine later.

“Your schedule,” I say, and slide the printed page across the table. She picks it up. Reads it. Her face does something controlled and precise while she absorbs the contents, a flattening that tells me she’s processing an emotional response and choosing not to display it.

The schedule is thorough. Kitchen duties: prepare breakfast by seven, lunch available by noon, dinner service at seven PM. Housekeeping: common areas on the first and second floors. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays for deep cleaning. Tuesdays and Thursdays for laundry and general maintenance. Her hours are six AM to eight PM, with breaks at her discretion. Weekends are lighter. The third floor east wing is hers. The third floor west wing is locked. The second floor study is mine. The east corridor on the second floor is locked.

“Locked,” she says, looking up from the page. “That’s a word that comes up a lot in this house.”

“It’s a large house. Not all of it is relevant to your work.”

“What’s behind the locked doors?”

“Things that aren’t relevant to your work.”

She sets the page down. Her coffee cup is positioned exactly between us, equidistant
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