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        I’ve been watching you for years. Following you. Waiting.

        If I can’t make you love me… I’ll make you fear me.

      

      

      Celeste

      I was so close to escaping the frozen tomb I grew up in.

      Just one more season dancing in the dark for lonely men. One more pay-out, and I could vanish into a sun-drenched paradise where my father’s rage and my mother’s fanaticism could never reach me again.

      No one would ever find me. No one would ever drag me back.

      At least — that’s what I believed.

      Pluto

      The moment I saw you, I knew you were mine.

      A soft, gentle thing in a brutal northern wasteland… a rare flower that shouldn’t have survived the cold.

      I don’t know if I want to worship you or ruin you.

      But I do know this:

      I’m done watching from the shadows.

      You’re in my world now—ice, darkness, obsession—and once you step inside, there’s no way out.

      And now the world closes in…

      Celeste has spent her life enduring the violence of a fanatical family and dreaming of escape. She’s one season away from freedom—a single winter earning enough money to disappear into warmth and safety forever.

      But Pluto has been watching her far longer than she ever suspected.

      In the endless Alaskan night, his obsession hardens into action. When he finally steps forward, Celeste is drawn into a perilous dance of desire, manipulation, and survival. Pluto is the only man who’s ever seen her clearly… and the one who refuses to let her go.

      As the darkness tightens around them, the line between protection and possession shatters—and Celeste must decide whether she’s running from the monster in her past… or the man determined to claim her future.
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      Trigger Warning: This book is filled with unhinged characters, toxic obsession, manipulative power games, and scenes of violence that may disturb or upset some readers. Nothing about these relationships is healthy. Nothing about this story is safe. Contains explicit, graphic sexual content.
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      FAIRBANKS, ALASKA. NOVEMBER 1996

      “Now Miss Paine, I know that this must be very difficult for you, but can you please point to the man who abducted you? The man who held you captive over the course of several months and repeatedly assaulted --”

      “Objection, your honor. Question is leading the witness.”

      “Sustained. Watch it, counselor.”

      “Let me rephrase that,” the bloated, red-faced state prosecutor paced back and forth in front of me, trotting just like a pig on his little hooves, his hands clasped behind his back, “Miss Paine… can you please point to the man who locked you up in his house for months?”

      Sweat prickled at the back of my neck, though the room was so cold I could feel my skin tremble like custard. I couldn’t tell whether I was very hot or very cold, but I was sure I was one or the other. Or both? Was that possible?

      I wasn’t sure because I could no longer trust my own perceptions.

      It was like I had a fever, though I didn’t think I was sick. Not in the physical sense, at least.

      I was having trouble focusing my vision and my stomach was on spin cycle. I was afraid that I was going to throw up.

      “Take your time, Miss Paine,” the prosecutor continued, tensing the muscles of his jaw, clearly getting impatient with my reluctance to answer. “Or maybe you’d like a glass of water?”

      I nodded, hoping that the water would help me to choke down the lump in my throat.

      I could hear people clicking ballpoint pens, stifling coughs, and shuffling around in their seats in an awkward attempt to remain silent as we all waited for my drink, but I couldn’t bear to bring myself to look at anyone.

      I didn’t need to.

      I knew who was in that room.

      A young deputy probably not much older than myself gave me a quick, sad smile as he handed over my glass of water. That little show of pity was almost more than I could bear. The glass shook in my hands and I embarrassed myself by splashing water on the polyester skirt of my courtroom attire.

      I wasn’t thirsty but I took a sip just so that I could stall the inevitable.

      Every single cell in my body was telling me that I had to run. I’d been told that every living thing had a fight or flight instinct, but if I had any fight in me it had been suppressed for so long that it must have fossilized.

      Wings.

      That’s what I needed.

      I needed to spontaneously sprout a pair of wings so that I could hurtle forth from this witness stand, through the ceiling, directly into Earth’s orbit at such a magnificent speed that I burst into flames so bright that people across the tundra mistook me for the Morning Star.

      “Miss Paine?”

      My attention snapped back to the prosecutor standing before me.

      “Are you ready to continue? Can you please point out the man who hurt you?”

      This was it. The moment of truth. I couldn’t put this off any longer; the men who had placed me on this witness stand wouldn’t allow it.

      I raised my eyes and met his.

      I hadn’t dared to look directly at him up to this point. I’d avoided every chance I had, glancing only from the corners of my eyes. I didn’t know if I could stand it, to see him again, or if I’d immediately turn to stone or something like I had gazed upon a male Gorgon. Maybe I’d just turn to stone and shatter into a million pieces. Stranger things had happened, or at least it seemed so from my perspective.

      But I didn’t turn to stone.

      I didn’t shatter, and in fact, quite the opposite happened.

      I melted.

      My eyes drifted over his soft brown curls, shorn close to his head now either by his lawyer or maybe that’s just what they did to men in jail. I looked at the bump on his familiar Roman nose, the edge of his jawline shaven clean now, and the cut on his left cheekbone, scabbed over now, probably soon to be a scar.

      All of these plains and edges that had become so familiar to me over the past year hadn’t lost any of their effect. I still wanted to trace my fingers over his jaw and tangle them in his hair. I wanted to smell him again, his sweat and coal tar and pine, just breathe him in.

      I forced myself to look him in the eye.

      Those hooded chocolate eyes were the first chink in my armor. My first weakness and they hadn’t lost any of their potency on me. They could still bring me to my knees, and they would have had I not already been seated.

      He gave me a smile and a slight nod as if to encourage me.

      It was just like him to think that he knew what was best for me, better than I knew myself.

      I steadied my nerves, raised my arm, and pointed my finger.
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      “Whoa! Careful girl! You got a train to catch?”

      “Sorry Mr. K!”

      I scrambled around the elderly man planted directly in front of me and down the icy front steps of what passed as the local supermarket, snow crunching under my boots, trying to avoid running over any more of the few shoppers blocking my way to the Post Office. I slipped and slid and I could feel the sweat seeping into my wool sweater underneath my coat but I wouldn’t be deterred or delayed.

      Not today. I only had a brief window of opportunity.

      My mind raced a mile a minute. My anxiety was telling me that the urgency was absolutely necessary because the PO closed for lunch at 11:30, but I knew very well that our Postmaster Eddie never locked the door and most certainly wouldn’t care if I intruded on his microwaved burrito.

      In fact, he had specifically mentioned several times that he hated eating lunch alone.

      The feeling was foreign to me; I had no idea what it meant to wish for company. I treasured every second that I was able to steal for myself. But I knew that other people led other lives that probably led them to have other hopes and dreams and even likes and I didn’t hold it against anyone or question their motives. I was happy to help when I could.

      Anyway I had dessert for him: sweet, ripe strawberries and even a couple of dwarf mangos, fresh from my hothouse. I knew that he’d be happy to see me and even happier to see the fruit, a rare delicacy in our neck of the woods.

      At any rate, I couldn’t contain my excitement. I hadn’t been to town in over a week and I had a feeling today was going to be the day that set the course for the rest of my entire life. I was practically bursting with excitement and the sunrise peeking over the horizon made the entire world seem like it was teeming with fresh possibilities. Anything could happen.

      I skipped over the curb, skirting around a puddle of slush and practically flew down the gravel road to the Post Office. I’d convinced Daddy to let me go pick up the mail alone and I knew that I’d probably only have twenty minutes or so until he finished his supply run and came looking for me.

      The sign in the Post Office window said ‘CLOSED’ but the door was unlocked and, as expected, Eddie was sitting at the counter, thumbing absentmindedly through a catalogue of hunting gear.

      “Should I come back later?” I asked, not seriously thinking that he might say yes.

      “Celeste!” Eddie kicked his feet off the counter. “No way, come in.”

      “Broughcha something,” I wagged my eyebrows and slid a cardboard box across the counter.

      “No way man! What is this? Celeste, you’re crazy, this is too much! Are those strawberries? No way!”

      “Hey, a deal’s a deal,” I laughed. I knew that pride was a deadly sin but I couldn’t help but to feel delighted when someone admired my work. Growing things was the only thing I knew how to do, so I’d take praise where I could get it.

      “Celeste this is way too much. This would cost… I don’t even know; I’d probably have to take out a second mortgage on my trailer to buy this much fresh stuff at the market. I can’t take this.”

      “I guess you just want me to throw it to the dogs?” I taunted.

      “Damn girl, those dogs eat better than my kids. Anyhow, thank you. I can’t wait to show Agathe these berries. She’s going to lose her mind. Are you sure this is going to be okay with your folks?”

      Eddie gave me a nervous glance.

      “I told them it was for the Tribal Youth,” I admitted. That excuse nearly always did the trick. Daddy had his heart set on bringing the Youth into the flock and bribery wasn’t below him.

      “Well, technically that’s true,” Eddie laughed back. “I’m Tribal and my kids are Youth. And if they can manage to give their mom ten minutes of peace tonight, they might get to enjoy some of this bounty.”

      Eddie liked to joke about how annoying his kids were but I knew that he was a devoted father because every single week he had a laundry list of ways the kids were driving him and his wife Agathe crazy.

      It almost seemed sometimes like Eddie was impressed by how wild they were, but if I had behaved the same way in my parents’ home I would possibly not have survived their wrath. My parents certainly wouldn’t have thought I was funny and at the very least I’d find myself asking the Lord for forgiveness and mercy.

      It was so weird to me, seeing Eddie and other parents like him joke about his kids misbehaving. Wasn’t he worried about their souls? Honoring thy father and thy mother was one of the Ten Commandments, as my own father and mother loved to remind me, and to disrespect your father was to disrespect God.

      “See?” I joked along, trying to sound like I knew just what he was talking about. “It technically wasn’t a fib.”

      “I don’t believe that you’ve ever told a lie in your entire life,” Eddie countered, putting his fruit aside. “You’re a good girl, through and through. Pure as the freshly fallen snow.”

      My cheeks burned. Oh, if only Eddie knew.

      Well, I guess soon everyone would know.

      Everyone would know what a liar and a snake I was and I’d probably be dead to them all, my parents most of all.

      But I didn’t have a choice. Not really.

      “I hope it’s enough to cover me for another month. I don’t expect I’ll need the box much longer than that.”

      “It’s more than enough,” Eddie assured me. “Don’t worry about it. More than half of these PO Boxes are empty anyways, so it’s not like they’re in high demand.”

      “But are you really just allowed to trade for them?”

      “There’s no one here stopping me. Besides, like I said, technically it is my PO Box and you just sometimes get letters there. Speaking of which, I think there might be something in there for you right now.”

      My breath caught in my throat.

      I was right!

      Today would be the moment of truth.

      “Do you know what it is?” My voice shook. I was stalling, suddenly afraid that the news would be bad.

      “No way,” Eddie shook his head. “That’s a federal crime to snoop in someone else’s mail. Even if you’re the mailman. I can tell you, however, that it’s a pretty thick envelope. I really had to cram it in there.”

      “Right,” I nodded, barely able to control my breathing. “So I guess I’d better check it.”

      “I guess so,” Eddie smiled at me and gestured to the wall of tiny metal lockers.

      Most of the locals had a PO Box. Eddie was the only mailman in town and many of the people who lived in Ruby were off grid and it was nearly impossible to access their homes, so PO Boxes were really the only way for them to have mail service.

      My own family had one. My father used it to communicate with other spiritual leaders and I was allowed to use it to order seeds for our garden. I was actually at the post office under the pretense of picking up my family’s mail.

      That’s not the real reason I was there though. Well, it was, but there was another reason.

      A secret reason.

      I was at the post office trying to change my life.

      I had been planning my escape for over a year now and everything was coming to a head.

      I was expecting to be excited but not quite so overwhelmed. My heart raced and my body prickled with a nasty cold sweat. I was afraid that I might faint, though I had never fainted before in my entire life.

      I couldn’t even describe exactly what I was feeling.

      I was terrified, of course, anyone would be in that situation. My life was about to radically change. Either I was about to become a new person and start the life of my dreams or else my hopes would be crushed and I’d have to resign myself to the reality that had made up my previous seventeen years. I was afraid that I wouldn’t have the bravery to do it, to leave behind everything I knew. I was afraid that I wasn’t smart enough or strong enough.

      I was also nervous. What if it was bad news? There was no guarantee that I was about to receive the letter that I bet my life on. I also had to worry about getting caught. God help me if my father found out what I had done, because there was certainly no one else who could save me.

      Most of all, though, I was excited. I had a tendency to be overly optimistic anyway, and, deep in my heart, I had a feeling like everything was about to change forever. Plus, Eddie had mentioned a fat envelope. Surely a fat envelope could only mean good news.

      “Well are you going to check it out, or what?” Eddie snapped me out of my reverie. I had been so excited about my pending fortune that I hadn’t even noticed that Eddie seemed almost as nervous as I was. He had abandoned his burrito and he was balanced carefully at the end of his chair. I was a little bit suspicious that he might have actually already understood what I was doing, but I didn’t want to dwell on any more ‘what ifs’ than was absolutely necessary.

      “Right,” I replied, fishing my secret key out of the apron pocket of my snow pants. “Right, I’ll check it out right now.”

      I gathered all my nerves and made my way to the box that held my future.
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      My fingers shook as I inserted the key into the box and I began to panic that I wouldn’t be back in time. I briefly considered asking Eddie to help me with the lock, but then I thought to myself: if I can’t even open a mailbox all by myself how on Earth am I going to create an entirely new life independent and totally on my own?

      The thought steeled my nerves. I rattled in the key and turned it, pulling the old metal door open with a squeak.

      Eddie hadn’t been kidding. There was a thick, fat envelope rolled up and jammed into the little box. I wasn’t quite sure how he even got it in there without damaging it, and it took quite a bit of jiggling for me to get it back out.

      “Um,” Eddie called from the desk, “I’m just going to step out front for a second. Just grab a little breath of fresh air. Is it okay if I leave you here alone for a minute?”

      I knew that he was making up reasons to give me some privacy and I was grateful.

      “Sure, Eddie, I’ll just be here looking at my mail.”

      At least if my dreams were about to be crushed, I’d have a minute to cry to myself and try to regain my composure without either the embarrassment of someone else trying to comfort me, or worse, the problems of having to explain what had upset me so much.

      There it was. My future, in a fat yellow envelope.

      I took a deep breath and slid my finger under the flap, trying to loosen it from the envelope without tearing it. I slid my hand in and felt a stack of papers and the pages of a glossy magazine or catalogue.

      I pulled the catalogue out first.

      University of Hawai’i at Mānoa Fall 1996 Course Catalogue

      My body shook and the catalogue slipped between my fingers, which I hadn’t even realized had become sweaty. This was good. Surely a catalogue meant I would be choosing classes, right? Then again, maybe they just sent a ton of advertising material with every mailing.

      There was only one way I could find out.

      Within the fat yellow envelope, there was another business sized white envelope that was much thinner. I was sure that was it. The letter that would indicate the course of my future.

      My shaking fingers pulled it out and I cut myself breaking the seal, staining the envelope and the letter inside with a drop of my blood. My eyes closed and I took one more deep breath before the moment of truth.

      “Dear Ms. Paine,” the letter began, surprising me with the personalization. I would have guessed that these things were form letters, but what did I know. I’d never applied to college before. I’d never applied to anything.

      “Congratulations on your acceptance to the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa Class of 2000! As the first graduating class of a new millennium, your class…”

      I had to stop reading to breathe or else I was gonna pass out. This was it. I was in. Now that it was really happening, all of a sudden I was more terrified than I had ever been in my entire life.

      What the heaven had I been thinking, applying to college? What the heaven was the college thinking, accepting me?

      My mind spun with questions, so fast that I couldn’t even keep track of my own thoughts. I knew in my head that I was being overwhelmed by nerves; the questions ranged from sensible ones like how was I going to pay for this and then got increasingly more absurd. I found myself worrying about who would feed the dogs if I left or what if I couldn’t adjust to warmer weather.

      I had never been out of Alaska.

      I had never even been to most parts of Alaska.

      I put the letter down on the counter like just the act holding it was going to burn my hand, or maybe like holding the letter was what was poisoning my mind so that I couldn’t think straight.

      I had to get myself together.

      Otherwise Daddy would come looking for me, and Lord help me if he found me with this letter. I couldn’t even pretend that I had accidentally received someone else’s mail. It had my name right there.

      Every instinct in my body was telling me to take the letter and the catalogues and all of it and just dump it all right in the trash. Throw it out, walk out, and pretend that none of it had ever happened. That I hadn’t just spent the past year secretly looking up the University at our community center and signing myself up for standardized tests and keeping a secret post office box.

      I was being a coward.

      At the very least, I owed it to myself to read the entire letter.

      I picked it back up and focused. It then became clear to me why it was personally addressed. It wasn’t just an early acceptance letter; it was also an offer for a scholarship. Apparently the University had some kind of agricultural scholarship for people who came from remote, rural parts of the country.

      I was not only invited to be a student at the University of Hawai’i, I was also invited to study at no cost to myself. Everything was covered, from tuition to board. There was even a stipend for books.

      Well, I had no excuse now.

      I had asked God for a lifeline, and here it was.

      “Is everything okay?” Eddie peeked around the front door, snapping me out of my self-absorbed argument with myself.

      “Oh, gosh, yes, I’m sorry,” I answered, stuffing the materials back into the fat envelope.

      “Good news?” Eddie smiled, looking uncertain.

      “Oh,” I wasn’t quite sure how to answer that. I didn’t think Eddie would blab to my father; I was pretty sure that everyone in town thought that Daddy was nuts. But I also didn’t think it was a good idea to tell anyone about my plans.

      “Actually, that’s none of my business,” Eddie said before I could come up with some response. “Sorry to interrupt but I have to open up shop. Do you need another second.”

      “Oh, no,” I quickly answered, feeling bad for any trouble or inconvenience I’d caused. “Thank you so much for helping me with this,” I looked Eddie directly in the eye. “One day I’ll pay you back for real. I swear.”

      “Celeste, I wanted to help you.” Eddie approached and took my hands in his and a look of concern washed over his brow. “I worry about you. We all do. I mean everyone in town. I just wanted to tell you, if you need some other kind of help--”

      “I don’t!” I rushed to interrupt, feeling the tears burn behind my eyelids. “Thanks for everything. I’m fine.”

      For lack of a better idea, I stuffed the yellow envelope down the front of my snowpants and zipped my coat. I didn’t want to cry in front of Eddie and I needed to get moving before Daddy came looking for me.

      “Celeste!” Eddie called after me, nearly out the door.

      For half a second I considered pretending not to hear him but my manners wouldn’t let me ignore him.

      “You forgot the regular mail.”

      Yikes. I would have had no way to explain to Daddy what I had been doing in the post office for so long if I had returned empty handed.

      “Thanks again!” I chirped, now weighted down with an armful of stuff my family had ordered and letters from Daddy’s friends.

      “Good luck!” Eddie called after me as I made my way outside for real this time.

      Thanks, I thought back. I’m definitely going to need it.

      I stepped outside back onto the side walk and almost got knocked over by the wind blowing in from the west. The sun had gone down in just the short period of time that I was inside and the already cold temperature had dropped a good ten degrees.

      I hated it.

      I hated everything about it. The cold. The darkness. The isolation.

      And I was about to leave it all behind forever.

      I just had to work out the details how.
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      You didn’t usually spend such a long time in the Post Office, and it was rare to see you anywhere without a chaperone. I sat back on my snow machine and pretended to study my planner as I kept an eye on the PO door.

      Something was going down.

      I could tell.

      I could tell by the way your nearly knocked Mr. Springle on his ass as you flew out of the market, I could tell by the way you slipped all over the filthy slush of Ruby’s unpaved sidewalks, and I could tell by the roses of color burning up your cheeks.

      If only I could have gotten a little closer.

      Maybe I could have overheard something or guessed what you were so worked up over. I hoped that you weren’t sick, but then again, maybe if you were…

      Maybe if you got sick enough your psychotic parents would bring you to me.

      “You know, you can come in and have a cup of coffee, doc. You don’t gotta sit out there in the cold.”

      Damn it. My attention was torn from the Post Office.

      “Merci, Louise. I’m just about to be on my way. I have appointments all afternoon, just trying to figure out which route makes the most sense. Should have done it this morning. I’ll be gone in a minute.”

      “Well, I wasn’t tryin’ to kick ya out,” Louise continued, settling her weight onto the rail of her inn’s front porch. Fuck. She was going to stand there running her fucking mouth at me until I left.

      “I hope not,” I laughed awkwardly, trying to somehow communicate in a friendly but urgent manner that I had zero interest in entertaining her. “I just have to figure out this schedule…”

      I focused on a three week old page in my planner with laser precision. Maybe if I ignored this old bag, she would retreat back into the hole she had crawled out of.

      Then things took a turn for the worse.

      That halfwit mailman had stepped onto the front porch of the Post Office.

      That meant you were in there alone.

      I was sure that you were alone because I’d been watching since you went in and no one else had come by.

      Why did he leave you alone in the Post Office?

      Was there something going on between the two of you?

      I felt the skin on the back of my neck prickle with rage.

      My God. It had never even occurred to me that other men were a threat to us. I knew that the mailman was already married and had a few kids, but had that ever stopped countless other men from chasing young girls who had their entire lives ahead of them?

      No.

      Of course not.

      Especially not when it came to girls like you.

      Louise was still talking but I didn’t hear a word she said. I was almost deafened by the
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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