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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, emotional abuse (past), familial betrayal, grief, forced proximity under survival conditions, morally grey characters, and toxic relationship dynamics. 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.

The cruelest thing he ever did was let me believe I could leave him behind. The second cruelest was proving I couldn't.

— Elowen Hale, The Doctrine of Want

For the ones who stayed angry because the alternative was admitting they still cared.
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PROLOGUE
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The last time I saw Thea Voight, she was standing in a church parking lot with her shoes in her hand and her mouth shaped around a word she never finished.

I remember the shoes. White satin, low heel, the kind you'd buy once and throw away after, and she held them by the straps like she was already halfway gone before her feet caught up. I remember the gravel under my boots and the way the sunset hit the stained glass behind her and painted her in someone else's colors. I remember thinking she looked like a saint in a window, and then thinking that was wrong, because saints don't run.

She did, though. Ran.

No letter. No voicemail. No last look over her shoulder to see if I was still standing where she'd left me, which I was, which I did for longer than I'll ever tell anyone. The parking lot emptied out around me — my brother clapping my shoulder, my father saying nothing because nothing was the Wynn family's native language — and I stood there with the ring in my pocket and the taste of her still on my mouth from the kiss she'd given me twenty minutes earlier, the one that tasted like salt, and I waited for the part where she came back and told me it was a mistake.

She didn't come back.

Not that night. Not the next morning, when her apartment was stripped clean enough to echo. Not that week, or that month, or that year. For a while, I told myself she was dead. It was easier than the alternative — that she was alive, and breathing, and choosing to be somewhere I wasn't. Death is final. Absence is a choice someone makes every single day, and Thea Voight made it three thousand, six hundred and fifty-two times before I stopped counting.

I didn't stop counting.

I built a forge. I built a house. I built a life that looked like a life from the outside and felt like a holding pattern from the inside, and I filled it with iron because iron doesn't leave. Iron stays where you put it. Iron takes a shape and keeps it. Iron is honest in a way that no person has ever been honest with me, and when I hit it, it doesn't flinch, and when I heat it, it doesn't run, and when I'm finished with it, it's exactly what I made it. Nothing more. Nothing less. Nothing missing.

I told myself I was over it by year three. I was a convincing liar by year five. By year eight, I'd almost believed it — the way you believe a wall is solid until you lean on it and your hand goes through.

Now it's October. Ten years, two months, and fourteen days since the parking lot, and I've stopped pretending I'm not still standing in it.

Because Thea Voight is back in Grayling, Montana.

* * *
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SOMEONE TOLD ME. I don't remember who. The information entered my skull the way a nail enters wood — clean, precise, and with enough force to split something.

I was working a gate commission. Twenty feet of scrollwork for a cattle ranch outside Bozeman, and I'd been at it since five that morning, the rhythm of the hammer steady enough to pass for a heartbeat. The forge was at temperature — two thousand degrees, give or take, the sweet spot where the steel goes white and you can shape it into anything. I had about eight seconds between pulls to make each bend before the metal cooled and became itself again, stubborn and fixed, and I was counting those seconds the way I always do — one, two, three, four — when whoever it was said the words Thea and back and Grayling in the same sentence.

I finished the bend. Set the piece on the anvil. Put my hammer down. Then I put my fist through the workshop wall, which accomplished nothing except adding drywall dust to my knuckles and confirming what I already knew: ten years is not enough time to outgrow the kind of stupid that one woman can make you.

The wall didn't care. The forge didn't care. I went back to work.

That night I drove to The Rail, which is Nora Kessler's bar, which is the only bar in Grayling, which means it's the bar where everyone goes, which means it's the bar where Thea will go, because Nora was her person before I was her person, and Nora is still here, because Nora is the kind of woman who stays.

I ordered a whiskey. I didn't drink it. I sat at the far end of the bar where the light doesn't reach and I watched the door, and I told myself I was just having a drink, the way I'd told myself I was over her, the way I'd told myself the house I built wasn't for anyone in particular, the way I'd told myself a hundred things that were true in every direction except the one that mattered.

She walked in at nine-fourteen. I know the time because I looked at the clock, and I know I looked at the clock because my body needed a task that wasn't looking at her. Nine-fourteen. She wore a coat I didn't recognize over a frame that was thinner than I remembered, and her hair was up — braided, pinned, every strand accounted for — and she moved through the doorway the way she always moved through doorways, like she was calculating the exits before she committed to entering.

Nora came around the bar. They hugged. Thea's shoulders hitched once — just once — and then she pulled back and smiled, and the smile was good, practiced, the kind of smile you build when you've spent a long time convincing people you're fine.

I know that smile. I've been wearing one for a decade.

She hadn't seen me. The bar was dim and I was in the corner and she was focused on Nora and on holding herself together, and I had about thirty seconds of looking at her without her knowing, which was thirty seconds of something I'm not going to name because naming it would make it real and I've spent ten years keeping it theoretical.

She tucked her hair behind her left ear. Left ear first. She always started with the left.

I finished the whiskey I hadn't planned to drink. I put the glass down. And I thought about iron — how you heat it until it's soft, and shape it while it's willing, and if you wait too long, it hardens again, and then your only option is to start the fire over.

The fire was already burning. It had never gone out.

I just hadn't decided what I was making yet.

ACT I

THE RETURN
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Chapter 1
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HOMECOMING

The truck died twice on the way into Grayling, which felt about right.

The first time was outside Billings, on a stretch of I-90 so flat and empty it looked like God had started a thought and wandered off mid-sentence. The engine coughed, sputtered, and went silent, and I sat on the shoulder with my hazards blinking and my hands on the wheel and thought, This is it. This is the universe telling me to turn around. I restarted the engine. It caught. I kept driving, because ignoring clear signals is my only consistent skill.

The second time was on Route 12, fourteen miles from town, close enough to see the mountains cutting the sky like a jaw I used to know. The truck shuddered and died in the middle of the road, and I coasted to the gravel shoulder on momentum and sat there looking at the Crazy Mountains through a windshield smeared with three states' worth of bugs and thought about every decision that had led to this specific moment of pathetic return.

The list was long. I didn't have time for the list.

I got the engine running again by doing what my mother taught me, which was to say a quiet prayer to a God neither of us believed in and then turn the key like you meant it. The truck lurched forward. I lurched with it. And then I was on the road to Grayling, which is the road I swore I would never take again, and the October sky was the color of a bruise fading to yellow, and the aspens on the foothills were gold the way only Montana aspens are gold — not decorative, not gentle, but violent with color, like the whole landscape was trying to make you feel something before winter came and took it all away.

Grayling, Montana. Population two thousand and change, depending on whether you count the ranches. One main street, three churches, one bar, one diner, one gas station with a bait shop attached that sells both nightcrawlers and inspirational bumper stickers, and a forge at the east edge of town that's been there since 1962, when a man named Arlo Wynn decided he wanted to bend metal for a living and no one could talk him out of it.

I didn't look at the forge when I passed it. I noticed the smoke, though. Gray-white, curling from the chimney stack, which meant someone was working, which meant he was working, because the forge is Jasper's the way the mountains are Grayling's — fundamental, immovable, the thing that defines the landscape by being exactly where you expect it to be.

Behind the forge, set back on the lot, there was a house. I'd never seen it before. New construction — or newer than anything else on that end of town — with a deep porch and a metal roof and the kind of clean proportions that meant someone had thought about it, had planned it, had given a damn about how the light would hit the windows in the morning.

I drove past. The smoke kept rising in my rearview mirror until I turned the corner and it disappeared, and I pretended that meant something.

* * *
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MY MOTHER'S HOUSE WAS exactly the way I remembered it, which is to say: small, tired, and holding itself together out of spite.

It sat on a quarter-acre lot two blocks off Main, a postwar bungalow with white siding gone gray and a porch that sagged on the left side like a shoulder giving up. The yard was overgrown — two years of neglect since Mom died, since the cancer finished what my father had started, which was the slow, methodical project of making Elaine Voight disappear.

The key was under the same fake rock by the back step. The lock was stiff but turned. The door opened, and the smell hit me like a hand — dust, mothballs, the ghost of lavender sachets my mother used to tuck in drawers, and underneath it all, the particular staleness of a house where no one has breathed for a long time.

I set my bag down in the hallway. The floorboards creaked in the exact places they'd always creaked. The wallpaper in the kitchen was the same pattern — tiny blue flowers on cream, corners peeling, a water stain above the sink that looked like a map of a country that didn't exist. I touched it, and my fingertip came away gray, and I thought, I should have come back sooner. I should have come back when she was dying. I should have come back for the funeral. I should have come back.

I didn't. That's not the same as couldn't, no matter how many times I've rehearsed the difference.

The living room was the worst. Her chair — the wingback by the window, the one she'd sit in every evening with her reading glasses on the chain and a book she was pretending to read while she watched the street — was still there. Still angled toward the window. Still had the impressions of her body in the cushion, smaller than they should have been, because by the end she was nothing but angles and will.

On the bookshelf, I found a photograph in a brass frame. Me. Twenty years old, maybe twenty-one, standing in the backyard of this same house in a sundress the color of rust, laughing at something off-camera. My hair was down — loose, wild, catching the light in a way that looked deliberate but wasn't — and my head was tipped back and my mouth was open and I was laughing the way you laugh when you don't know yet that things can be taken from you.

I didn't recognize the girl in the photo. She looked like someone who hadn't learned to be afraid of her own happiness yet.

I put the frame facedown. Then I picked it up again and put it back. Then I sat on the floor in my dead mother's living room with my back against the wall and my knees against my chest and my wedding ring on the chain around my neck — not on my finger, not anymore, but not gone either, because getting rid of it would mean admitting what it represented, which was two years of silence and four years of going through the motions and one final, devastating year of realizing that the cage doesn't have to be loud to be locked.

David hadn't hit me. David hadn't yelled. David had done something worse, which was to simply forget I was there, day after day, until I started to doubt it myself.

I pulled the chain over my head. Looked at the ring — platinum, tasteful, exactly what David would choose, which is to say exactly what would photograph well and mean nothing. I put it in the pocket of my coat. Then I took it out and put it in the drawer of the side table, next to a pen with a dried-out cartridge and a church bulletin from 2023.

Then I stood up and went to the bathroom and washed my face with water that came out of the tap rust-colored for the first ten seconds before running clear, and I looked at myself in the mirror above the sink — dark circles, sharp jaw, the kind of thin that people compliment when they don't know the cause — and I said, out loud, to no one: "You're here. Figure it out."

The mirror didn't argue. Neither did the house. The house just settled around me the way old houses do, with a groan and a sigh, and outside, the wind picked up, and somewhere to the east, the forge kept smoking.

* * *
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THE KNOCK CAME AT SEVEN.

I was in the kitchen, trying to make the stove work with a lighter and a level of determination usually reserved for hostage negotiations, when three sharp raps hit the front door — confident, rhythmic, the knock of someone who expected you to answer.

Nora Kessler stood on the porch in a canvas jacket and boots, her dark hair cut shorter than I remembered, her face the same arrangement of sharp angles and blunt kindness that had been the first face I looked for in every room from age twelve to twenty-one. She had a paper bag in one hand and the expression of a woman who had several things to say and had already ranked them by severity.

"You look terrible," she said.

"Hi, Nora."

"I brought soup. The stove in this house hasn't worked since 2019." She pushed past me into the kitchen, set the bag on the counter, and turned around. "You missed your mother's funeral, Thea."

There it was. Direct, unpadded, exactly the way Nora delivered everything. I leaned against the doorframe and took it.

"I know."

"People have opinions."

"People always have opinions."

"These people fed you and drove you to school and brought your mother casseroles when your dad was on a bender. These people earned their opinions." She opened a cabinet, found two bowls, and started ladling soup like the conversation was background noise. "I called you eleven times."

"I know that too."

"And you didn't come."

"No."

She set a bowl in front of me. Chicken and wild rice, from the smell — Nora's mother's recipe, the one she made for every crisis in Grayling County. "Sit down," she said. "Eat. And then tell me what you're doing here, because I know it's not because you suddenly remembered you have a hometown."

I sat. I ate. The soup was good — better than good, it was the first thing that had tasted like anything in weeks — and between spoonfuls, I gave her the version I'd prepared: the marriage was over, the apartment in Chicago was David's, I needed somewhere to land while I sorted the estate and figured out what came next.

Nora listened. She didn't interrupt. When I finished, she said, "That's the press release. Now tell me the real version."

"That is the real version."

"Thea."

"It's all I've got right now, Nor."

She watched me for a long moment — the kind of look that made you understand why Nora Kessler could run the only bar in a town full of ranchers and drunks and never lose a single argument. Then she nodded. "Fine. But you should know: he knows you're back. Whole town does by now."

She didn't say his name. She didn't have to. In Grayling, there was only one he that required no antecedent. Jasper Wynn — the man I'd left standing in a parking lot with a ring in his pocket and no explanation worth the breath it would take to give one.

My palm itched. The scar — a thin white line from the summer I was twenty, when I'd grabbed a hot rod at his forge on a dare and he'd held my hand under cold water and wrapped it with gauze torn from his shirt while calling me the most creative combination of reckless and stupid I'd ever heard.

I pressed my thumb into the scar. The itch didn't stop.

"Good," I said. "Fine. That's fine."

Nora looked at me like I'd just told her gravity was optional. "Sure it is."

She left at eight-thirty, after making me promise to eat the rest of the soup and to come by The Rail tomorrow. I stood at the front door and watched her truck pull away, taillights red against the dark, and I thought about the smoke from the forge and the house I hadn't seen before and the fact that Jasper Wynn was a quarter-mile east of me right now, breathing the same cold air under the same Montana sky, and he knew I was here, and I knew he knew, and the distance between us was nothing — a few streets, a few fences, ten years of silence — and it was everything.

I closed the door. Locked it. Pressed my back against it and stood in the dark hallway of my dead mother's house and listened to the wind and the old bones of the building and the sound of my own breathing, which was steady, which was controlled, which was the breathing of a woman who had learned a long time ago how to keep the inside from matching the outside.

The scar on my palm burned. I pressed it flat against the door behind me.

"It's fine," I said again, to the empty house, to the dark, to the girl in the photograph who used to laugh with her head thrown back.

The house didn't believe me either.
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Chapter 2
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SMOKE

The steel was being difficult, which made two of us.

I'd been at the anvil since dawn, working a length of half-inch round bar into a scroll pattern for the Bozeman gate — a ranch commission that paid well enough to justify the precision and badly enough to remind me why I'd never taken a salary job. The metal wanted to twist left. I wanted it to twist right. We were having a disagreement that could only be settled with heat and force, and I was winning, because I always win against things that can't talk back.

The forge was at eighteen hundred degrees. I could feel it on my face like a second sun — dry, constant, the kind of heat that makes your skin tighten and your thoughts go simple. I liked that about the forge. The simplicity. You put the metal in the fire. You wait. You pull it out. You hit it. You shape it. If you miss the window, the metal hardens and you start over. There's no ambiguity. No subtext. No one standing in a parking lot asking you questions with their eyes that their mouth won't form.

The bar came out glowing. I set it on the anvil horn, measured the bend with my eye — you learn to see angles the way a carpenter sees level, instinctive, bodily — and brought the hammer down. Three strokes. The scroll tightened. I quenched it, and the water hissed, and the steam rose like something escaping.

"Jasper."

Raf Delgado, who handled deliveries and never knocked because he'd been walking into this forge since his grandfather worked it with mine, stood in the bay door with a clipboard and the particular expression of a man deciding whether to light a match near gasoline.

"What."

"Heard something. Thought you should know." He set the clipboard on the workbench. "Thea Voight's back. Billy Crane saw her truck on Route 12 about an hour ago. Heading into town."

My hammer stroke didn't change. The steel needed a correction on the third curve — a degree and a half, maybe two — and I made it, and the ring of the hammer on the anvil filled the space the way it always filled it, steady and sure, the pulse of a world that made sense.

"Jasper."

"I heard you."

"Okay." Raf waited. I didn't give him what he was waiting for, which was a reaction, a cracked edge, some evidence that the name still drew blood. He picked up his clipboard. "Gate section three is loaded. I'll run it to Bozeman Thursday."

"Thursday's fine."

He left. I heard his truck start in the yard, the crunch of gravel, then nothing but the forge and the wind against the bay door and the particular quality of silence that exists when a room has too much space in it for one person.

I finished the scroll. Set it in the rack. Picked up the next bar. Heated it. Pulled it. Bent it. Quenched it. The rhythm held. My hands were steady. My breathing was measured. Everything worked exactly the way it was supposed to work, in the exact sequence, at the exact temperature, with the exact amount of force.

Then I put my fist through the workshop wall.

It was drywall, not timber, so the damage was aesthetic rather than structural — a neat puncture the shape of my knuckles, dust floating in the light from the high windows, a sting across my hand that felt correct in a way I didn't want to examine. The wall had done nothing to deserve it. Neither had the drywall. The fist was meant for something I couldn't reach — a parking lot, ten years ago, the sound of a car engine starting when it should have been church bells.

I looked at my hand. The knuckles were split across the top two. Not deep. I'd had worse from the forge — the burn scar on my left forearm was a permanent record of the year everything changed, the year I stopped paying attention to which part of the metal was still hot, the year I learned that the body keeps working even when the mind is somewhere else entirely.

I ran the hand under the tap. The water was cold enough to hurt. I let it hurt.

* * *
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THE RAIL SMELLED THE way it always smelled: pine cleaner, tap beer, and something fried. Nora kept a clean bar — cleaner than a town this size required — because Nora did everything with more precision than was strictly necessary, which was either admirable or exhausting depending on whether you were her friend or her ex-boyfriend. I was neither. I was the man who sat at the far end of the bar once or twice a week and ordered drinks I occasionally remembered to finish and answered questions with the minimum number of syllables the English language allowed.

"You're early," Nora said, setting a whiskey in front of me without being asked.

"Is that a problem?"

"It's a Tuesday. You don't come in on Tuesdays."

"I'm expanding my routine."

She looked at my knuckles, which I'd wrapped with a shop rag that was doing a mediocre job of hiding the damage. She didn't ask. Nora was good at not asking questions she already knew the answers to — a quality I valued exactly because I spent most of my life surrounded by people who asked anyway.

"She's here," Nora said. Not a question.

"So I've heard."

"She came by my place earlier. She looks like she's been through a wood chipper. Politely. The way you go through a wood chipper in a nice coat."

I didn't answer. I picked up the whiskey and held it and didn't drink it, because drinking it would mean I needed it, and needing it would mean this was affecting me, and if there was one thing Jasper Wynn had proven over a decade of practice, it was that nothing affected him. Not a woman leaving. Not a wedding that didn't happen. Not a house he built with his own hands that sat empty every night with the porch light on, because he'd wired the porch light on a timer when he installed it, and the timer didn't know there was nobody coming home, and he'd never changed the setting because changing it would mean admitting what the light was for.

The door opened at nine-fourteen.

I looked at the clock first. A reflex — a coward's reflex, a way to put a number between myself and the moment, to make it data instead of feeling. Nine. Fourteen. Then I looked at the door.

Thea Voight walked into The Rail the way she walked into everything: carefully, with her eyes mapping the room before her body committed to being in it. She wore a dark coat — navy or black, hard to tell in the bar light — and her hair was up. Braided, pinned, every strand doing exactly what it was told. The Thea I'd known had let her hair do whatever it wanted, and it had wanted to be everywhere, wild and dark auburn and catching light like it was owed something. This Thea had her hair under control. I didn't know what to do with that information except file it in the part of my brain where I kept everything about her, which was a large part, larger than it should have been, taking up space that could have been used for something productive.

She was thinner. Not slim — thin. The kind of thin





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
3.}

A
. .

|

Ten years of silence.
One storm to break it.

A
A WHITEOLU l SINS NOVEE=

BREA HOLDEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





