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Chapter 1 - Callie
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I wasn't supposed to be behind the chapel, not fifteen minutes before I was due to walk down the aisle. But the weight of the day pressed against my chest, making it hard to breathe in the too-tight bodice my future mother-in-law had insisted upon. Just a moment alone. That's all I needed. Just one quiet moment before I became Mrs. James Harrington. Then I heard his laugh, that confident, public laugh I'd grown to recognize, floating through the partially open window above me, followed by words that froze the June sweat on my skin.

"Trust me, marriage will finally break her spirit," James said, his voice light with amusement. "She's got this independent streak, but once there's a ring on it? Done. My perfect little wife."

The groomsman, David, his college roommate, chuckled. "You really think that'll work on Callie? She seems pretty stubborn."

"Please. She's desperate to be loved. I just have to threaten to withdraw it anytime she gets too... herself." 

My heart hammered against my ribs, each beat pushing against the delicate beadwork that had taken three fittings to perfect. The silk flowers in my hair suddenly felt like they were strangling me, the carefully arranged curls too tight against my scalp.

They didn't notice me as I backed away from the window, my satin heels sinking into the soft earth behind the chapel. My vision tunneled, narrowing to a pinprick of clarity amidst a fog of betrayal. The bouquet of peonies and roses slipped from my fingers, landing in the dirt with a soft thud that matched the drop of my stomach.

I didn't decide to run. My body decided for me.

The back door of the chapel led to the parking lot. I passed no one. Everyone was inside, waiting for the ceremony to begin. My hands trembled as I fumbled with the small clutch I'd hidden in my car earlier, digging for the keys. The sun caught the diamond on my finger, throwing prisms across the interior of my ancient Honda. I yanked the ring off and tossed it into the cup holder, where it landed with a hollow, plastic sound.

Getting into a car in a wedding dress isn't graceful. The yards of tulle and satin bunched around my legs, catching on the pedals. I had to hike the dress up to my thighs just to work the clutch, the delicate fabric already smudging with dirt from my desperate escape. A thread caught on the door as I slammed it shut, pulling loose a line of tiny pearls that scattered across the parking lot like tears.

I backed out too fast, tires squealing on the asphalt. Someone, my sister or a bridesmaid, appeared at the chapel door, mouth open in a shout I couldn't hear over the roar of blood in my ears. I accelerated away, my train dragging out the window where I hadn't been able to fully close the door around it.

The GPS on my phone was useless. I didn't have a destination, just an away. Away from James, away from the expectations, away from the woman I'd nearly become. My mind, usually so carefully ordered, scattered into fragments of panicked thought as I drove north. 

Dark clouds gathered above the pine-covered peaks ahead, promising the storm that had threatened all morning. The air coming through my half-open window grew colder as I climbed into the mountains. My hands, still in the delicate lace gloves my mother had lent me as "something borrowed," grew slick on the steering wheel. I peeled them off at a stoplight, letting them fall to the floor of the passenger side.

An hour into my escape, rational thought seeped back in. Where was I going? What would I do for money, for shelter? The dress, God, the dress that had cost over three months' rent, was already ruined, the hem black with dirt, a tear in the lace overlay where I'd caught it on the car door. Mascara tracked down my cheeks, and my carefully pinned hair had come loose, tumbling in tangled waves around my shoulders.

Rain started to patter against the windshield, fat drops that quickly turned to sheets of water. I slowed, squinting through the blur, and remembered the photo in my wallet. My uncle's old hunting cabin, the one place that had felt safe when I was a child. He'd died three years ago, and I had no idea if the cabin still stood or who owned it now, but it was the only place my fractured mind could grasp.

I pulled over at a gas station, fumbling through my clutch until I found my wallet. Behind my driver's license was the faded photograph: a small, sturdy cabin nestled among pines, smoke curling from the chimney. On the back, written in my uncle's blocky hand: ‘Cooper Ridge, end of Forest Service Rd 17’.

Twenty minutes later, I turned onto a narrow dirt road that quickly turned to mud under the onslaught of rain. The Honda lurched and complained as I navigated over ruts and around fallen branches. My knuckles went white around the steering wheel, and I realized I was holding my breath, only letting it out in short, panicked gasps.

The dress constricted around my ribs, the bodice now damp with sweat and rain from the open window. I'd had to roll it down further when the windshield began to fog. Cold drops splashed against my bare shoulders and slid down my chest. My makeup had surely dissolved completely, and the elegant updo was now a wild tangle plastered to my neck.

When the road ended at a small clearing, I almost didn't recognize the cabin. It looked smaller than in the photo, more weathered. No smoke rose from the chimney. The porch sagged slightly on one side. But it was there, solid, real, a refuge.

I killed the engine and sat for a moment, watching the rain drum against the roof of the car. The weight of what I'd done pressed down on me. I'd run from my own wedding. I'd humiliated myself, my family, everyone who'd come to celebrate. I'd thrown away years of planning, of building a life with James.

‘A life where he was waiting to break my spirit.’

The thought straightened my spine. I grabbed my clutch and pushed open the car door, immediately pelted by the driving rain. The hem of my dress dragged through mud as I splashed toward the cabin, the satin shoes I'd spent weeks breaking in now sodden and slipping on the wet ground.

The porch creaked ominously under my weight. I tried the door, expecting it to be locked, but the handle turned easily. Relief flooded through me as I stumbled inside, dripping on rough wooden floorboards.

The cabin was basic, one main room with a small kitchenette, a woodstove, a table with two chairs, and a bed pushed against the far wall. A door presumably led to a bathroom. It was cold and smelled of disuse, but it was shelter.

I sank onto the edge of the bed, the sodden dress pooling around me. The reality of my situation crashed down all at once. I had no clothes except my ruined wedding dress. No food. No plan. I'd left my phone in the car, and I wasn't even sure if there would be service here. Everyone I knew would be frantic, furious, or both.

I'd destroyed my life in the span of fifteen minutes.

A sob tore from my throat, raw and animal. Once started, I couldn't stop. I curled onto my side, the wet dress tangling around my legs, and let the tears come. I cried for the betrayal, for the years wasted, for the humiliation. I cried until my throat was raw and my eyes swollen, until the light outside the window faded from gray to black.

Exhaustion pulled me under, and I surrendered to it, too spent to even crawl under the covers. My last conscious thought was that no one in the world knew where I was.

Including me.
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I knew something was wrong before I even reached the clearing. Three years living alone in these mountains had sharpened my senses. The birds were too quiet, and fresh tire tracks cut through the mud leading to my cabin. My rifle shifted in my hands, not raised but ready. The unfamiliar car sat like an invasion, sleek and city-clean despite the mud splashed up its sides. I circled it once, noting the open window, the clutter inside, and the glint of something small and shiny in the cup holder. A wedding ring. What the hell?

The door to my cabin stood slightly ajar, rainwater pooling on the porch where it had blown in. I approached silently, avoiding the third step that always creaked. Through the gap, I could see muddy prints on the floor, smaller than mine. A woman's.

I pushed the door open with the toe of my boot, scanning the dim interior. The woodstove sat cold. Nothing seemed disturbed in the kitchen area. Then my eyes landed on my bed, and the figure curled on top of it.

She was asleep, face half-buried in my pillow, hair spread in damp tangles across her shoulders. What caught me off guard wasn't just her presence, but what she was wearing: a wedding dress, now grimy and torn, molded to her small frame like a second skin. Her bare feet were scratched and dirty, her face streaked with black makeup trails.

I lowered my rifle but kept it in hand as I moved closer. She hadn't stirred at the sound of the door. Either she was deeply asleep or pretending. I cleared my throat, loud and deliberate.

Nothing.

"Hey," I said, my voice rougher than intended. Three days tracking my trapline meant I hadn't spoken aloud to anyone but myself.

She shot upright, eyes flying open, hazel eyes wide with fear. A small sound escaped her throat as she scrambled backward against the wall, pulling her knees to her chest.

"Who are you?" I demanded, keeping my distance. "This is private property."

"I'm sorry," she gasped, her voice hoarse. "I didn't... I thought it was abandoned. Please, I didn't take anything."

Her eyes darted to the door behind me, calculating an escape route. I shifted slightly to block it, not to trap her, but to prevent any sudden movements. In my experience, desperate people make unpredictable choices.

"Why are you here?" I kept my tone even, factual.

She swallowed hard. "I had nowhere else to go." Her hands twisted in the fabric of her ruined dress. "I can leave right now. I just needed somewhere to sleep."

The rain hammered against the windows, punctuating the silence between us. Even in the dim light, I could see she was shaking, from fear or cold, I couldn't tell. Probably both.

I studied her face. No guile there, just exhaustion and what looked like heartbreak. The wedding dress told its own story. I'd spent enough time around liars to recognize genuine distress, and this
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