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​Chapter 1 - The Last Shift
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The monitor stopped making noise before Sawyer understood what had happened.

Not silence exactly. The ICU never had silence. There were pumps sighing through plastic tubing, vents pushing measured breaths into lungs that had forgotten the work, a call light chiming somewhere beyond the glass. Shoes squeaked in the hall. Somebody laughed too loudly at the nurses’ station, then cut themselves off.

But Bed Twelve had gone quiet.

Sawyer stood with two fingers pressed to the inside of a boy’s wrist, where the skin was warm and impossibly smooth beneath the tape and pulse-ox wire.

Nothing.

He adjusted his fingers.

Nothing.

“Check leads,” he said.

His own voice came out level. It always did. The useful part of him knew what to say before the rest of him had caught up.

A resident was already at the monitor, hands moving too quickly. “They’re attached.”

“Pulse?”

Sawyer did not wait for the answer. He leaned closer, listening with his stethoscope against the boy’s chest. The room smelled like antiseptic, plastic, and the faint metallic trace of blood that never entirely left the air.

“Starting compressions,” he said.

Then he was doing them.

Thirty compressions. Two breaths. The rhythm took over, brutal and familiar. His hands locked at the center of the boy’s sternum. Down. Release. Down. Release.

The kid’s name was Theo. Sixteen years old. He had dark curls shaved short at the sides and a narrow, stubborn face. Earlier that evening, when Sawyer had helped reposition him, Theo had opened his eyes long enough to glare at the ceiling and whisper that hospital pudding tasted like wallpaper paste.

Sawyer had told him that was because it was made from wallpaper paste.

Theo had smiled, just barely.

Now his chest moved under Sawyer’s hands because Sawyer was forcing it to.

“Epi’s in.”

“Time?”

“Zero two thirteen.”

Someone took over compressions. Sawyer stepped back only long enough to scan the room: oxygen, airway, lines, color. The machine gave him numbers. The boy’s body gave him almost nothing.

The attending arrived. The code ran. The room filled with practiced urgency, each person fitting into the shape of their work so neatly that for a while it could have been any room, any patient, any night.

Sawyer passed equipment. Confirmed dosages. Repeated times back to the recorder.

He did everything right.

That was the part that stayed.

Not the collapse afterward. Not the low, awful word the attending eventually said. Not Theo’s mother arriving too late from the family waiting room because she had gone downstairs to get coffee, because everyone had told her he was stable.

Sawyer remembered his own hands.

He remembered checking the pulse after they called it.

Not because he doubted the doctor. Not because there was any chance.

Because he had needed to know.

Nothing.

Six months later, his fingers still went looking.

He found himself doing it now, standing at the medication dispensing cabinet at the end of his final shift, thumb pressed against the artery in his own wrist.

His pulse was there. Fast, but there.

He let go.

“You’re doing it again.”

Sawyer looked up.

Amara Reyes stood two bays down with a chart tucked under one arm and a paper cup of coffee in the other. Her scrub top was patterned with tiny sunflowers, aggressively cheerful against the gray hour before dawn. Her dark hair was twisted up in a clip that had started the night intact and was now hanging on through spite.

“I’m checking for life,” Sawyer said.

“You are, regrettably, alive.”

“Good news for everyone.”

“Debatable.”

She walked over and held out the coffee. He took it because refusing would become a conversation.

It was too sweet and already cold.

“Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me every time I hand you something.”

“I was raised correctly.”

“You were raised to make yourself impossible to worry about.”

He took a careful sip.

The break room clock above the doorway read 6:41 a.m. In nineteen minutes, he would clock out. In forty, he would be driving home. By noon, his badge would be deactivated for three months, maybe longer, while occupational health called the arrangement restorative and his manager tried not to look relieved.

Forced leave was a gentler phrase than breakdown.

He had signed the papers yesterday.

He had nodded through every sentence. He had said he understood. He had said, “Of course. That makes sense.”

He had even smiled at the end, because people got uncomfortable when you did not.

Amara watched him over the rim of her own cup.

“You packed?”

“Mostly.”

“That means no.”

“It means I have boxes.”

“You own six thousand books.”

“Four hundred, max.”

“You own a concerning number of books for someone who claims not to have hobbies.”

“I read. It’s different.”

“Reading is a hobby.”

“Not the way I do it.”

Her mouth flattened in a way that meant she wanted to argue but was too tired to waste the energy. “You have the address?”

“Yes.”

“Phone charger?”

“Yes.”

“Actual food?”

He hesitated.

Amara nodded as if this confirmed a diagnosis. “I put groceries in your car.”

Sawyer stared at her.

“You did what?”

“Granola bars. Soup. Coffee. Something green that will die in your fridge if you ignore it, so you’ll have guilt-based motivation to eat.”

“You broke into my car?”

“Your spare key is under the back tire. Which is not hiding it, by the way. That is advertising it.”

“You moved it?”

“I moved it somewhere worse.”

He wanted to laugh. He almost did.

Instead, he looked down at the coffee cup between his hands.

The unit lights hummed overhead. The morning shift would be arriving soon, smelling like clean laundry and sleep. Someone would take report. Someone would ask whether Room Nine’s blood pressure had been trending low all night. Someone would need the precise, organized version of him who could remember every medication change and every family question.

For the first time in fourteen years, he would not be there to provide it.

The thought should have felt like relief.

It felt like stepping off a roof and trusting there would be ground.

“You don’t have to go all the way out there,” Amara said, quieter now.

“Yes, I do.”

“It’s a rental in a town you picked because it has fewer people than this floor.”

“Not fewer. Probably.”

“You googled the population.”

“I googled the population after I signed the lease.”

Her gaze softened. “Sawyer.”

He looked at the supply closet beside them. The door was not fully shut. Inside, gauze and saline and sealed bags of disposable gloves sat in their usual order, ready to be used up and replaced.

“I just need somewhere that doesn’t know what I’m good for,” he said.

The words had escaped before he could sort them into something less honest.

Amara did not answer immediately.

That was one of the reasons he loved her, though he had never said it aloud. She knew when not to rush into the space after a thing was said.

At last, she touched two fingers to his forearm.

“Okay,” she said. “Then go somewhere quiet.”

The shift ended in pieces.

He gave report on Bed Seven’s potassium level, Bed Nine’s family dynamics, Bed Fourteen’s blood pressure that had finally decided to behave after twelve hours of refusing. He returned his scanner. He stripped the tape from his scrub top and dropped it into the trash.

At his locker, he found the pair of shoes he kept for walking home in decent weather. The soles were worn through at the heels. He had meant to replace them for at least a year.

He put them in his bag.

The badge around his neck felt heavier than it should have. Blue plastic. His photograph from three years ago, when he had slept more and believed exhaustion was a temporary problem with a solvable cause.

He stood there for a moment with it in his palm.

Then he set it on the shelf.

The drive home took twenty-three minutes because traffic had not started yet. The city slid by in damp blue-gray layers: bakery lights coming on, buses breathing at corners, people in coats moving with their heads down against the cold.

At a red light, Sawyer checked his wrist again.

Still there.

At his apartment, he showered without really feeling the water. He put on jeans and an old black T-shirt. He loaded the last box into the trunk of his hatchback: books, a lamp, two mugs wrapped in dish towels, the ceramic bowl his sister had made in high school and given him before she moved overseas.

He had not told his sister he was leaving.

He had not told anyone except Amara.

That made it easier. No farewell. No concern arranged into a voice on the phone. No one asking whether this was a good idea, which was a question he had no answer for.

At 10:17 a.m., Amara texted.

did you leave yet

Sawyer looked at the message from the driver’s seat. His apartment building rose in the rearview mirror, brick and narrow windows and the fire escape where he had once stood at three in the morning, too tired to go inside.

Not yet, he wrote.

Three dots appeared at once.

then leave, genius

He smiled despite himself.

A second message followed.

and eat before you get there

He started the car.

The city thinned slowly, then all at once. High-rises became warehouses. Warehouses became gas stations and chain stores, then long strips of road between bare fields. The sky widened over him.

Sawyer kept driving.

He did not turn on music. He did not call anyone. At first he watched the clock on the dashboard too often, then stopped.

By late afternoon, his shoulders ached from the wheel. He pulled over at a rest stop and bought a turkey sandwich wrapped in plastic. He ate half of it on a bench facing a line of trees, then threw the rest away when his stomach made a quiet, stubborn refusal.

A little boy chased pigeons across the parking lot while his father pretended to be annoyed.

Sawyer watched them until they were gone.

Then he got back in the car.

Darkness arrived before he reached the turnoff. The road narrowed, one lane in each direction, then narrowed again. His navigation signal flickered, recovered, and led him farther into a place where there were no streetlights and no buildings close enough together to call themselves a town.

He passed a wooden sign with peeling white letters.

WELCOME TO BRIARGLEN
POPULATION 1,104
Underneath, someone had added in black marker:

ON A GOOD DAY

Sawyer drove another two miles before he pulled onto the gravel shoulder.

For a moment, he did nothing.

The engine ticked as it cooled.

Beyond the windshield, the road curved away into dark trees. Somewhere farther on was the cottage he had rented through a listing with six photos, an apologetic description of the plumbing, and a monthly price low enough to feel like a mistake.

His phone buzzed.

Amara again.

there alive?

Sawyer looked down at his hands.

They were resting quietly in his lap.

He typed back.

Still here.

Her reply came almost immediately.

good. stay that way.

He set the phone facedown in the passenger seat.

Then he started the car and drove toward the dark.
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​Chapter 2 - Property Line
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The cottage was exactly where the map said it would be, which felt less reassuring than it should have.

Sawyer found it at the end of a gravel lane that split off from the road without ceremony. A weathered mailbox leaned sideways near the entrance, its black numbers nearly swallowed by rust. Beyond it, the lane climbed gently through dark trees before opening onto two small houses separated by a stretch of field and a fence line silvered by moonlight.

His rental stood on the left.

It had a narrow porch, white paint peeling from the railings, and one yellow porch light burning above the front door. It looked like the kind of house that had been drawn by a child instructed to make a house: square body, pitched roof, chimney, two front windows like patient eyes.

The other house sat farther back from the road, half-hidden behind a stand of pines.

No lights.

Sawyer parked beside the porch and turned off the engine.

For several seconds, he stayed where he was.

He could hear things he did not recognize immediately. Wind moving through branches. Something ticking under the hood. A distant animal calling once from the woods, then stopping. No sirens. No traffic. No low, constant city hum pushing in from every direction.

The quiet had shape here.

It pressed gently against the car windows.

His phone buzzed.

Amara: you at the murder cottage?

Sawyer looked at the house.

Sawyer: It has a porch.

Amara: that is not a denial

Sawyer: It is not a murder cottage.

Amara: Text me when the locks work.

He stared at that for a moment.

Then he typed: Yes, Mom.

Her reply arrived before he had opened the car door.

amara: Don’t start. You’re terrible at being anyone’s child.

That got a small breath of laughter out of him. It was gone quickly, but it counted.

The cold met him hard when he stepped outside. He grabbed his overnight bag from the passenger seat and crossed the porch, gravel crunching under his shoes. The key had been mailed to him in a small padded envelope with a note from the landlord.

WELCOME TO BRIARGLEN, MR. HOLT.
THE FRONT DOOR STICKS IF IT’S DAMP.
DON’T YELL AT IT. IT MAKES IT WORSE.
— ELIAS
Sawyer had assumed it was a joke.

The front door did, in fact, stick.

He pushed once. Nothing.

He tried the key again, checked the lock, pushed harder.

Nothing.

He put down his bag, braced one shoulder against the wood, and gave it a firm shove.

The door opened so suddenly he stumbled into the dark entryway and caught himself on the wall.

“Excellent,” he muttered.

The cottage smelled faintly of cedar, old dust, and something sweet beneath it, maybe dried lavender. He found the light switch after several attempts and stood beneath the warm yellow glow, taking inventory automatically.

Kitchen to the right. Living room straight ahead. Narrow hallway toward the back. One staircase, steep and painted white. A coat rack by the door with two empty hooks.

He checked the windows.

Then the locks.

Then the windows again.

By the time he had made a second circuit of the cottage, his shoulders had climbed up near his ears.

It was a nice house.

That was the problem.

It had been easier to imagine running away to somewhere unpleasant. A place with leaking pipes and a hostile landlord and a mattress that smelled faintly of mildew. Somewhere temporary enough that he would not have to admit he might stay.

But the cottage had a woodstove tucked into one corner of the living room. The kitchen cabinets were painted a faded green. A wool blanket had been folded neatly over the back of the sofa. There were two mugs in the dish rack, both handmade, both chipped at the rim.

Someone had prepared the place for a person.

That was different from preparing it for a tenant.

Sawyer unpacked only the things required to make himself technically functional. Toothbrush. Phone charger. Medication. Clean shirt for tomorrow. He found the groceries Amara had planted in his car and arranged them in the refrigerator with more attention than necessary.

Two cartons of soup. Yogurt. Apples. Coffee. Bread.

A note was taped to the milk.

EAT LIKE A MAMMAL
— A
He peeled it off and stuck it on the fridge door instead.

At midnight, he was still awake.

The bedroom upstairs faced the field. From the bed, he could see the dark outline of the fence line and the farther house beyond it. No lights came on there. No car arrived. No television flickered blue against curtains.

The place next door might have been empty.

He slept badly anyway.

In the morning, he woke before dawn because his body had not yet accepted that it had nowhere to be.

For a few seconds, he did not know where he was.

Then the unfamiliar ceiling came into focus. White paint. A crack branching above the window. The soft creak of the house settling around him.

No monitor alarms.

No medication reminders.

No one knocking on the door asking whether he could cover.

He lay still and waited for relief.

It did not come.

By six-thirty, he had showered, dressed, made coffee, and organized the kitchen drawer holding the utensils, which had not needed organizing.

At seven, he went outside with the mug cupped between both hands.

The morning had not fully arrived. The sky above the trees was pale and pearly, the color of the underside of a shell. Frost clung to the grass in the low places. A thin ribbon of smoke rose from somewhere beyond the field, though the house next door still looked dark.

Sawyer stepped down from the porch.

That was when he saw the man.

He stood near the far fence line, maybe fifty yards away, beside a wooden feeder mounted on a post. From this distance, he was mostly shape: tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a dark coat that reached to his thighs. His hair was tied back at his neck.

He held a metal tin in one hand.

With the other, he scattered seed across the ground.

Not quickly. Not carelessly.

He moved with the measured attention of someone performing a task he had done many times and did not wish to rush. First one handful beneath the feeder. Then another near the low brush. Then something smaller placed at the edge of a flat stone.

Sawyer watched without meaning to.

A few minutes passed before the first birds appeared.

They came in cautious flashes: small brown bodies hopping along the grass, a darker bird dropping from a branch, then another. The man did not move away. He stayed exactly where he was, head bowed slightly, as if he understood the difference between being near and being in the way.

Sawyer took a sip of coffee.

The man looked up.

Even at that distance, Sawyer felt it.

Not recognition. Not interest, exactly.

Attention.

The man went very still.

Sawyer’s first instinct was to lift a hand in greeting. His second was to apologize for looking. His third was to go inside and pretend he had not been standing there at all.

Instead, he stood with his coffee and waited.

After a moment, the man looked away.

He finished scattering the seed.

Then he walked toward the other house without once turning back.

Sawyer remained on the porch long after the birds had begun feeding.

At ten, he drove into town because the refrigerator was full but the cottage had no toilet paper beyond one partial roll, and because there was only so much meaning a person could manufacture from a neighbor feeding birds.

Briarglen had one traffic light.

It hung over an intersection between a gas station, a church with a white steeple, and a row of shops with deep awnings and signs that had clearly been painted by hand. The main street curved around a square with a small war memorial and three benches facing a bare fountain.

Sawyer parked in front of a general store called BRAMWELL’S.

A bell rang when he stepped inside.

The place was warmer than it looked from the street. Shelves crowded the narrow aisles, stocked with canned beans, hardware, postcards, bread, batteries, dog food, wool socks, and an alarming number of jars labeled PICKLED SOMETHING.

Behind the counter stood a man in a brown cardigan and round glasses, reading a newspaper with the grave concentration of someone reviewing battlefield reports.

He looked up.

“You must be Holt.”

Sawyer paused halfway to the basket display. “Is that obvious?”

“Only one person has come through town this week looking like he’s been personally offended by the weather.”

“I’m from the city.”

“Ah. That explains it. We don’t hold that against people here. Not at first.”

The man folded his newspaper and held out one hand. “Elias Bramwell. I own this place, the cottage, the house I should have sold fifteen years ago but didn’t, and approximately forty-seven other things I regret.”

Sawyer shook his hand. Elias’s grip was warm and dry.

“Sawyer Holt.”

“Yes, I gathered.”

“From the mail?”

“From your lease. I’m old, not mystical.”

Sawyer picked up a basket. “That’s disappointing.”

“Most things are, if you give them time.”

The conversation should have felt like work. Sawyer had spent too long in hospitals, where every casual question carried the possibility of becoming an obligation. How are you doing? meant Do you need something? Are you okay? meant Explain why you are not.

But Elias did not ask anything that required Sawyer to offer himself up.

He only pointed him toward the paper goods aisle and said, “The good coffee is behind the counter because the college kids used to steal it.”

“There’s a college here?”

“There was once. For three years in the eighties. Long story. Terrible mascot.”

Sawyer bought toilet paper, dish soap, eggs, and more coffee than he needed. He was turning toward the register when Elias said, “You seen your neighbor yet?”

Sawyer looked over.

“The house through the field,” Elias clarified. “Dark hair. Tall enough to cause weather.”

“I saw someone feeding birds.”

“Torin.”

The name landed with more weight than it deserved.

“Torin,” Sawyer repeated.

Elias’s eyes sharpened, just a little. “Quiet fella.”

“He didn’t say anything.”

“That would be consistent.”

Sawyer set the eggs on the counter. “Does he live there?”

“Last I checked.”

“Does he hate people standing on their porches?”

Elias considered. “Not generally. Though he may hate people watching him feed birds. Hard to say. Torin’s got the unfortunate habit of keeping his feelings private.”

“Maybe I should apologize.”

“For standing on your own property?”

“I was staring.”

“You were observing. There’s a difference. Staring has more neck involved.”

Sawyer looked down at the groceries, trying not to smile.

Elias began bagging them with care. “He keeps to himself, that one. But he’s decent.”

Something in the way he said it made Sawyer glance up.

Not warning. Not quite.

A boundary, maybe.

“He doesn’t bother me,” Sawyer said.

“No. He won’t.”

Elias handed him the first bag. “And you don’t need to bother him. That’ll suit you both fine.”

Back at the cottage, Sawyer put away the groceries. He made eggs because Amara had apparently developed psychic powers and would know if he did not. He ate half of them at the kitchen table, staring out the window.

The field between the houses looked different in daylight.

Not smaller. Just more detailed.

A wooden fence ran along the property line, its rails patched in places with newer boards. Beyond it, the grass sloped toward the neighboring house. There was a workshop behind it, low and long, with a corrugated roof and a stack of split firewood under one overhang.

Near the edge of the trees stood the bird feeder.

Empty now.

Sawyer washed his plate, dried it, then washed it again because there was nothing wrong with it except the feeling in his chest.

By late afternoon, he gave up pretending he was settling in and took a walk down the lane.

The air had warmed enough to soften the frost, leaving the ground damp beneath his boots. He stayed on his side of the fence. He kept his hands in his pockets.

At the property line, he stopped.

The fence had been repaired recently. The new wood was pale against the older rails. The work was clean. The nails were set straight. A length of wire had been twisted back into place with practical care.

Sawyer reached out before he thought better of it, touching the top rail with two fingers.

The wood was rough beneath his skin.

A sound came from the far side of the field.

Not loud.

Just the scrape of a shovel against earth.

Sawyer looked up.

Torin stood near the workshop, a long-handled spade in one hand. Up close—or closer—he was even larger than Sawyer had thought. Not bulky exactly. Just built with the kind of width that made the dark work jacket seem too small for him.

His face was turned partly away.

Sawyer could see a pale profile, the line of his nose, the knot of dark hair at the back of his neck.

For one second, neither of them moved.

Sawyer remembered Elias saying quiet fella, and suddenly every available response felt wrong.

Hi sounded invasive.

Sorry sounded worse.

Nice fence was possibly the worst thing he could say.

So he lifted his hand.

Torin looked at it.

Then, after a pause so long Sawyer almost dropped his own arm, he gave a single nod.

Not warm.

Not unfriendly.

Just acknowledgment.

Sawyer nodded back.

Torin returned to his work.

Sawyer walked home before he could make the moment heavier than it was.

That night, he sat on the cottage porch with the light off.

The field was dark. The trees were darker. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked twice and then stopped.

Sawyer held his phone in both hands but did not call anyone.

He thought of the hospital.

Of Bed Twelve, and the too-bright lights, and the sound of people trying to keep a body from becoming a body.

He thought of Theo’s wrist under his fingers.

Nothing.

His own fingers found his pulse.

Still there.

After a moment, he let go.

Across the field, a light came on in the other house.

It shone briefly through one downstairs window, gold and steady.

Sawyer watched it until it went out.
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​Chapter 3 - Borrowed Sugar
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Sawyer discovered the battery was dead at 6:12 on a Tuesday morning.

He knew the exact time because he had checked it three times.

The first time, he turned the key and got a single dry click.

The second time, he waited thirty seconds, as if the car might reconsider.

The third time, he checked the clock on the dashboard, though the dashboard had not lit up.

6:12.

He sat behind the wheel with both hands resting lightly on it.

Outside, dawn was beginning in the usual Briarglen way: slowly, without drama. The field beyond the cottage was blue-gray with cold. The trees at the far edge were only darker shapes against the sky. Somewhere, a bird gave one tentative call and then another answered.

Sawyer turned the key again.

Click.

“Fine,” he said.

The car did not respond.

He had nowhere urgent to be. That was the problem.

If he had been late for work, he would already have a plan. He would call Amara. Call an Uber. Call the charge nurse. Find someone to cover the first hour. Apologize twice. Make it right.

But there was no shift. No patient. No person waiting for him to arrive and do something useful.

There was only a dead car in the gravel beside a rental cottage and a whole blank day opening in front of him.

He got out.

The cold sharpened his breath. He lifted the hood, stared at the engine with the wary suspicion of a man facing a language he had never learned, then leaned back against the front bumper.

Battery. Probably.

He knew enough to know he did not know enough.

His phone had one bar of service, then none.

He looked toward the field.

Torin’s house stood quiet behind the trees. The workshop door was open, though it had not been a few minutes ago. A faint clank of metal drifted across the grass.

Sawyer put both hands in his jacket pockets.

He could wait until Elias opened the store. He could walk into town, though it was far enough to be inconvenient and not far enough to justify calling it a crisis. He could pretend he had not noticed the one person nearby who might own jumper cables.

He could also stop acting like asking for help was a legally binding declaration of incompetence.

The thought was annoying.

He shut the hood with more force than necessary.

By the time he reached the property line, he had practiced the sentence in his head enough times to make it sound strange.

Hi. Sorry to bother you. My battery’s dead. Do you happen to have jumper cables?

Simple.

Normal.

He could do normal.

The fence gate between the properties was unlatched. Sawyer noticed that first. The second thing he noticed was that the path beyond it had been cleared of frost, the grass pressed down in two narrow tracks leading toward the workshop.

He stopped on his side of the fence.

“Hello?” he called.

The sound felt too loud in the open morning.

For a moment, nothing answered.

Then Torin appeared from the open workshop doorway.

He wore a dark long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves pushed to his elbows despite the cold. His hair was tied back, though loose strands had escaped around his face. There was grease on one wrist and a narrow streak of dirt across one cheek.

He went still when he saw Sawyer.

It was not the casual pause of someone being interrupted.

His entire body seemed to lock.

Sawyer had seen that kind of stillness before.

Not in one exact form. Not in a man in a field with a wrench in his hand. But he had seen people brace themselves before a difficult conversation, before bad news, before an accusation.

Torin looked as though he was waiting to find out what kind of trouble had crossed the fence.

Sawyer became suddenly, intensely aware of his own posture. He made himself stand a little farther back from the gate.

“Sorry,” he said. “I know it’s early.”

Torin’s gaze flicked toward the cottage, then back to Sawyer.

“What happened?”

His voice was low and roughened, as if he had not used it much that morning.

Sawyer swallowed. “My car won’t start.”

Torin waited.

“I think the battery’s dead,” Sawyer added. “I was wondering if you had jumper cables. But it’s fine if you don’t. I can walk into town, or wait for Elias, or—”

“I have cables.”

Sawyer stopped.

Torin looked as if he regretted speaking so quickly.

“Right,” Sawyer said. “Okay. Thank you.”

Torin gave one short nod and disappeared back into the workshop.

Sawyer stayed where he was.

He told himself he was being polite. That he did not want to crowd the other man. That he was giving Torin room.

The truth was simpler.

He did not know what to do with the fact that Torin had helped him without making him explain why he had not planned better.

A minute later, Torin returned carrying a red jumper cable case in one hand. He crossed the field with long, efficient strides, stopping at the gate only long enough to unhook it.

Sawyer stepped back.

Torin’s eyes lifted briefly.

“You can come through,” he said.

The words were so careful they barely sounded like an invitation.

Sawyer nodded. “Thanks.”

They walked toward the cottage without speaking.

Up close, Torin made Sawyer feel smaller than he usually did, and Sawyer was not particularly small. Torin had the kind of height that seemed inconvenient, as if rooms and doorframes had probably spent his whole life requiring negotiation. But he was not imposing. Not really.

He kept his shoulders rounded forward, as though trying to fold some of himself away.

At the car, Torin set down the cable case and looked beneath the hood.

“Battery terminals loose?” Sawyer asked.

Torin glanced at him.

“Sorry. I don’t know why I said that like I know what I’m looking at.”

A faint line appeared between Torin’s brows. Not irritation. Something closer to confusion.

“You asked,” he said.

“I did.”

Torin leaned in, inspecting the battery connections. His hands were large, scarred across the knuckles, careful with the clamps. He did not touch anything without looking at it first.

Sawyer stood beside the open hood and tried not to hover.

He failed.

“Your car?” he asked.

Torin nodded toward an older pickup parked near the workshop.

“Yeah.”

“I can move it closer if you need.”

Torin looked at the distance between the houses. “I’ll bring it.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I have it.”

The words were not sharp.

They were simply final.

Sawyer closed his mouth.

Torin walked back across the field. Sawyer watched him go, then immediately looked away because he had already spent enough time observing his neighbor like he was a weather pattern.

He checked his own wrist.

Pulse still there.

He dropped his hand before Torin could return.

The pickup started on the first try, its engine low and steady. Torin drove it across the field and up the lane, parking beside Sawyer’s hatchback with enough space for both hoods to remain open.

He got out and reached for the cables.

Sawyer moved to help.

Torin froze.

Not dramatically. No flinch, no step backward.

Just that sudden total stillness again.

Sawyer stopped with one hand halfway out.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was going to hold the clamp.”

Torin looked at the cable in Sawyer’s hand, then at Sawyer’s face.

“It’s fine.”

“Okay.”

A pause.

Then Torin said, “You can.”

Sawyer took the clamp.

Their fingers brushed once.

The contact lasted less than a second. It was nothing. Barely anything at all.

Still, Torin pulled his hand back so quickly that Sawyer felt heat rise in his face, though he could not have said why.

He attached the clamp to the battery terminal more carefully than necessary.

“Positive first,” Torin said.

“Right.”

“You know how?”

“Not really.”

Torin looked down at the engine, then back at him.

“Okay.”

It was such a small word.

No judgment in it.

Sawyer had expected instructions delivered with impatience, or a sigh, or the subtle tightening people got when they realized he was not as competent as he seemed. Instead, Torin pointed to the terminal.

“This one.”

Sawyer followed.

Torin told him where to attach the other clamp, then moved to his truck. The morning had brightened around them. Sunlight crept over the trees, pale gold across the frosted grass.

“Start yours,” Torin said.

Sawyer got into the driver’s seat.

He turned the key.

The engine coughed once, then caught.

For a second, all he could do was sit there with his hands on the wheel, listening to the familiar sound of it running.

The relief that moved through him was too large for the problem.

He shut his eyes.

Then he got out quickly, because Torin was already removing the cables.

“It started,” Sawyer said, unnecessarily.

Torin nodded.

“Thank you.”

Again, that small wrinkle between Torin’s brows.

Sawyer tried to make the gratitude sound ordinary. Not loaded. Not desperate. Not like he owed the other man a piece of himself now.

“Really,” he said. “You saved me a long walk.”

Torin looked at him.

“It’s just cables,” he said.

“Still.”

The wind moved through the dry grass between them.

Torin folded the jumper cables with quick, practiced movements. His hands seemed happier with something to do. Sawyer understood that. More than he wanted to.

“You need a new battery,” Torin said.

“I suspected that.”

“Auto place in town will test it.”

“Elias mentioned the store has hardware, groceries, postcards, and possibly medical care, so I’m not surprised.”

Torin blinked.

Sawyer realized he had made a joke.

He waited for the usual moment when people decided whether to laugh.

Torin’s mouth shifted.

Not a smile exactly.

But near enough that Sawyer felt something inside his chest loosen.

“Elias exaggerates,” Torin said.

“Does he?”

“No.”

This time, Sawyer did laugh.

Torin looked away immediately, as if the sound had startled him.

The silence that followed was not uncomfortable, exactly. It had room in it. The kind that did not insist on being filled.

Sawyer leaned against the side of his car.

“I’m sorry I bothered you,” he said after a moment.

Torin looked back at him.

“You didn’t.”

“I did come onto your property at seven in the morning.”

“You stayed by the fence.”

Sawyer shrugged. “That seemed polite.”

Torin’s expression changed in a way Sawyer could not read. His gaze dropped briefly to the ground, then returned.

“Yeah,” he said. “It was.”

The words were quiet.

They landed anyway.

Torin picked up the cable case.

Sawyer straightened. “Can I bring these back later? Or help with something? I’m not great with engines, but I can carry things. I can—”

Torin went still again.

Sawyer stopped talking.

There it was. The thing he always did.

Help had been given, so now it had to be repaid. Balanced. Closed out.

He had never liked owing people. Owing meant waiting for the cost to appear.

Torin’s grip tightened slightly around the cable case.

“You don’t have to,” he said.

Sawyer stared at him.

“I know,” he said, because it was the only answer he had.

Torin seemed to consider something. The wind lifted a loose strand of hair across his cheek. He brushed it back with the back of his wrist.

Then he said, “I was using them.”

“Oh.”

“That’s all.”

The sentence sounded rehearsed. Or maybe defensive.

Sawyer nodded slowly.

“Okay,” he said. “Then thank you for lending them.”

Torin looked at him for a long moment.

Something in his shoulders eased.

“Sure,” he said.

He turned toward the field.

Sawyer watched him go as far as the gate, then called, “Torin?”

Torin stopped.

Sawyer had not planned anything beyond the name.

He could hear Amara in his head: do not make people regret helping you by turning it into a whole emotional event.

So he only said, “I’m Sawyer. Properly.”

Torin looked back.

“I know,” he said.

Then, after a pause:

“Torin.”

Sawyer smiled.

“Properly.”

For a second, Torin looked like he might almost smile again.

Then he nodded once and walked home.

Sawyer stood beside the running car until the cold reached through his jacket.

After a while, he got in and drove to town for a new battery.

At Bramwell’s, Elias looked up from the counter as Sawyer walked in.

“Your car survived, then.”

“It did.”

“Good. Town’s too small for you to develop an enemy relationship with your own transportation.”

Sawyer picked up a basket. “My neighbor helped.”

Elias’s attention sharpened with such speed that Sawyer almost laughed.

“Did he?”

“Jumper cables.”

“Practical man, Torin.”

“So I gathered.”

Elias leaned one elbow on the counter. “You thanked him?”

“Several times.”

“Ah. There’s your mistake.”

Sawyer looked over. “Excuse me?”

“Torin doesn’t know what to do with thanks. Makes him nervous.”

“That seems inconvenient.”

“Most emotional injuries are.”

Sawyer picked up a roll of trash bags just to have something in his hands.

“He was nice,” he said.

Elias’s expression softened.

“Yes,” he said. “He is.”

The answer was so simple that Sawyer did not know what to do with it.

He bought trash bags, batteries, and a jar of something
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