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The storm hit like a warning, but the man waiting in the alley felt like the real danger.

Rain slammed against Rowan Hale’s truck as she pulled into the back lot of the Ashwood Diner. Wind rocked the vehicle hard enough to make her question every decision that had brought her to this tiny, pine-choked town.

She could have stayed in the city.

She could have stayed anywhere.

But instead, she’d chosen a place where the locals barely made eye contact and the woods whispered at night.

Great job, Rowan. Excellent life choices.

She shoved her door open and stepped into the downpour. Cold water hit her like a slap, drenching her hair, her jacket, her resolve. She kept her head down, boots splashing through puddles as she jogged toward the diner’s back door—

—and froze.

A man leaned against the brick wall beneath the flickering security light.

Dark hood, broader shoulders than any stranger needed, and a posture too relaxed for someone standing in a storm like this.

He didn’t look up at first.

He just stood there, rain sliding down his jacket, like the weather hadn’t decided to murder everyone in town with wind.

When he lifted his head, his eyes locked on her with a sudden, sharp awareness that he stole the breath right out of her lungs.

Well, hello danger.

He pushed his hood back slowly, revealing rain-soaked hair and a smile that didn’t belong on a man lurking behind a diner in the middle of a thunderstorm.

“So,” he said, voice low and amused, “you’re new.”

Bold.

Confident.

Like he’d been expecting her.

Rowan raised a brow. “Is this the part where you tell me the town’s not safe for outsiders?”

A hint of a smirk ghosted across his lips. Not a friendly one. Not a cruel one. Something in between — like he enjoyed the way she talked back.

“I was going to ask why you’re out here alone,” he said, pushing off the wall with a slow, deliberate grace that spoke of someone who didn’t hurry for anything. “But the attitude’s a nice touch.”

Her pulse kicked. Great. Mysterious, gorgeous man with a personality. Exactly what she didn’t need.

“Maybe I like storms,” Rowan said lightly.

He took one step closer. Rain be damned, he moved like he owned the darkness around him.

“Storms are harmless,” he murmured. “Other things aren’t.”

“Like you?”

“Sweetheart,” he said, grin widening just enough to be dangerous, “if I were the thing you needed to worry about, you wouldn’t be standing here flirting with me.”

Flirting?

She opened her mouth to argue — then closed it, because he wasn’t wrong. Something about him pulled at her. Hard. Reckless. Like touching a match even though you can feel the heat.

“And you are...?” she asked.

“Elias.”

He said it was like a secret he was choosing to share.

Then, softer, more intimate than he had any right to be:

“And you’re Rowan.”

Her stomach dropped. She hadn’t told him her name.

Before she could demand how he knew it, the diner door slammed open behind her, spilling harsh fluorescent light into the storm.

She flinched, turning — only for a second.

When she looked back...

Elias was gone.

Not walking away.

Not ducking into the shadows.

Gone like the darkness had swallowed him whole.

But the heat of his attention clung to her skin, even as she stepped inside, dripping water across the diner floor.

She didn’t know who he was.

She didn’t know why he knew her name.

But Rowan Hale knew one thing for certain:

This town wasn’t safe

And neither was he.

And somehow, that made her want to know him even more.

The warmth inside the diner hit her like a wall. The scent of coffee, fried food, and lemon cleaner tangled in the air, almost strong enough to drown out the storm raging outside.

Almost.

Rowan ran a hand through her rain-soaked hair, trying to shake off the encounter — the way Elias had smiled, like he knew exactly how fast her heart was beating; the way he’d disappeared like he was made of smoke.

She shivered, but not from the cold.

“Rough night?”

Mara, the diner’s night-shift waitress, leaned against the counter. Fifty-something, sharp-eyed, cardigan heavy with the smell of cigarettes — she knew everything that happened in Ashwood Hollow. Everyone said so.

“More like weird,” Rowan admitted, sliding into a booth against the window. Rain hammered the glass beside her, streaking the world into a blur.

Mara snorted. “Welcome to the Hollow.”

Rowan set her elbows on the table and forced her breathing to slow.

“It’s just... someone was outside. A guy.”

Mara’s head snapped up

\

“Tall? Dark hair? Looks like trouble wearing a face?”

Rowan blinked. “...Yes.”

Mara’s lips pressed into a thin, grim line. “You didn’t talk to him, did you?”

Rowan hesitated.

Which was an answer in itself.

Mara muttered something under her breath — something that sounded suspiciously like idiot men — then grabbed a pot of coffee and marched over.

“Listen to me, honey,” she said, pouring Rowan a cup. “If a stranger like that starts paying attention to you around here, it’s not flattery. It’s a warning.”

Rowan raised a brow. “A warning against what?”

Mara looked at her for a long moment.

Then she glanced toward the window, toward the woods.

“Against staying.”

A cold prickle crawled beneath Rowan’s skin.

“Is he dangerous?”

Mara’s laugh held no humor. “Everything in this town is dangerous.”

Great. Just great.

Rowan wrapped her hands around the warm mug.

“He knew my name,” she admitted quietly.

Mara froze.

Actually froze.

Then her voice dropped to a whisper. “He spoke your name?”

Rowan swallowed. “Yes.”

The waitress stepped back like she’d been burned, shaking her head.

“That’s not normal. Not for him. And not for here.”

Before Rowan could respond, the lights flickered overhead. The storm cracked against the roof hard enough to rattle the window. The diner went quiet — every patron looking around with unease.

Mara muttered, “Not again,” and hurried off to check on the breaker.

Rowan stared at the window. Rain blurred everything outside except the flickering security light.

Something moved beyond it.

A shadow.

Tall.

Still.

Watching.

She held her breath.

Another flicker of lightning — and the shape vanished.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

Okay. Enough. She needed to know what was going on. She slid out of the booth, grabbing her dripping jacket—

Someone stepped beside the table.

Rowan gasped.

Elias.

He stood there like he’d been carved straight out of the storm, water dripping from his hair, jacket darkened by rain, eyes locked on her with an intensity that made her legs threaten mutiny.

He wasn’t smiling now

He wasn’t flirting.

He looked... conflicted. Like he was fighting an urge he didn’t trust.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly.

Rowan’s pulse kicked hard. “Why not?”

Elias glanced around the diner, jaw tight, as though every person inside was a problem.

Then his gaze slid back to her — dark, unapologetic, a little possessive.

“Because I’m not the only thing in this town watching you.”

Her breath caught.

“And what are you?” she whispered.

His lips parted — not with a smile this time, but with something dangerous, something drawn tight with restraint.

“Someone who shouldn’t be this close to you... but is anyway.”

Lightning cracked again, shaking the windows.

Elias leaned in just slightly, enough for her to feel the heat rolling off him despite the cold rain still dripping from his clothes

“You’re not safe,” he murmured.

“But I can’t seem to walk away.”

Rowan swallowed hard. “Why me?”

His answer was barely a breath.

“Because the dark doesn’t flirt with everyone.”

Rowan’s breath tangled in her throat.

Elias stood too close. Not touching — but close enough that she felt the pull of him like gravity. Close enough that she noticed the subtle rise and fall of his chest, the tense line of his jaw, the storm still dripping from his hair.

Close enough that she couldn’t pretend he didn’t affect her.

“Elias,” she whispered, not sure if she meant it as a warning or an invitation.

His eyes flicked to her mouth — just for a second — before he looked away, stepping back like he’d forcibly pulled himself out of her orbit.

Not far.

Just out of reach.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said, voice lower now, controlled. “But you need to be careful.”

“Of you?” she asked, because part of her wanted him to say yes.

A reckless, impossible part.

He gave a small, humorless laugh. “If you need to ask that... probably.”

Before she could respond, an enormous crash shook the diner.

Dishes rattled. Someone gasped.

Mara shouted from the kitchen, “Not again—!”

Rowan jumped to her feet. “What was that?”

The lights flickered violently. A few customers stood up, peering toward the windows. The storm poured down in relentless sheets, but for a moment — just a breath — Rowan thought she saw something moving between the trees.

Something low.

Quick.

Wrong.

Elias reacted before she even processed the thought.

His hand shot out, catching Rowan by the wrist, pulling her closer to him and away from the window.

“Don’t look,” he murmured

“But—”

His grip tightened — not painful, but firm. Protective.

A warning disguised as an instinct.

“Whatever you think you saw,” he said quietly, “you don’t want to see it twice.”

Rowan’s pulse pounded. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Elias exhaled slowly. The kind of breath a man gives when he’s fighting against himself.

“I can’t. Not here.”

“Then where?” she demanded, stepping closer. “You show up out of nowhere, tell me I’m not safe, vanish, reappear inside a locked diner, and expect me too just—”

“Rowan.”

Her name on his tongue cut her off instantly.

Not demanding.

Not gentle.

Just real.

Too real 

“You don’t trust me,” he said. “You shouldn’t. But you need to listen to me tonight.”

“Why?” she pressed. “Why me? Why this place? Why do you—”

Her next word died on her lips because Elias suddenly froze.

Every muscle in his body went rigid.

His head turned slightly toward the front door.

His eyes sharpened with something darker than fear — something like detection.

Then he whispered, “It found you.”

Lightning exploded outside, flooding the diner with a flash of white.

A monstrous crack of thunder followed — shaking the walls hard enough to make several customers scream.

Mara burst out from the kitchen, panic in her eyes. “Everyone away from the windows!”

Elias grabbed Rowan’s jacket, thrusting it into her hands.

“You need to leave,” he said, voice urgent now. “Right now.”

“In this storm?” Rowan snapped. “Are you insane?”

“Probably,” he muttered. “But go anyway.”

Her heart plunged and kicked at once. “I’m not just walking out into—whatever that is—without a reason.”

Elias stepped closer. Too close. His voice dropped.

“Rowan... I’m the reason.”

Her lips parted.

“We shouldn’t have spoken tonight,” he continued. “We shouldn’t have crossed paths. And whatever’s out there now knows you’re connected to me.”

Connected.

The word struck her harder than the thunder.

“What does that even mean?” she whispered.

He hesitated — just long enough for her to see that the truth terrified him more than the storm.

But he didn’t answer it.

Instead, he gently pressed something into her palm.

A small, cold metal charm

A symbol she didn’t recognize — three crescent shapes interlocking.

“Keep this with you,” Elias said. “Don’t take it off. Don’t lose it. And don’t open your door for anyone until morning. Anyone.”

Her throat tightened. “Elias—”

Lightning exploded outside, flooding the diner with a flash of white.

A monstrous crack of thunder followed — shaking the walls hard enough to make several customers scream.

Mara burst out from the kitchen, panic in her eyes. “Everyone away from the windows!”

Elias grabbed Rowan’s jacket, thrusting it into her hands.

“You need to leave,” he said, voice urgent now. “Right now.”

“In this storm?” Rowan snapped. “Are you insane?”

“Probably,” he muttered. “But go anyway.”

Her heart plunged and kicked at once. “I’m not just walking out into—whatever that is—without a reason.”

Elias stepped closer. Too close. His voice dropped.

“Rowan... I’m the reason.”

Her lips parted.

“We shouldn’t have spoken tonight,” he continued. “We shouldn’t have crossed paths. And whatever’s out there now knows you’re connected to me.”

Connected.

The word struck her harder than the thunder.

“What does that even mean?” she whispered.

He hesitated — just long enough for her to see that the truth terrified him more than the storm.

But he didn’t answer it.

Instead, he gently pressed something into her palm.

A small, cold metal charm.

A symbol she didn’t recognize — three crescent shapes interlocking.

“Keep this with you,” Elias said. “Don’t take it off. Don’t lose it. And don’t open your door for anyone until morning. Anyone.”

Her throat tightened. “Elias—

“I’ll find you tomorrow,” he said.

Then, softer: “If I can.”

She barely had time to react before the lights blew out with a deafening pop.

Darkness slammed into the diner.

Glass shattered.

Someone screamed.

The storm roared like something alive.

And in the chaos, in the blackness, Rowan felt two things at once:

The soft, fading warmth of Elias’s hand letting go of hers...

...and the cold, undeniable feeling that something outside was coming for her.

Coming fast.

Coming now.
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The storm wasn’t the thing chasing her anymore.

The diner plunged into a blackout so complete it swallowed sound for a heartbeat.

Then chaos erupted.

People scrambled away from windows. Someone tripped over a chair. Mara shouted for calm, but her voice cracked with panic. Rowan pressed herself against the wall, heart slamming, trying to make sense of the noise — the rain, the wind, the faint scrape of something outside.

Something too deliberate to be the storm.

Rowan clutched the metal charm Elias had given her. It felt colder now. Heavier. Almost pulsing.

Her breath trembled.

“Everyone stay put!” Mara’s voice rang out somewhere in the dark. “Nobody goes near the door—”

A sharp, metallic clang echoed from outside.

Like something hit the dumpster.

Hard.

Rowan flinched.

Mara swore under her breath softly enough that Rowan barely heard it. “Not tonight... damn it, not tonight.”

Rowan didn’t want to ask — but the question clawed up anyway.

“What’s out there?”

Mara hesitated.

Too long.

“A stray,” she said. “Probably.”

Rowan wasn’t stupid. That pause had been loaded.

“People don’t panic over strays.”

“They do in this town,” Mara muttered.

Before Rowan could argue, another crash hit — louder, closer, violent enough to rattle the napkin dispensers.

Screams broke out.

“Nope,” Rowan breathed. “Nope. I’m not staying here wondering what’s flattening the trash cans.”

She grabbed her bag, feeling the charm in her fist. Mara reached out in the dark.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home,” Rowan said. “Or away. I don’t care which—just not here.”

“It’s worse outside!”

“Great,” Rowan snapped. “I’ll flip a coin on which death I prefer.”

Before Mara could stop her, Rowan shoved open the back door — straight into the shrieking wind.

The storm slapped her so hard she stumbled. Rain plastered her hair across her face. Thunder rolled low and mean, like the sky was warning her personally.

Rowan bolted toward her truck, boots kicking up dirty water.

Halfway there, she felt it.

A presence.

Not a sound.

Not a shape.

Just... awareness.

Something watching her through the sheets of rain.

Her heart climbed into her throat. She didn’t look toward the woods — she couldn’t. Instead, she fumbled with her keys, shoving them into the lock as her hands shook.

“Come on,” she whispered. “Not the time to have performance issues.”

She yanked the door open, threw herself inside, slammed the lock.

For a second she just sat there, breathing hard, rain pounding the windshield like fists.

Then — movement.

A dark shape slipping between the trees at the edge of the lot.

Too tall for an animal.

Too fluid for a person.

Rowan’s stomach dropped.

“Yeah. No. Absolutely not.” She jammed the keys into the ignition and twisted.

The engine sputtered.

“No, no, NO—turn on, you piece of—”

Another flicker of movement. Faster this time. Closer.

The charm in her palm throbbed like a heartbeat.

The engine finally roared to life. Rowan didn’t hesitate. She shot out of the lot so fast her tires spit gravel.

Her hands shook the entire drive back to the cabin.

Every turn felt like something was pacing her just outside the headlights.

Every shadow felt too alive.

By the time she reached her driveway, she was so rattled she nearly forgot to turn the truck off.

She sprinted inside the cabin, slammed the door, locked it twice, and leaned back against it, gasping.

Her phone buzzed.

She jumped like it had screamed.

A message flashed across the screen from an unknown number:

Don’t open the door. Not for anyone. —E

Rowan’s pulse hammered.

She texted back before she could think:

How did you get my number?

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Came back.

Doesn’t matter. Are you home?

Yes. What happened back there?

A long pause.

You weren’t supposed to run. It saw you.

Rowan swallowed hard.

What SAW me, Elias?

The dots appeared.

Flickered.

Stopped.

Then:

Nothing you can outrun. Stay inside. I’m coming.

Rowan stared at the last message, blood pounding in her ears.

She barely had time to take a step back before—

A knock.

Soft.

Slow.

Wrong.

Someone was at her door.

Rowan froze.

Her phone buzzed with one final message from Elias:

DO NOT OPEN IT.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]


The knock wasn’t loud. That was the worst part.

It wasn’t pounding or frantic or demanding.

Just a quiet, deliberate tap... tap... tap.

Like whoever — whatever — stood on the other side of the door already knew it didn’t need force to get what it wanted.

Rowan’s breath stalled in her chest.

Her phone buzzed again.

Elias: Rowan?

Rowan: Someone’s here.

Elias: Don’t answer. Not even a word.

Her pulse hammered. She backed away from the door slowly, trying to breathe quietly, every muscle taut.

Another tap.

This one longer.

Like a fingertip dragging across the wood.

Rowan slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from making a sound.

Her lights flickered overhead.

The air in the cabin shifted — heavier, colder, like a pressure settling around her. She could hear the wind clawing at the roof, but under it... something else. A faint scraping, low to the ground, circling the cabin.

Her phone buzzed again.

Elias: I’m close. Stay away from windows.

Rowan forced her legs to move, inching backward into the hallway, away from the front door’s narrow windows. The cabin creaked as the storm hit it again, but the scraping outside continued.

Slow.

Searching.

Her throat tightened.

Then —

The doorknob twitched.

Just slightly.

Once.

Rowan’s heart tried to punch through her ribs.

Her phone lit up.

Elias: Rowan, listen to me. Whatever is at your door... it’s not human.

The doorknob turned halfway.

Rowan staggered backward too fast, knocking into a side table. A framed picture clattered to the floor, shattering. The sound echoed like a gunshot.

Everything outside went silent.

Dead silent.

Rowan didn’t dare breathe.

For a long, agonizing moment — nothing.

Then—

A voice.

Soft.

Whispering.

Not a voice she recognized.

Not male or female.

Something in between.

“Rowan...”

Her blood turned to ice.

She stumbled backward into the kitchen, flicking off the light, pressing herself against the counter. Tears she didn’t remember forming prickled at her lashes.

Her phone buzzed violently.

Elias: DO NOT respond to it. I’m here.

A shadow moved across the front porch light.

Then footsteps — fast, heavy — splashed through mud and up the steps.

Rowan’s heart leapt into her throat.

A harsh, low snarl ripped through the storm — loud enough to reverberate through the walls.

Not human.

Not even close.

Something slammed against the porch rail. Wood cracked.

Then—

A voice Rowan did know, right outside the door.

“Get away from her.”

Elias.

But not the Elias from the diner — not calm, not amused, not flirting.

This voice was raw. Sharp. Dangerous.

Another snarl answered him.

Rowan clutched the counter, shaking.

Outside, something heavy hit the ground. More snarling. A thud. A crash. The sound of claws skidding across wood.

Then silence.

Followed by slow footsteps approaching her door.

Rowan’s breath hitched. She couldn’t move.

A knock.

This one firm.

“Rowan.” Elias’s voice.

Still rough, but controlled now. “It’s me.”

She hesitated — her hand reaching toward the lock and freezing there.

“How do I know?” she whispered.

A pause.

Then, softer:

“Because if I wanted to get in,” he said, “you wouldn’t hear me knock.”

A shaky laugh escaped her — partly terrified, partly relieved.

She unlocked the door.

It swung open to reveal Elias — soaked, muddy, shirt torn at the sleeve. His chest rose and fell with ragged breaths. His face was cut along the cheekbone, dripping rainwater and blood.

But his eyes — those dark, unreadable eyes — were locked on her like she was the only thing grounding him.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, stepping inside. The storm raged behind him, but he closed the door in one swift motion, shutting it out.

“No,” Rowan whispered. “You?”

His jaw flexed. “It’s not my blood.”

That was somehow not comforting.

Rowan stared at him — the cuts, the rain dripping down his neck, the tension vibrating off him like a live wire.

“What was that thing?” she managed, voice trembling.

Elias dragged a hand through his soaked hair, breath coming hard. “You don’t want—”

“Yes, I do.”

She stepped closer. “I deserve to know.”

He looked at her then — really looked at her — like he was weighing something heavy and dangerous.

“I told you,” he said quietly.

“The dark doesn’t flirt with everyone.”

Rowan swallowed. “So what does it want with me?”

Elias’s expression tightened — conflicted, frustrated, protective.

“It wants what belongs to me.”

Her breath caught.

Her pulse stuttered.

“Belongs...?” she echoed, heat rising in her chest.

Elias stepped closer. Too close.

Close enough that Rowan could feel the storm still clinging to him.

Close enough that his voice brushed her skin.

“You asked why I knew your name,” he murmured. “Why I knew you were here. Why I can’t stay away.”

Her heart pounded.

He held her gaze with a dangerous softness.

“Rowan... you weren’t a stranger to me. Not even the first time I saw you.”

She barely breathed. “Then what am I to you?”

His jaw tightened — like saying the truth might break something open.

“You,” he said slowly, “are the reason the dark is hunting.”
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Elias didn’t look like a man who wanted to confess anything.

He looked like a man who’d rather bleed than speak.

Rain dripped from his clothes onto her wooden floor, forming a small pool at his feet. The storm rattled the windows like it wanted in. But Rowan barely heard any of it over the pounding of her own heartbeat.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that if she took one step backward, the dark itself would take her.

And if she took one step forward, she’d fall into Elias instead.

Neither option felt safe.

Rowan drew in a shaky breath. “Start talking, Elias.”

His jaw flexed — that stubborn, infuriating clench he used whenever he didn’t want to answer her.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly.

“Tough,” Rowan shot back. “You are here. And after everything that just happened, you don’t get to play mysterious stranger anymore.”

Elias dragged a hand over his face. He winced slightly — and only then did she notice the fresh slice along his cheekbone, still bleeding slowly.

She stepped forward before thinking.

“Sit,” she said, nodding toward the kitchen chair.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“I don’t care. Sit.”

He stared at her — hard — like no one had ordered him around in years. Maybe decades. Something flickered in his expression, something like reluctant amusement.

Then, without a word, he sank into the chair.

Rowan grabbed a towel, crossed to him, and gently pressed it to the cut.

Elias inhaled sharply.

Not from pain — but from her proximity.

His eyes lifted to hers, dark and intent. The charged air between them tightened, turning the simple act of tending a wound into something intimate... forbidden... dangerous.

“Rowan,” he murmured, her name rough on his tongue, “if you want answers, you should stop touching me.”

She froze.

Heat shot through her chest.

Her hand shook just slightly.

“Why?” she whispered.

His voice dropped, low and honest. “Because I don’t trust myself when you’re close.”

Rowan’s breath stuttered.

A shiver ran down her spine that had nothing to do with fear.

She pulled her hand back slowly and sat across from him, gripping the edge of the table to keep steady.

“Start explaining,” she said. “All of it. Why you know my name. Why that thing was at my door. Why you keep showing up and then vanishing. And what you meant when you said the dark is hunting me because of you.”

Elias leaned back in the chair, rain-dark curls falling over his forehead. He looked exhausted, torn, and much too beautiful for someone who’d just fought off a monster.

When he finally spoke, his voice was low and conflicted.

“I didn’t find you,” he said. “I was sent to watch you.”

Rowan’s stomach dropped. “Sent? By who?”

He hesitated.

Pain flickered across his face — real pain, not physical.

“By the same force that’s after you now,” he admitted. “But not for the same reason.”

“Elias,” Rowan whispered, “I need plain English.”

He exhaled, long and heavy.

“The thing at your door... it wasn’t acting on instinct. It was following a pull. A connection.”

His eyes locked onto hers.

“That connection is between you and me.”

Her throat tightened. “I don’t understand.”

“You weren’t supposed to move here,” he said quietly. “You weren’t supposed to be anywhere near this place. But when you chose Ashwood Hollow, everything changed. Every rule I’m bound to... broke. It shouldn’t be possible.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not supposed to feel anything for you.”

Her heartbeat stopped.

Then returned — too fast.

“Feel... what?” she asked, barely breathing.

Elias looked away, jaw tight, muscles rigid under his soaked clothes.

“Anything,” he said. “Interest. Curiosity. Pull. Protection.”

His voice dropped even lower.

“Want.”

Heat flooded Rowan’s chest.

But before she could speak, Elias continued — like he had to say the truth before he lost the nerve.

“And you,” he added, meeting her eyes again, “aren’t supposed to exist. Not like this. Not with... whatever you are.”

Rowan’s blood ran cold.

“What I am?” she echoed. “What does that mean?”

Elias stood abruptly, the chair legs scraping the floor. He paced once, running a hand through his wet hair, breathing too hard.

“You felt the charm react, didn’t you?” he asked.

Rowan nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Then you’re already changing.”

Her chest tightened. “Changing into what?”

Elias stopped in front of her.

His voice was soft — unbearably soft — and full of something that hurt.

“Into the reason the dark wants you.”

He swallowed.

“And the reason I can’t stay away.”

Rowan rose from her chair, heart pounding. “Elias... what am I?”

He stared at her for a long, agonizing moment.

Then he reached up — slowly, like he was afraid she might break — and brushed a strand of wet hair from her cheek.

His thumb lingered just barely against her skin.

“You,” he said, voice a whisper of truth, “are the one light the dark wasn’t supposed to touch.”

The room went still.

Quiet.

Charged.

Dangerous.

Before she could ask anything else, something slammed against the cabin’s back wall — hard.

Both their heads snapped toward the sound.

Elias’s eyes darkened instantly.

“It found us again,” he said.

Rowan’s blood turned to ice.

“And this time,” Elias whispered, stepping between her and the sound, “it won’t stop at knocking.”
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The cabin didn’t just shake. It shuddered, like something outside wanted in badly enough to break the walls apart.

Rowan stumbled back as the impact echoed through the wood, rattling cups in the kitchen and sending dust drifting from the rafters.

“What is that?” she whispered.

Elias didn’t answer.

Because he already knew.

His body changed — subtly, but unmistakably. His posture tightened. His breathing slowed. His eyes narrowed sharply, focusing on a point behind the back wall Rowan couldn’t see.

He stepped in front of her without hesitation, positioning himself between her and the danger outside.

“Stay behind me,” he murmured.

Another slam.

Harder.

This time the floorboards trembled beneath Rowan’s feet.

She clutched the charm at her throat instinctively. It felt hotter now — no longer cold metal but something pulsing, almost alive.

Elias noticed. His gaze flicked to it, then up to her eyes.

“You feel it,” he said softly. “Don’t you?”

Rowan swallowed. “Yes. What does that mean?”

“It means—”

He cut off as a guttural growl reverberated through the wall, deep and unnatural.

“—it’s awakening.”

Her blood turned to ice. “What is?”

Before Elias could answer, a low scraping sound ran along the outside of the cabin — like claws dragging across the wood.

Then a second sound.

Heavier.

Closer.

A thud against the back door that made it bow inward at the hinges.

Rowan sucked in a breath. “Elias—”

He held out a hand.

Not back at her — forward. Toward the door.

And for a split, impossible moment... the shadows in the room shifted toward him.

Like they recognized him.

Answered him.

Rowan stared, heart pounding. “Elias... what are you?”

He didn’t turn around. “Something that was never meant to get close to you.”

The back door strained again, hinges squealing. Rowan backed up until her spine hit the kitchen counter.

Another slam.

A crack splintered through the wood.

“Tell me what’s out there!” Rowan demanded, voice shaking.

Elias’s shoulders rose in a slow breath.

“It’s a seeker,” he said. “Drawn to whatever light is strongest in the dark.”

“That doesn’t mean anything!”

“It means it shouldn’t be coming after you.”

He turned then, eyes burning with something fierce and unguarded.

“It means you’re not ordinary, Rowan. Not even close.”

She shook her head. “I’m nothing special.”

“You are to it.”

A pause.

“And to me.”

The admission hit harder than the storm.

Before she could respond, the back door exploded inward.

Wood flew.

Rain poured in.

The shape in the doorway was wrong — elongated limbs, hunched body, movements like a nightmare trying to crawl into the waking world.

Rowan screamed.

The creature let out a gravelly, snarling sound that rattled the dishes on the shelves. Its eyes — sunken, pale, empty — locked onto her instantly.

Elias moved.

Not like a man.

Not like anything human.

One moment he stood in front of her, the next he was across the room, grabbing the shattered door and slamming it shut with a force that shook the cabin.

“Rowan!” he barked. “Stay behind me!”

She didn’t argue. Couldn’t.

The creature rammed the door again, claws scraping wildly, trying to shove its way in. Elias braced against it, muscles straining, rain pouring around him as the door buckled with every hit.

Rowan’s hands shook as she clutched the charm — and it burned suddenly, a flash of heat shooting up her arm.

She gasped.

Elias whipped his head toward her, eyes widening.

“Rowan — don’t let go of it. Whatever you do.”

“It hurts,” she hissed.

“It’s supposed to.”

The creature screeched — a sound like tearing metal — and shoved the door inward another inch.

Elias roared back at it, low and furious, a sound no human throat should be able to make. For a heartbeat, the creature hesitated.

Then it lunged.

The door blasted inward again, knocking Elias backward. The thing clawed its way over the threshold, hunched and snarling, dragging itself forward—

Right toward Rowan.

She stumbled back, heart exploding in her chest.

Elias was up instantly, grabbing the creature by the back and hurling it into the wall with a crack that shook the ground. Rain whipped into the kitchen. Wind roared. The creature writhed, snarling, limbs twitching unnaturally.

“Get OUT,” Elias growled.

It didn’t listen.

It lunged again.

Rowan screamed — and the charm around her neck ignited with a burst of white light so bright it lit the entire cabin.

Elias threw an arm over his eyes.

The creature screamed — high, keening, furious — and was thrown backward by the force of the light, slamming into the broken doorway and tumbling outside into the storm.

The light flared... then vanished.

Silence followed.

Heavy.

Unnatural.

Elias lowered his arm slowly.

Rowan stood frozen, chest heaving, the charm still warm against her skin.

Elias stared at her like he had never seen anyone like her — not in this world or any other.

“Rowan...” he breathed.

She swallowed hard, voice breaking. “What just happened to me?”

Elias stepped closer — slow, cautious, reverent.

“Your light woke up,” he said softly.

“And now every dark thing in this town can feel you.”

Her pulse stuttered. “Is that why it attacked?”

Elias shook his head once.

“No,” he whispered. “It attacked because I’m not the only one who felt you first.”

Rowan’s breath caught.

“What does that mean?”

His jaw tightened.

“It means,” Elias said, eyes burning into hers,

“you were never meant to belong to the dark—

but it wants you anyway.”
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Rowan wasn’t sure what scared her more—

the thing that attacked her...

or the way Elias was looking at her now.

Not fearful.

Not confused.

Like he was staring at something impossible.

Something sacred.

Something forbidden.

His breath still came rough from the fight. His clothes were torn, rain-slick, streaked with mud that didn’t belong in human battles. But his eyes—God, his eyes—were locked on her with a fierce intensity that made her chest tighten.

“Elias,” she whispered, voice trembling, “I need the truth. All of it. No more half-answers. No more warnings. No more disappearing.”

His jaw flexed. He ran a hand through his wet hair, pacing once like he was gathering himself, fighting something inside him.

“You’re asking for something dangerous,” he said quietly.

“Everything about tonight has been dangerous.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

He stopped in front of her, close enough that she could see rain still clinging to his eyelashes.

“You’re asking me to break a vow,” he said, voice almost a whisper. “One I’ve kept my entire life.”

“Then break it,” Rowan said, breath shaking. “Because I can’t survive this if I don’t know what I am.”

A muscle in his jaw jumped.

He stepped back.

Not from fear.

From restraint.

“Fine,” he said, voice low. “You want the truth? Then listen carefully. Because once you know... it can’t be taken back.”

Rowan nodded, heart pounding.

Elias exhaled slowly, then spoke.

“You’re a flare.”

She blinked. “A what?”

“A flare,” he repeated. “A rare kind of light-born. A human with a dormant power inside them—power that calls to the dark whether you want it to or not.”

Rowan shook her head. “That can’t be me. I’m—”

“Ordinary?” he finished.

His eyes softened—just slightly.

“No. You never were.”

Her throat tightened. “How long have you known?”

He hesitated. “Years.”

Rowan froze.

“Years?” she whispered. “You knew about me before I ever came here?”

Elias didn’t move. Didn’t blink.

“I was assigned to you,” he said quietly. “Before you were old enough to understand what you were. Before either of us knew what we’d become to each other.”

Her stomach dropped. “Assigned... to watch me?”

“To protect you,” he corrected. “To keep the dark from finding you before your light awakened.”

“And now it has,” she said, touching the charm. “Tonight.”

Elias nodded. “Those creatures—the seekers—they’re drawn to energy. To power. And when your light opened, even for a heartbeat...”

He shook his head.

“The entire forest felt it.”

Rowan’s breath hitched. “So that thing came for me because—”

“Because it wants to consume you,” Elias said softly. “Your light is pure. Untainted. A flare’s light can absorb a seeker. Feed it. Strengthen it.”

A sharp chill raced through Rowan’s spine.

“Feed it?”

“Yes,” Elias said gently. “They hunt flares first.”

She swallowed hard. “Okay. Then what about you? What are you?”

Elias looked away.

The storm howled outside, windows rattling.

When he finally answered, his voice was low, heavy.

“I’m what happens when the dark touches light... and doesn’t destroy it.”

Rowan stared at him, silent.

He continued.

“I’m not human.”

His eyes lifted to hers, dark and vulnerable.

“But I’m not like them either. I was born of a dark line—shadow-born—but I carry light inside me. Just enough to keep the darkness from consuming me.”

Her breath caught.

“And your vow?” she whispered.

He stepped closer.

So close she could feel the heat of him.

“My vow was to never interfere. To never get close to you. To never let you feel what I feel.”

His voice trembled—just barely.

“To protect you from afar. And nothing more.”

Rowan’s chest tightened painfully.

“Why?”

“Because flares burn bright,” he whispered. “And shadow-born like me... burn with them. We don’t get to want what we want.”

He looked away, pained.

“Not without consequences.”

The confession hung in the air like electricity.

Rowan took a slow step toward him. “What consequences?”

Elias’s voice dropped to a near growl.

“If I get close to you, the dark feels it. It hunts harder. Faster. Stronger.”

She swallowed.

“And if you stay away?”

His expression darkened.

“Then it gets you first.”

Another slam hit the back of the house. Both of them stiffened—but Rowan’s eyes stayed on Elias.

She reached out without thinking and touched his arm.

He closed his eyes at the contact—like it hurt.

Or like it soothed something deep inside him.

“Elias,” she whispered, “I don’t care about your vow. I care about staying alive. And right now... you’re the only one who knows how to protect me.”

He opened his eyes.

And for the first time since she’d met him, Elias didn’t look conflicted.

He looked certain.

“Then listen carefully,” he said, stepping so close their breath mingled. “From this moment on... you don’t go anywhere without me. Not into town. Not into the woods. Not into your own yard.”

Her heart hammered.

“And you don’t open your door,” Elias added. “Not even for me—unless I speak your name twice.”

“Why twice?”

“Because the dark imitates voices,” he said quietly. “But it can’t mimic a vow.”

Another crash shook the siding.

Elias moved in front of her again, muscles coiled.

Rowan clutched the charm.

“Elias,” she breathed, “will it stop?”

He didn’t look back as he answered.

“No.”

His voice was low, dangerous, certain.

“Not until it takes you—

or until I destroy every damn thing hunting you.”
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The dark didn’t wait.

It came back hungry.

Another violent slam rattled the cabin’s siding. This time, the force made the entire wall bow inward for a breath before snapping back into place.

Rowan flinched. Elias didn’t.

He moved with sudden precision, grabbing her wrist and pulling her behind him so fast she barely had time to inhale. His hand was warm, grounding, but charged with a tension that wasn’t entirely fear.

“Stay close to me,” he ordered.

“I am close to you—”

“Closer.”

She stepped until the front of her body brushed his back. Elias exhaled sharply, stiffening.

Not from discomfort.

From the strain of keeping himself in control.

Another smash hit the cabin — this time higher, like something scaling the wall. Claws scraped down the roof. Rowan covered her ears instinctively.

“Tell me what to do!” she shouted.

“Don’t run,” Elias said. “Don’t scream. And don’t let go of the charm.”

“What does it do?”

“You’ll find out,” he murmured.

That was not reassuring.

The scraping stopped suddenly.

Rowan held her breath.

A moment of quiet.

Too quiet.

“Elias?” she whispered.

He lifted his chin slightly, listening — muscles tightening under his torn shirt.

“It’s above us,” he said.

Something heavy shifted directly over their heads.

Rowan’s stomach dropped. “Is it trying to get in through the roof?”

“Yes.”

“Can it?”

“Eventually.”

She swallowed. “Eventually as in... minutes? Or hours?”

Elias didn’t answer.

Which meant minutes.

He spun toward her then, tension written through every line of his body.

“Rowan,” he said, voice low and urgent, “I need you to trust me.”

“I am trusting you—”

“No. I mean really trust me.”

“I—” She hesitated. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means,” he said, stepping closer, “that I’m going to get you out of this cabin. And to do that, I need to use my full strength.”

“That sounds good—use it—”

He shook his head once, jaw tight.

“You don’t understand. When I use it... I’m not fully in control.”

Rowan’s breath stalled. “Of yourself?”

He nodded slowly.

“Of the shadow inside me.”

The roof groaned dangerously. Dust drifted from the ceiling.

“And if you lose control?” Rowan whispered.

Elias stared at her, eyes dark and burning.

“I won’t hurt you,” he said immediately.

Then, quieter:

“But you might not like what you see.”

Something primal crashed onto the roof again, cracking a beam. Rowan flinched. Elias reached out without thinking, cupping the side of her face briefly — a single moment of grounding contact.

“Rowan,” he murmured, “I need you to say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you trust me.”

Her heart hammered so hard it hurt.

She swallowed.

Met his eyes.

And whispered:

“I trust you.”

Something inside him broke open at that word.

He exhaled — shaky, relieved, terrified.

And then it began.

The lights flickered.

The air thickened.

The shadows in the corners stretched outward—reaching for Elias as if they recognized him.

Rowan stepped back instinctively. Elias grabbed her hand.

“Don’t pull away,” he warned. “If you break contact, the shadow will think you’re a threat.”

“Love that for me,” she muttered, gripping his hand tighter.

The shadows wrapped around Elias’s arms, coiling like smoke. His skin shifted darker in places, like ink spreading under the surface. His breath hitched. His head bowed.

“Elias?” Rowan whispered. “Are you still... you?”

His grip tightened on hers painfully.

“Yes,” he ground out. “Just... don’t. Let. Go.”

The roof cracked fully and a seeker burst through, snarling, eyes empty, limbs contorted wrong. It screeched and dropped toward them.

Rowan screamed—

But Elias moved faster.

So much faster.

Shadows exploded from him like black fire. They slammed into the creature mid-air, knocking it across the room with bone-shattering force. The impact shook the cabin, dust raining down.

The seeker staggered, snarling.

Elias’s voice dropped an octave — deeper, darker, not entirely human.

But his words were still aimed at Rowan.

“Behind me.”

She obeyed instantly.

The creature lunged. Elias lunged back.

They collided in a blur—shadows exploding, claws slicing through the air. Elias grabbed the seeker by the throat and slammed it into the ground so hard the floor splintered.

The creature shrieked.

The charm at Rowan’s throat pulsed.

Light burst from her again—white and blinding.

The seeker convulsed—

Then dissolved like ash in wind.

Silence.

Rowan collapsed to her knees, shaking.

Elias turned toward her slowly.

His chest rose and fell with hard, ragged breaths. The shadows were still coiling off him like smoke. His eyes glowed faintly — not human, not safe.

But when he looked at her...

the glow softened.

“Rowan,” he rasped. “Tell me you’re okay.”

She nodded shakily. “I—I think so.”

He knelt in front of her, still struggling to reel himself back from the shadow-state. His hand hovered near her cheek but didn’t touch — trembling.

“You shouldn’t have seen that,” he whispered, voice rough and raw.

“But I did,” she whispered back. “And I’m still here.”

Elias froze.

Rowan lifted a hand, slowly, deliberately, and touched his jaw.

His eyes closed like the contact shattered him.

For a moment, there was only silence between them — heavy, fragile, charged.

Then Elias opened his eyes again.

“Rowan,” he said, voice low and shaken, “there’s something you need to understand.”

“What?”

“You’re awakening.”

He swallowed.

“And the more your light grows... the harder the dark will come for you.”

She nodded. “Then we fight it.”

“No.”

He shook his head.

“We can’t fight it here. Not anymore.”

Rowan’s pulse quickened. “Then what do we do?”

Elias took her hand — gently this time.

“We run,” he said.

“Tonight.”
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