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Synopsis



At forty-five, Thomas is divorced, alone, and living in a trailer park. But when he finds a rundown cabin on twenty-two forested acres of the Olympic Peninsula, Thomas cashes in his retirement and bets everything on starting over.

He came to the backwoods for a fresh start... but he never planned on three beautiful, fierce women who want him for their own.

Claire is his nearest neighbor, a determined single mother with a struggling farm and a powerful enemy coveting her land. Beautiful and guarded, she hasn't let a man close in years.

Scout lives deep in the woods with her survivalist father. Fearless, half-wild, and brilliant, she quotes Hamlet and guts raccoons without breaking stride.

Grace is a mystery. Living out of her car, working nights at a motel, running from a dark past she won't explain.

The four of them are building something none of them expected. But the same ruthless man trying to steal Claire's farm has set his sights on Thomas. The message is simple: leave or lose everything.

Thomas didn't claw his way back from the wreckage just to be run off by a man with a checkbook and a grudge. He'll fight for his cabin, his land, and the three devoted women who made his life worth living again.

Backwoods Devotion is a slow-burn age-gap romance with multiple relationships, set in the rugged Pacific Northwest. Book 1 in an ongoing series with a guaranteed HEA.


Chapter 1



A week after my 43rd birthday, I decided to end my marriage.

It wasn't a sudden decision. I'd been married to Sybil for 22 years. We'd met while I was working on a remodel of her family's vacation home. She was funny, flirty, and beautiful.

I was only 20 at the time, working construction and trying to figure out my life. But despite being 5 years older than me, Sybil locked onto me from the moment we met.

That summer was a whirlwind for me. I was busting my ass working with a crew of older guys, learning my trade by actually doing it. Being outside, working with my hands, getting the satisfaction of building something solid and real.

It was how I wanted to live my life. I had a truck, a paycheck, and a body that was strong and able. What more could a young man ask for?

I also had dreams, which is why I was taking business classes at the local community college. My plan was to get my Associate's in Business and start my own contracting company before I turned 30.

I didn't drink or party, I saved and lived modestly and thought about the future. I had my whole life mapped out and it was a damned good map, one I drew for myself.

Then I met Sybil.

It's a day that's burned into my memory. Sybil was swimming in the pool when I first saw her. We were working on the siding that afternoon, the July sun beating down on us, and there she was in a red bikini that left almost nothing to the imagination. She knew exactly what she was doing, climbing out of that water slow and deliberate, water streaming down her curves while five sweaty guys tried not to stare and failed miserably.

But it was me she walked over to during my lunch break. Me she handed a cold bottle of water to, her fingers brushing mine as I took it. She smiled and asked my name and what I was eating and where I was from. The other guys on the crew gave me looks, half jealous and half warning. I was too young and too dumb to pay attention to either.

She came back every day after that. Always found a reason to talk to me. Always wearing something that made it hard to think straight.

On the last day of the job, Sybil pulled me aside. She said she wanted to talk about my business plans. I'd mentioned them to her during one of our conversations, how I wanted to start my own company someday.

She led me into the garage, away from the crew packing up their tools.

We didn't talk about business.

Instead, she made small talk as she stripped off her clothes and put on her bikini. She grinned as I stared at her lush body in disbelief, every curve on full display. She even did a little twirl to give a full view of her toned ass.

She took her time putting her bikini on, smirking at the bulge in my pants. Then she handed me a slip of paper with her number on it.

"Call me," she whispered into my ear.

I called Sybil that night.

From then on, I was swept up into her world. Dating at restaurants I couldn't afford. Parties with people who wore watches worth more than my truck.

And the sex... wild and raw in places that made my heart pound just thinking about getting caught. The back of her BMW in a parking garage. A bathroom at her friend's wedding. Once in her father's office after hours, right on top of his desk.

When Sybil told me to marry her, I felt doubt creep in around the edges. I was only twenty, not even old enough to buy myself a beer at my own wedding. But how could I pass up a woman like this? The most exciting person I'd ever known. A woman who wanted me.

So I married her.

Her father paid for the whole thing. A wedding that cost more than my parents' house. I remember standing at the altar watching three hundred guests file into the church, people I didn't know, Sybil's people, her world. My own family took up one row.

My father sweated through the first suit he'd ever worn. He worked at the shipyard in Bremerton his whole life, hands rough as sandpaper, and he looked lost among all those lawyers and executives. My mother stood beside him in a dress she'd bought at JCPenney, her face tight with something I mistook for nerves.

She wasn't happy for me. I could see it, but I didn't understand it. I even resented my mother for not celebrating the best thing that ever happened to me.

My parents live in Arizona now, retired to a little place outside Tucson. And now, too late, I understand what my mother saw that day. What I was giving up. The life I was trading away for a woman who'd seduced me in her father's garage.

After the honeymoon, Sybil convinced me to quit construction and join her father's insurance firm as a claims adjuster. The money was better, she said. I wouldn't have to get sweaty every day. I'd work in a nice office with air conditioning and wear clean business clothes.

I had doubts. But Sybil's persuasion was powerful and she was older and seemed to know so much more about the world than I did.

So I quit. I left the crew I'd become friends with, dropped my night classes at the community college, and gave up on starting my own company.

I devoted myself to my new job, my new life. I went from building things with my hands to dealing with broken things and broken lives. Calculating what each was worth in dollars and cents.

At first it seemed perfect. Good money. Sexy wife. Beautiful home in a neighborhood I never could have afforded on my own. We both wanted children and we were trying constantly, every chance we got. Just a matter of time, we told ourselves.

What I didn't realize was the price I'd paid for all this comfort-- control over my own life. Slowly, bit by bit, my days became someone else's story. I started living on autopilot. Days mapped out by meetings and reports and Sybil's social calendar.

The children never came. We saw doctors, ran tests. Nothing wrong with either of us, they said. Just one of those things. Keep trying.

But the trying became mechanical, then infrequent. Then it stopped altogether.

As the years passed and my life grew more confined, my marriage started to sour. Sybil's sarcastic wit, which I'd found so hilarious when we were dating, started turning more and more toward me. Little jabs, comments about my clothes, my friends, my lack of ambition.

Despite encouraging me to join her father's firm, she grew exasperated that I wasn't more successful. That I was still just a claims adjuster after all these years. Disappointment crept into every conversation. And as the years passed, that disappointment became the most poisonous thing of all in a marriage... contempt.

Our sex life, once so raw and desperate, slowed to a trickle and then finally stopped. It was a gradual thing, but one that weighed down every other part of our married life. Sybil, who had once been ravenous for my body, started looking at me with something like disgust whenever I reached for her in bed.

I blamed myself. Years of desk work had put twenty pounds on my frame. My chest had softened. My arms lost their definition.

Sybil had changed, too. The curves I'd fallen for were now buried under fifty extra pounds. But I never stopped wanting her, never stopped trying.

I suggested we join a gym together. Get healthy. Find our way back to who we used to be. She laughed. She said she'd rather spend time with her friends at the casino or the wine bar.

I bought an Airstream trailer, remembering how much we used to love camping, making love under the stars. I thought maybe we could take long trips together, reconnect on the road. Sybil said she'd rather stay in hotels. Preferably ones attached to casinos.

The trailer sat in our driveway for three years, unused, a monument to everything I'd tried and failed to save.

That trailer was the first thing I saw when I pulled into the driveway of our home a few days after my 43rd birthday. Sybil's car was gone, but she'd left me a message that my dinner was on the table.

I was hoping this dinner was a goodwill gesture after the disappointment of my birthday. I'd hoped for a day with Sybil where we could spend time together and maybe even reconnect a little. Instead, she'd invited her friends and their husbands to our place for a cocktail party. I'd spent my birthday awkwardly chatting with men I hardly knew.

I sat in my truck for a moment, hands still on the wheel, engine idling. The 2009 Ford F-150 XLT rumbled around me, a comforting sound I'd grown to love over the past few years. I'd bought it used specifically to pull the Airstream, back when I still believed Sybil might come around to the idea of camping trips and starlit nights.

Sybil hated the truck. Said it was embarrassing, said the neighbors probably thought we'd fallen on hard times. She wanted me to trade it in for something German and sleek, something that would look right parked next to her Mercedes.

But I'd held firm on this one thing. This single, small rebellion in a life full of compromise. The truck made me feel like myself again, even if all I did was drive it back and forth to the office. Behind the wheel, hands on the steering wheel, I could almost remember who I used to be.

Work had gotten better, at least. After twenty years of soul-crushing claims adjustment, I'd finally carved out a niche for myself as a Construction Defect Consultant and Expert Witness. Turns out those years of actual construction experience before I met Sybil hadn't gone to waste after all.

I was one of the best in the state now. Lawyers called me to testify. Contractors respected my opinion. For the first time in two decades, I actually looked forward to going to work.

The truck even made the commute enjoyable. Windows down on summer mornings. The growl of the V8 as I merged onto the highway. Small pleasures, but real ones.

I glanced at the Airstream sitting there in the fading light. The aluminum skin had lost some of its shine. I made a mental note to check the seals, maybe run the propane generator for a bit this weekend. Keep everything in working order.

You never know, maybe someday Sybil will finally agree to a trip. Just the two of us on the open road, finding our way back to each other.

I killed the engine and climbed out.

The house was quiet when I stepped inside. No television murmuring from the living room. No music playing from the kitchen. Just the hum of the refrigerator and the tick of the Swiss grandfather clock that Sybil's mother had given us as a wedding gift.

My hopes rose as I walked toward the dining room. Maybe Sybil had surprised me. Maybe she'd felt bad about the birthday party, about inviting all those people when I'd wanted something simple, just the two of us. Maybe she'd made my favorite meal, or ordered from that Italian place I loved.

I stepped into the dining room and froze.

A paper bag sat on the table. Grease stains darkened the bottom. Beside it, a large paper cup from the burger joint three blocks away, the logo faded and familiar.

I stood there for a long moment, not moving. Then I walked to the table and touched the cup. Warm. The ice had melted hours ago.

I opened the bag. Inside was a half-empty packet of fries, cold and limp. I set them on the table and reached in again, pulling out the burger. The wrapper had already been torn open. I unfolded it the rest of the way.

Someone had taken a bite. A single crescent-shaped bite, revealing the meat and wilted lettuce beneath.

Bright red lipstick smeared the bun. The same shade Sybil always wore when she went out with her friends.

I stared at that lipstick mark for a long time.

Something withered inside my chest. Not anger... I'd expected anger, but it didn't come. Instead there was just this hollow ache, spreading outward from my heart until it filled every part of me.

The marriage was over. I knew it with sudden and terrible clarity. Not because of this burger, nothing so stupid as a half-eaten meal from a fast-food joint. But because this burger was the final gasp, the last breath of something that had been dying for years.

I didn't put all the blame on Sybil. I knew I'd failed, too. Failed to fight harder for my dreams, failed to speak up when I should have. Failed to be the man she'd married, the man with rough hands and big plans. It takes two people to kill a marriage, and I'd done my share of the killing.

But who was at fault didn't matter anymore. The autopsy could come later.

I remembered Sybil as I'd first seen her. Climbing out of that pool in her red bikini, water streaming down her body, smiling at me like I was the only man in the world. God, she'd been beautiful. That's how I wanted to remember her. That laughing woman with mischief in her eyes and the whole summer stretching out before us.

But that Sybil was gone. And so was the young man who'd fallen for her. Twenty-two years I'd given to this marriage. Could I give twenty more? Thirty? Forty?

"No," I whispered to the empty room. "I can't."

The past was the past. This was my now. I knew what I had to do.

But first, I was going to eat this burger. Every cold, greasy bite. I was going to finish these soggy fries and drink this flat, lukewarm soda down to the last drop. I was going to let the taste sit on my tongue, a final reminder of everything I'd lost and everything I was about to leave behind.

I pulled out a chair and sat down at the table.

Then I picked up the burger, turned it so the lipstick mark faced away from me, and took a bite.
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The divorce was amicable. Sybil wasn't surprised when I told her. In fact, she said she'd been planning on asking me for a divorce for some time.

"I lost my attraction to you many years ago," she said. "You're not the man you used to be."

I could see the truth of it on her face. She wasn't trying to hurt me. Both of us were long past caring enough to want to hurt each other.

Having no children was one of my greatest regrets. Sybil and I had tried for years. All those doctor visits, all those tests, all that hope slowly draining away until we just stopped talking about it.

The absence of kids had hollowed out our marriage in ways I only understood now, looking back. No little voices calling for Dad. No soccer games or school plays. No one to pass things down to.

But that absence made the divorce simple.

I sat across from Sybil at our kitchen table, the same table where I'd eaten that cold burger, and we divided up twenty-two years like we were splitting a restaurant check. She could have the house, the furniture, the savings accounts. All of it. I didn't want any of it anymore. Every piece of that life felt like a weight I needed to shed.

"No spousal support," I said. "Clean break. We both go our own way."

Sybil studied me for a moment. I could see her calculating, running the numbers in her head. She knew I wouldn't be working for her father anymore. I couldn't stomach the thought of it, and honestly, her father probably felt the same way about keeping me on. So here I was, forty-three years old, unemployed, walking away from everything.

"You're sure about this?" she asked.

"I'm sure."

She nodded slowly. "Alright then."

"There's one thing I do want. The Airstream. I'd like to keep the trailer."

Sybil's eyebrows rose. "Are you planning to sell it?"

"No. I'm going to live in it. Until I get back on my feet."

Something shifted in her face then. For just a moment, the hardness fell away, and I saw genuine concern in her eyes. The thought of me, her husband of over two decades, living in a trailer in some campground somewhere.

It bothered her. Maybe, just for a moment, she remembered the young man she'd married.

"Okay," she said quietly. "Take the trailer."

The softness in her eyes reminded me of how she used to look at me. Back when we were young and still believed we'd figure everything out together.

But that time was behind us now.

I hooked the Airstream to my truck the next morning and drove away without looking back.

It was rough, but I knew I'd be okay. Financially, at least. What Sybil didn't understand was that finding work wouldn't be the problem she imagined.

I'd spent twenty years building a reputation in my field. The lawyers I'd worked with, the contractors I'd consulted for, they all knew my name. They knew I was thorough and honest and knew construction inside and out. My phone would ring, I was sure of it.

I found a trailer park outside Seattle, nothing fancy, just a patch of gravel with electrical hookups and a view of the highway. I mounted a satellite internet dish on top of the Airstream, and suddenly I had an office. A small one, sure. But mine.

The calls came, just like I knew they would. Former clients reaching out, word of mouth spreading. Within six months, I had enough work to breathe a little easier.

The days passed in a blur. Two years after driving away from my old life, my divorce was finalized, and my business was picking up, I found myself restless again.

The trailer park had served its purpose. I'd proven I could make it on my own, build something from nothing. But waking up every morning to the sound of traffic and the sight of other people's laundry hanging on lines... it wasn't living. It was just existing.

The idea of getting an apartment in Seattle held no appeal. I'd already spent too much of my life in cities, places I'd never really enjoyed. Concrete and crowds and the constant hum of other people's lives pressing in on all sides.

Now that I was turning forty-five, I wanted something different. A place I could make my home instead of just a place to live. Somewhere I could see the stars at night without light pollution drowning them out. Somewhere I could lie in bed and hear nothing but wind in the trees and maybe an owl calling in the distance.

I started browsing listings late at night, my laptop balanced on my knees in the cramped trailer. Apartments. Condos. Small houses with small yards. Nothing felt right.

Then one evening, scrolling through a For Sale By Owner website, I found a listing that made me lean forward in my seat.

A cabin on twenty-two acres on the Olympic Peninsula. Rugged terrain just above a small coastal town called Port Chasten.

I clicked through the photos, my heart beating faster with each one. The cabin was old and clearly needed work. The wood siding had seen better days. The porch sagged on one end. There was an old propane tank on one side of the cabin, a weathered wood shed on the other.

Not in great shape, not at all. But the bones looked solid.

I checked the zoning. Rural Wooded, only one dwelling allowed per twenty acres. The land sat on a slope, heavily forested with Douglas fir and Western red cedar. A stream and a pond on one end, which meant state and county water regulations.

The price was low, a reflection of all the limitations the property held. Rural location, no easy subdivision, no commercial development. Just woods and sky and silence.

But those limitations looked like assets to me.

As long as I had an internet connection, I could work remote from anywhere. And the cabin was definitely remote.

The last thing I wanted was a mortgage, another chain tying me to monthly payments and bank approvals. So I'd have to cash in most of my 401k to buy the place outright.

Financial advisors would call that reckless. A man my age should be saving for retirement, not gambling everything on a rundown cabin in the middle of nowhere.

But I'd played it safe my whole life. Taken the secure job, made the sensible choices. And where had it gotten me? Divorced and living in a trailer park at forty-five.

Sybil was right about one thing. I wasn't the man I used to be.

But maybe in the woods of the Olympic Peninsula, I could finally become the man I'd always wanted to be.


Chapter 2



The Olympic Peninsula revealed itself slowly, not all at once like a postcard. Dense forests crowded the road, the mountains appearing and disappearing behind trees winding toward the coast.

I'd driven this road just once before, when I first found the ad. I came unannounced, not bothering to make a viewing appointment, not knowing if I was really settled on doing this thing. Maybe I was still trying to find my nerve.

Driving over the Hood Canal Bridge and onto the peninsula made me feel lighter somehow. It was hard to describe, a physical feeling in my chest that I connected with the land itself rather than any decision I had made about it.

I felt it again now, stronger, as I took the Port Chasten exit and kept going south along the coast road toward the property.

The seaside town looked the same as it had on my earlier visit. Two blocks of old store buildings, most of them selling tourist stuff. An old-fashioned bakery. A grocery store that looked like it had been there since the logging days. A few people on the sidewalks, moving at the brisk pace of locals rather than tourists passing through.

I made a mental note to get to know Port Chasten as soon as possible, but I didn't stop. The cabin was waiting.

The turnoff was easy to miss. An unmarked gap in the tree line on the right side of the road, a box transformer sitting quietly at the entrance. That box was an important piece of equipment. It gave power to the cabin, bringing electricity down from the county line to the cabin's electrical box. No mailbox yet because I hadn't put one up. Just a dirt path disappearing into the trees.

I almost drove past it. I saw it at the last second and swung the F-150 wide, the Airstream following behind me as I turned onto the path.

It was two hundred yards of dirt and gravel road through wooded acreage. The path was narrow enough that tree branches brushed the Airstream's sides in places. I would need to cut those back later. The drive ran straight for the first hundred yards, then curved gently right before opening into the clearing.

Along the left side of the drive, barely visible where winter rains had washed away some soil, I could see the faint line of the buried power cable pipe. The underground line that connected the cabin to the county power, running from the box by the road all the way to the cabin.

I'd read about it in the property papers. I made another mental note to walk the full length of it once I was settled, checking for any problems or exposed spots.

Then the clearing opened up, and I stopped the truck and sat for a moment with the engine running.

The cabin was smaller than I remembered. Houses always are on the day you move in. Your imagination makes what you last saw bigger, but reality fixes it when you arrive.

But it was also more real than I remembered, now that it was mine. The weathered wood siding and the green door and the covered porch made it unique in a way that photos never quite showed. It was a real thing. It was my real thing.

I sat with that for a moment before turning off the engine.

A car was already parked at the clearing's edge. A newer Subaru Outback, the usual car of the rural Pacific Northwest. Before I finished getting out of the truck, a woman came around the side of the cabin and stopped when she saw me.

My first thought about Claire Beaumont was that she was younger than I expected, in her late twenties at most.

My second thought was that Claire was a beautiful woman. Red hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. Startling green eyes and pale skin dusted with freckles. Curves that were solid and hard to ignore. The kind of woman who was beautiful even in the plain work clothes and rubber boots she wore.

My third thought, arriving as she crossed the clearing toward me with her hand out and her face professionally neutral, was that she was not at all happy to be here.

She shook my hand quickly and got straight to business.

"I know you've been here before, and the real estate lawyer gave you the inspection papers, Mr. Harmon. But I want to fill you in properly."

She had a clipboard. She looked at it rather than me when she spoke, as if the cabin's problems were easier to talk about than the man she was talking to. Her voice was controlled, and her manner was formal the way that people are formal when they are handling something they didn't like but can't change.

I listened and asked careful questions and watched her when she wasn't watching me.

"My father built this cabin in 1973. Mark James. Built by hand when he was twenty."

She said it like this was important. And it must have been to her. The way she spoke about her father showed how she felt about him.

Claire went on to explain that Mark James was not a trained carpenter, and the cabin showed both the ambition and the learning process of that fact.

Claire informed me that for the last several years, the cabin sat more and more empty. She didn't explain why. The cabin took the neglect the way old buildings do. Slowly, in places that weren't easy to see.

Claire walked me through it thoroughly.

"The roof." She pointed toward the south slope. "A storm last November lifted and cracked several pieces. I think there's wood damage beneath at least one of them."

I followed her gaze, noticing the way a few shingles curled at their edges. Water would find its way under those. Water always did.

"The gutters are pulling away from the edge on the north side. They'll need a full replacement." She moved around the corner of the cabin, and I followed. "The north siding has water damage from years of the broken gutter sending water down the wall instead of away from it."

I could see it. The boards warped and softened, darker than the surrounding wood. How bad the damage was beneath wasn't yet known. Could be surface, could go deeper. No way to tell without opening it up.

"The wood stove needs professional cleaning and inspection before use. The pipes haven't been cleaned in at least ten years."

We went inside. The cabin was dim and smelled of dust and old wood and something faintly organic. I hoped it was not bad, just the smell of a place that had been closed up and waiting. But that damp smell might signal trouble.

"The well pump has been reliable, but it's from a 1990s upgrade. Its age might be a real concern." She made a note on her clipboard. "The septic system needs formal checking. It seems to work, but it hasn't been certified in years. Rural Wooded zoning requires it."

She said all of this without apologizing and without warmth.

I noted it without taking it personally. I'd dealt with people managing difficult situations across courtroom tables for twenty years. I knew controlled distress when I saw it. This woman was holding something together, and the effort of holding it was costing her more than she wanted to show.

When she finished her list, I asked a question she clearly didn't expect.

"The Greenland wood stove. Is the firebrick behind it original, or has it been replaced?"

She blinked once. "I don't know. My father handled all of that."

The question had altered her view of me slightly. She was looking at me rather than the clipboard now. Her green eyes were sharp and studying.

"What seasons are you planning to stay at the cabin?" she asked. "Summer or winters?"

"I plan to live here full time."

The shift was bigger this time. She looked at me with a different kind of attention. Rethinking, adjusting. Not warmth yet, but something closer to it.

A man who plans to stay is different from a man who plans to visit.

"I didn't realize." She tucked the clipboard under her arm. "Most buyers of Rural Wooded properties are looking for vacation places. The zoning rules make the land nearly impossible to sell to anyone. One house per twenty acres. No dividing. Limited building potential."

"Those rules are part of why I bought it."

She studied me for a moment.

"Well... I'm grateful you paid cash. It was a big help for us. Our farm is next door. This property was part of our land for many years. Letting it go was hard."

She said this carefully, as if gratitude was a door she was opening just a crack.

"Why did you sell this piece of your property?" I asked.

The question was direct but not aggressive. I was simply asking. Her jaw tightened almost invisibly.

"A matter of need, not choice." Her voice was flat. "I wouldn't have done it if it hadn't been absolutely necessary."

Her tone didn't invite more questions. I didn't ask more.

We walked back outside. The afternoon light had changed, coming through the trees at a lower angle now. The clearing was half in sunlight and half in shadow. The pond at the southern edge caught the light and held it, a bright spot against the dark green of the surrounding forest.

She stopped by her Subaru and turned back to face me.

"If you need tools, you're welcome to borrow from the farm. Just follow the eastern property line. White farmhouse. You can't miss it."

"I appreciate that."

"And if you want occasional part-time work, there's always something needing doing. I can't pay much." She paused. "But a good dinner is always included."

"I might take you up on that."

She reached for the car door handle, then stopped.

"The land behind both our properties belongs to a man named Abner Flint. He lives there with his daughter." She picked her next words carefully. "They are unusual but solid people. You'll probably run into them eventually."

"Good to know."

She shook my hand again. Her grip was firm and quick. Business done.

"The keys are by the kitchen sink."

"Thank you, Ms. Beaumont."

"Claire."

She corrected it automatically, then seemed almost surprised that she had. She got into the Subaru without saying anything else.

I watched her drive back down the path. The sound of her engine faded, and then there was only the wind in the trees and somewhere distant, a bird calling.

I stood alone in the clearing for a long moment. I was suddenly aware that my nearest neighbor was a beautiful and clearly lonely woman who didn't want to sell me this land. Who hadn't decided what to make of me. Who was carrying something heavy that she had no intention of sharing with a stranger.

That was her business, and I'd respect it. I had my own baggage, my own weight to carry.

I went inside to walk through my new home.

The cabin had two small bedrooms and a cramped bathroom. It was simple and functional, the design a young man with more ambition than experience would come up with.

Still, Mark James had done good work. I could see it in the joints, in the way the boards fit together, in the small fixes and adjustments that spoke of a man learning as he built.

The cabin had settled over the years, as all wooden buildings do. A few gaps had opened between the boards. Nothing that couldn't be fixed.

I ran my hand along the interior wall. The wood was smooth with age, darkened over the years. Mark James had loved this place once. He'd built it with his own hands and made it a comfortable place to stay.

I found the keys by the kitchen sink, just where Claire had said they would be. Four keys on a simple ring. One for the front door and one for the rear, plus two spare copies.

The kitchen was basic. A propane stove that looked like it was from the 1990s. A small refrigerator. A white sink and basic cabinets that Mark James had clearly built himself, with the same careful imperfection as the rest of the cabin.

I opened them one by one. Empty except for a few glass jars and a rusted can of coffee that had to be at least five years old.

I would need to make a supply run to Port Chasten. Tomorrow, maybe. Today I just wanted to be here, to take in the reality of what I had done.

The Greenland stove took up most of the sitting area. It was a big cast-iron thing, the kind they made in the 1970s before efficiency rules changed the design of wood stoves forever.

I opened the door and looked inside. The firebrick behind it was cracked and broken. I would need to replace several of them eventually.

Add it to the list.

The bedrooms were stuffy, the afternoon sun coming through the small window of the larger one. There was no furniture.

Despite that, I would spend my first night sleeping in this cabin. It would feel wrong not to. Tomorrow, I would see about getting the cabin more livable.

I went and stood in the center of the main room. The light was changing again, growing golden as the afternoon stretched toward evening. Dust floated in the air. The cabin was silent except for the faint creaking of old wood settling.

I had cashed in most of my retirement to buy this place. I had walked away from everything familiar. I was forty-five years old and starting over in a cabin that needed more work than I had fully realized, in a place where I knew no one, with nothing but my skills and my determination and whatever was left of the man I used to be before twenty-two years of marriage slowly hollowed me out.

Sybil would have called it foolish. Reckless. The decision a man makes when he is running away from something rather than toward it.

Maybe she would have been right.

But standing in that cabin, watching the light move across the worn floorboards, I felt something I hadn't felt in years. A quiet feeling, one that had room to grow.

I went back outside to get my camping cot from the Airstream.


Chapter 3



I woke up before sunrise on my first morning in the cabin. The room was dark and quiet. The air smelled like old wood and closed spaces, the musty smell of a building that had sat through a wet winter without anyone opening the windows.

My back hurt from the camp cot. The sleeping bag kept me warm enough against the chilly March air, but the wood stove in the main room was dark. I didn't trust it enough yet to light it.

I could have slept in the camper on the softer bed, but that felt like cheating somehow. Like I wasn't really committed to this place.

I lay still and listened.

The Olympic Peninsula in the early morning sounded like nothing I had ever heard. Not silence but a layered quiet. I could hear the stream somewhere in the trees, a steady soft rushing sound. A bird I couldn't name called from the wooded hill behind the cabin. Three notes, over and over. The cabin itself made small sounds as the temperature slowly started to rise, the wood expanding, the building creaking and settling.

I had spent almost two years in RV parks. Nights filled with other people's children and dogs and TVs through thin walls. The background noise of people living close by pressing in from every direction.

This was different.

This was what I had been looking for.

I got up and put on jeans and a flannel shirt and walked barefoot into the main room. The propane stove lit on the first try. I filled the kettle from the faucet and set it to heat while I ground beans with the fancy grinder I kept in my trailer stuff. My French press was one of the few household items I had brought from my old life.

The coffee was ready in minutes. I poured it into my mug and carried it outside to the porch.

I looked over the clearing in the early morning light.

The pond sat with a layer of mist floating on the water. The surface was perfectly still. No wind. No movement at all. The wooded hill rose behind the cabin, towering evergreens standing dark against a sky that was changing from black to deep gray-blue. I could hear the stream clearly from the porch now, the sound carrying in the still air.

Somewhere beyond the trees to the east was the James Farm. I couldn't see it from here, but I knew it was there. I wondered if Claire was awake yet.

I checked my phone out of habit. No signal. That hadn't changed overnight. I would keep using the satellite dish for calls and internet, which was fine. The satellite dish was set up at the trailer, and my Wi-Fi was working well enough.

I finished my coffee and set the mug down on the porch railing. I decided to walk the land before I did anything else.

I started at the back of the cabin and moved outward in an organized way that was completely normal for me. Twenty-two years as an insurance adjuster had taught me to map out space before checking it. You can't judge what you haven't looked at carefully.

The clearing was about two acres of flat ground. The grass was waking from winter sleep, but not lush yet, still brown at the tips with new green pushing through at the bottom. I crouched down and looked at the soil. Dark and rich. Good drainage. This ground would grow things if someone planted them.

The cabin sat in the clearing's northern third, its back to the wooded hill, facing the pond. The setup made sense. South-facing for maximum light. The trees at the back blocking the wind.

The pond itself was maybe a quarter acre, bigger than it had looked in the listing photos. The far edge pushed into the trees where willows grew close to the water. Blackberry bushes crowded the eastern side. The stream came in from the northwest, running clear and cold over stones I could see clearly from the bank. I kneeled and put my hand in the water, enjoying the coldness.

A good stream. A steady stream.

I followed it into the trees.

The wooded acres rose behind the cabin. The slope wasn't steep, but it was steady. The forest was mixed. Douglas fir mostly, their trunks straight and tall, the bark deeply grooved on the older ones. Western red cedar in the wetter spots where the ground stayed damp all year.

Some of the fir trees were really old. Four feet across at the bottom, the bark gray and weathered like stone.

I walked along the upper property line, following it by the survey stakes at the corners. Orange plastic ribbons still visible on the steel rods, placed during the land survey two months ago. The upper line ran east to west along the ridge. The land beyond it dropped away into more forest that belonged to someone else.

I looked back down the slope through the trees. The cabin's roof was visible below. The pond's surface caught the morning light, the mist mostly gone now.

From up here, the property made complete sense as a piece of land. The cabin on the flat ground, the water at the southern edge, the forest on the slope behind.

Claire's father had made a smart choice when he picked this specific spot for the cabin. It must have been something urgent that caused Claire to carve off these 22 acres from her farm and sell them.

I thought about Mark James at twenty. Standing somewhere on this slope with a map in his hands. Deciding where to put the cabin. Making the same judgment I was making now. That young man had made decisions that lasted for over fifty years.

There was much more land to explore in the woods both behind and in front of the cabin. Twenty-two forested acres was a sizeable piece of property. There were all kinds of valleys and ridges I hadn't walked yet. The stream's full path from where it entered the property to where it fed the pond. It was something to look forward to in the coming days.

I came down the slope slowly, picking my way between the trees, watching my footing on the damp ground.

I came out of the trees at the back of the cabin and stood looking at the building from behind.

The north wall needed work. I could see that clearly even in the early morning light. The siding was weathered, and the gutter above it was pulling away from the edge at one corner. Water had been running down the wall for years. That would be a problem.

A bird called from somewhere in the cedars. Three notes again, the same pattern I had heard from inside the cabin.

I took out my phone and opened the bird identification app. The app listened and recorded while I stood there. In the quiet, I let myself think about money.

I had emptied my retirement account to buy this place. The decision was made quickly but not without thinking. I checked the numbers over and over, considered other options, looked at all the practical reasons against it.

Every practical reason against it was right. You don't empty a retirement account at forty-five. You don't walk away from a career with no backup plan. You don't buy remote rural property with a cabin that needs major work and expect to keep making professional money at the same time.

Every practical reason against it was also meaningless.

I had been living a comfortable life and quietly drowning in it. The drowning was so slow and so complete that I had stopped noticing it. I had accepted the suffocation as the normal state of adult life. The price you paid for a house in a good neighborhood and a reliable car and a wife who didn't love you and a job that used none of the things you had once been proud of. I had been giving myself away for so long that I had truly lost track of what was left.

What is left, I thought, looking at the back of the cabin, is this. Whatever this turns out to be.

What remained in my bank account after buying the property was small. My expert witness work was bringing in good money. I had two active cases. A third inquiry I answered from my camp chair in an RV park.

But the work was still new enough that the money came unevenly, and I was managing my finances very carefully. I had a cushion, but it was worryingly thin.

The cabin needed a lot of work before the October storm season started. Most of that work I could do myself... I hoped. But a lot of it would need materials that cost money. I had checked the numbers enough times to know it was doable if nothing went seriously wrong.

The app flickered. I looked at the screen. Steller's jay. Spotted towhee. Dark-eyed junco. Common raven. A list of birds that lived on my land.

My land.

I smiled at the phone like an idiot.
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Two hours later, I finished putting up the new mailbox at the end of my driveway.

A simple wooden post dug into the dirt, a bag of fast-setting concrete holding it in place. I checked the level, adjusting the post slightly until the bubble centered, then packed more dirt around the bottom and leaned on my shovel.

The mailbox was nothing special. Black metal with a red flag, the kind you buy at any hardware store for thirty dollars. My address numbers on the side in reflective vinyl stickers, slightly crooked.

I stood there looking at it for a long time. Is there any clearer way to claim a place than putting up a mailbox?

This is where I live now. This is where my mail comes.

It was a good moment. The only thing casting a slight shadow over it was what I had found near the driveway entrance.

Tire marks. Not mine.

Someone had parked their car in the little clearing just inside the trees. Not exactly hiding, but close enough to be worrying.

The marks were fresh, made the night before. I had walked the whole area looking for signs of trouble. No trash. No empty bottles. No used needles, thank goodness. Just the tire marks and some footprints in the soft ground.

Probably nothing. Kids looking for a place to park and make out, maybe someone who got lost and turned around.

I reminded myself to keep an eye on the entrance in case whoever it was came back.
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After a quick lunch, I spent the afternoon carefully checking the cabin's interior.

I moved through each room with a notes app, writing down what I saw without deciding what to do about it yet. The list grew longer with every room.

The wood stove's firebrick was cracked in a pattern that showed heat damage over many years. The cracks ran along the stress lines where the bricks met the floor and the back wall. Fixable, wouldn't even need to replace all the bricks, maybe just a third. I had done it before on a stove in my uncle's hunting cabin when I was seventeen.

The closet door in the main bedroom had jumped off its track. Ten minutes with a screwdriver.

The toilet ran. A rubber flapper. Two dollars.

The bathroom had no exhaust fan, just a small frosted window to open. A practical touch I liked, though the window glass needed replacing.

The kitchen faucet dripped.

The window in the second bedroom was stuck shut.

I wrote it all down, adding it to the list with the roof, the gutters, the siding, the septic certification. I didn't prioritize anything yet, just noting it.

The back bedroom had been used for storage. I cleared out a few cardboard boxes that held nothing but dust and shredded old newspapers. Then I crouched in the corner and peeled back a corner of the plastic sheet taped over it.

The floor along the outside wall was soft.

I pressed it with my thumb and it gave. Not badly, not through. But enough.

I peeled the sheet back further. The rot followed the outside wall for about six feet and went inward maybe eighteen inches at its worst. The wood was dark and spongy, the structure damaged.

Moisture had been getting in at the base for years. The source was almost definitely the broken gutter from outside, pushing water down the north siding and finding its way in at the foundation.

I sat back on my heels and looked at it.

Not the end of the world... but not two dollars and ten minutes either.

I took photos of it from several angles. Added it to the notes on my phone.
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I spent the late afternoon working on my laptop in the trailer.

The current case was a fire damage claim out of Spokane. Commercial building. The policyholder claimed electrical failure. The insurance company thought it was arson. My job was to review the paperwork and give an expert opinion on how the claim had been handled. Whether the adjuster had followed the proper steps. Whether the denial was justified by the evidence. My specialty.

I read through inspection reports and witness statements until my eyes started to get tired.

My phone beeped.

It was a notification from my cloud storage. One of those Memories features. "Twenty Years Ago Today."

I tapped it before I thought better of it.

The photo showed me and Sybil arm in arm. We were laughing at a party. I couldn't remember whose party it was, some work event of her father's, maybe. She was wearing the green dress that I had loved. I was wearing a suit that didn't fit quite right.

We looked happy.

I swallowed hard, remembering that night. How we had barely made it through the front door before she was pulling at my tie. How we had ended up on the living room floor because the bedroom was too far away. The look on her face when I said I wanted to put a baby inside her.

That was two years into our marriage. When everything was still new and exciting. When I still believed the life we were building together was the life I wanted.

Twenty years ago.

I went into the app's settings and turned off the Memories notifications.
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I made a simple dinner on the propane stove. Eggs and the last of the bread I had bought two days ago. I ate on the porch, sitting in a folding camp chair from the trailer, watching the early evening light over the trees.

The pond had gone mirror-flat in the windless evening. The last light sat on its surface in a long gold stripe. The sky above the treeline was turning pink and orange and a deep purple that seemed to come from somewhere beyond the horizon.

I wondered what Claire Beaumont was doing now. What she was wearing.

I cleared my mind of thoughts of my beautiful neighbor, of her red hair and green eyes and the freckles over the bridge of her nose. The way her breasts swelled inside her shirt...

Quit it.

I shook my head. I didn't need the distraction of a woman I had just met. I had enough to think about without adding that complication.

I needed supplies. I needed to see Port Chasten and get a sense of what the town offered and what it didn't. I needed groceries. Some hardware. A conversation with someone who wasn't me.

If I was honest, I needed to be somewhere that wasn't this cabin for a few hours. Not because the cabin was wrong, but because being alone in a new place with a list of problems was a special kind of loneliness. A man could admit that without being defeated by it.

I would drive into Port Chasten in the morning.


Chapter 4



The coast road into Port Chasten curved along the cliffs above Chasten Bay. I drove slow, no reason to rush. The morning was gray but not raining, the kind of Pacific Northwest clouds that could change either way and usually did before the day ended.

Port Chasten came into view around a curve. Two blocks of stores facing each other across a narrow street. Old houses surrounding it. I was the only car moving when I turned onto the main street.

I drove slowly from one end to the other. There was a bookstore with a cat in the window. A gift shop with shorter winter hours still posted on the door. A small grocery with six parking spots out front.

The buildings were cedar shingles and painted wood, useful rather than fancy. The town wasn't trying to be cute. It had been around long enough not to need to pretend.

I parked in front of the grocery at the south end of the block. A hand-written sign on the door said OPEN 8am to 9pm. My phone said 8:04. The lights inside were off and the door was locked, despite what the sign said.

I got out of the truck.

The ocean air hit me right away. Salt and cold and something green underneath it, the smell of the forest meeting the sea. I stood on the sidewalk and breathed it in for a minute, letting it fill my lungs.

Since the grocery wasn't open, I walked north along the sidewalk. The bakery was two doors up. A light glowed inside and the door stood slightly open and the smell coming through the gap was bread and sugar and cinnamon that reached me on the sidewalk.

I pushed the door open.

The bakery was small and warm and spotless. Glass cases along one wall. A worktable visible through the opening to the kitchen. A chalkboard menu above the cases with the day's offerings written in neat handwriting.

Behind the counter stood a woman in her sixties, gray hair pinned up, an apron dusty with flour. She looked up from whatever she was doing and gave me the studying look of a small-town business owner seeing a face she didn't know.

"Morning," I said.

"Good morning." She wiped her hands on her apron. "What can I get for you?"

"Not sure. Maybe I can look around?"

"Please do. Ask any questions you might have."

I looked in the cases at the pastries, my mouth watering. I could feel the woman studying me from behind the counter.

"Visiting Port Chasten?" she asked.

"Just moved here, actually. I bought the old James cabin on the coast road east of town."

Her face changed right away. Not a lot, but the studying shifted to something friendlier.

"The James place. Well." She came around the counter and held out her hand. "I'm Irma. Been running this bakery longer than you've been alive, I reckon."

"Thomas Harmon."

"I knew Mark James," she said. "Good man. Terrible loss."

"He died?"

"About a year ago. I knew Claire was selling that piece of the land. Wondered who'd end up with it."

"It's a beautiful spot."

"It is that." She was already moving toward the coffeepot on the back counter. "You want coffee?"

She didn't wait for an answer before pouring it. I didn't argue.

"Cream and sugar?"

"Black, thanks."

She handed me a ceramic mug that said Port Chasten Bakery on the side in blue letters. The coffee was familiar and comforting, Kirkland brand straight from the Costco can.

"What would you tell me to buy?" I asked, looking at the cases. Everything looked good. The bread, the pastries, the donuts sitting on a tray still warm from the oven.

"The sourdough's what I'm known for. But those plain cake donuts just came out ten minutes ago. Baked, not fried. They won't be that fresh again until tomorrow morning."

"You've convinced me."

I bought a loaf of the sourdough and a small bag of the donuts.

"The grocery will open when Aimee gets around to it," she said. "Usually sometime after eight, depending on what kind of morning Aimee's having."

She said it with the loving annoyance of a woman who had been watching Aimee have different kinds of mornings for years.

"I appreciate the heads up."

"Take the mug, finish the coffee. You need anything else, you come back. And welcome to Port Chasten, Thomas Harmon."

I thanked her and took my coffee and my bag and went back out to the sidewalk.

Back at my truck, I sat on the rear tailgate and ate a donut.

It was, without question, the best donut I had eaten in years. Maybe ever. Not because it was fancy. It was the simplest thing possible, a plain cake donut, the kind that had no business being this good.

But it was fresh and sweet and still warm from Irma's oven. The outside had exactly the right firmness before giving way to the inside that was soft without being mushy.

I ate it slowly and looked down the empty street at the ocean visible in the distance. This was the kind of thing people who lived here got every day. Warm donuts from a bakery run by a woman who knew what she was doing. Salt air at 8am on a street empty enough that you could hear the distant waves.

I ate a second donut and didn't feel bad about it.

The grocery's OPEN sign lit up at 8:32. Through the window, I could see movement. Lights coming on in the back. A person moving behind the register.

I finished my coffee, set the mug on the truck's bed to return to Irma later, put the bread and leftover donuts inside the cab. I didn't bother locking it. It didn't seem necessary in a place like Port Chasten.

I walked to the grocery door and pushed it open. The woman behind the register was not what I expected.

She was maybe thirty-eight. Brown hair pinned back neatly. Blue eyes. A face that was openly and instantly expressive, like she'd never seen much point in hiding what she was thinking. Most eye-catchingly of all, she wore a low-cut shirt that showed off her freckled chest and ample cleavage.

She looked up when I came in and her face cycled through three things in about one second. Noticing that I was a stranger to her. Figuring out what a stranger was doing here. And something I might nicely call personal interest.

"Good morning."

"Good morning," I nodded, smiling pleasantly.

"Anything I can help you find?"

"I think I'm okay," I said. "I have a list. I'd forget half the things I need without a list."

"Lord, don't I know that feeling?" she laughed.

I grabbed a basket and started moving through the store with the list I'd made last night at the kitchen table.

The store was small. Four aisles, a modest produce section, a deli case with limited but decent choices. Clean and well-organized. The selection was enough for a man who cooked simply and wasn't picky about brands.

"Visiting or just passing through?"

She talked with the breezy tone of a woman who'd decided long ago that silence in a small store was something to be actively fixed.

"Neither." I picked up a can of beans, checked the price, put it in the basket. "Just bought the James cabin on the coast road."

"The James place?" Her voice changed, the same shift I'd seen in Irma. "How'd you find it?"

"FSBO website. I was looking for land on the peninsula. It came up."

"She just listed it, right?"

"Just days on the market before I saw it," I agreed. "Very lucky for me."

"And for her. You planning on using it for winter or summer vacation?"

I grinned, amused by the same question Claire had asked. It seemed like people around here expected strangers to be short-term visitors.

"Neither, actually. I'll be living there full time."

She nodded, her eyes looking at me in a different way.

"Well, we always enjoy when someone new moves to the area," she said. "I'm Aimee, by the way."

"Thomas."

"What do you do, Thomas-who-bought-the-James-cabin?"

I looked over at her. She was leaning on the counter now, watching me with obvious curiosity.

"I'm an expert witness. Insurance fights. I review claims and give testimony when cases go to trial. Most don't and are settled before that happens. Lots of research and paperwork."

"So you work from home? I assume so since Port Chasten is a long commute to just about anywhere."

"I work from wherever I am."

"Interesting."

"What about you, Aimee-who-runs-the-store?"

"Like you said, I run this place. We do okay. Most people here make the trip to Costco in Sequim for their main shopping. Ninety minutes each way. Rather pay their prices than mine." She said it without bitterness. "I don't blame them. My prices aren't Costco prices. Hell, I've got my Executive Membership too. Being nearby costs money. Tourists keep me going in summer. In winter, I sell enough to make it worth staying open. That's enough."

"It's good to have a place so close, even if prices are a bit higher. Just part of the rural lifestyle."

"Damn right." She raised an eyebrow at me. "Speaking of rural... Have you met Abner Flint yet?"

"No, but you're the second person to mention him." Claire had said the name too when she was showing me the property lines. "What's Abner like?"

Aimee thought about the question. "Not easily described, but worth knowing. Him and his daughter are the most self-reliant people I've met in my life. And I've spent my life in a small coastal town full of self-reliant people."

She said it with genuine respect.

"I'll have to introduce myself," I said. "Maybe trade phone numbers with my new neighbor."

"Good luck with that. Abner doesn't have a phone. Doesn't want one. You want to talk to Abner, you drive out to his place and hope he's in a talking mood."

I set my basket on the counter and she started scanning items.

"I had the donuts from Irma's bakery this morning," I mentioned, trying not to look too hard at Aimee's generous cleavage. "I may have eaten more than I should have."

"Irma's plain cake donuts are a specific and non-transferable reason to live in Port Chasten." She looked up at me. "I'm completely serious."

"I believe you."

"They're also the reason I have to watch what I eat. If I didn't, I'd be twenty pounds heavier."

"You look pretty good to me," I said, feeling bold.

Aimee paused, a half-smile on her lips as she looked me over. I held her gaze, enjoying the flirty energy this woman was sharing.

"Well, thank you, Thomas. What a nice way to start the day."

"Most welcome."

I bagged my own groceries because the counter was right there and it seemed weird to watch someone else do it. She watched me and didn't comment. I could feel her building up to something.

"You know," she finally said, leaning forward on the counter, "if you want to know more about the area, you should let me buy you dinner at Charley's. Only diner in town, but it's a good one."

She paused. Something playful shifted in her eyes.

"Actually, scratch that. You should buy me dinner at Charley's. Because I know more than you do, and knowledge has a price."

She said it with a smile that was direct enough that no special interpretation was needed. The way she leaned forward was also showing off her chest in a very deliberate way.

I openly looked her over. Aimee was a good-looking woman. Brown hair catching the light from the window. Blue eyes holding mine with no pretense of looking away. A mouth that suggested she smiled often and meant it when she did.

I'd been alone for a while now. Since before the divorce, really. Sybil and I had stopped touching each other years before we stopped being married.

"Dinner sounds good," I said.

"Tonight at seven?"

"Tonight at seven."

"I'll see you then, Thomas."

"Hell yes, you will."

She giggled as I paid for my groceries, picked up the bags, and walked back out to the street. The morning had warmed slightly. Or maybe I had.

I put the groceries in the back seat, got Irma's coffee mug from the roof of the truck, and walked it back to the bakery.

Irma took it with a nod of approval. "Most people forget. Or don't bother."

"My mother raised me better than that."

"Good woman."

"She is."

"Actually, why don't you keep that mug?"

"Really?"

"Sure. It has the bakery logo on it. Good advertising. Consider it a welcome gift to a new resident."

"Thank you, Irma. I appreciate the gift and the welcome."

I drove back down the coast road with the empty mug and the groceries and Irma's sourdough on the passenger seat. The ocean spread out blue and endless to my left and the forest pressed close on my right.

The morning had gone better than expected. I had supplies. I had a sense of the town. And I had a dinner date with a woman who'd made no secret of her interest in me.

And with it all, I also had the cabin waiting for me. The list of problems. The work ahead. The land that was mine to look after.

I had lots of things to do.

But for now, driving the coast road with fresh bread beside me and the salt air coming through the cracked window, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be.


Chapter 5



Charley's Diner was at the edge of Port Chasten near the highway, a solid building that had been a diner since the 1950s. The sign above the door was neon. It was the original sign and still worked, which seemed like a minor miracle to me. A newer pho restaurant shared the parking lot, its sign reading "Green Coast Pho" in clean, modern letters.

I stopped in the parking lot, looking at the pho place. I loved pho. Had loved it since a cold afternoon in Seattle when Sybil had taken me to a tiny restaurant with foggy windows and plastic chairs.

We'd just started dating. I'd never had pho before and she'd ordered for me, watching my face as I took the first spoonful of that savory soup, the rice noodles slippery against my lips, the beef so soft it fell apart.

"I'm going to give you so many new things to try," she'd said.

She had kept her promise. Thai food, Ethiopian food, sushi, Indian, Korean barbecue. Nightclubs and wine tastings and casino trips I enjoyed at first before they grew tiresome. Twenty-two years of things I never would have done without her.

As bad as things got between us, at least she had shown me pho noodles. For that, I could be grateful to my ex-wife. I hoped the pho here would be good.

I walked into Charley's at two minutes to seven. The inside was exactly what the outside promised: red vinyl booths, Formica counters, chrome stools at the bar, a pie case by the register showing what looked like coconut cream and cherry and something with whipped topping piled high. The air smelled like frying oil and coffee and comfort.

Aimee was already there, in a booth by the window. She looked different outside of work. The same hair pinned back, but something easier about her. The store-counter alertness was replaced by a more relaxed feeling.

She had also changed clothes.

She was wearing something simple that fit her well, and she knew it fit her well. A thin cotton top in a deep blue that showed off her large chest. No bra. Her nipples poked through the fabric, easy to see even from across the room.

I felt my heartbeat speed up at the sight of her, knowing she had dressed this way for me. It had been a long time since a woman went to the trouble of looking nice for me. A very long time.

Aimee waved me over. I slid into the booth across from her. Before I had fully settled, a woman appeared at the table's edge. "Stella" was printed on her worn nametag.

Stella was somewhere in her sixties and had the tough authority of a woman who had worked a diner floor for decades. She probably had strong opinions about the right use of space and the correct way to hold a menu.

She looked at me with the judgment of someone who had seen every kind of person come through those doors. She looked at Aimee with the fond amusement of someone who had watched Aimee have dinner with different people over the years and saved final judgment on each of them.

"Brody's working the grill tonight," Stella announced. "Get the chicken fried steak. That's what he does best." She paused. "I'll give you a minute."

She said this as if it was a favor rather than normal practice, and disappeared toward the kitchen.

I looked after her, surprised at my welcome to Charley's Diner.

"I feel like I'm taking her order instead of the other way around."

Aimee laughed. "That's Stella. She's been working this diner for as long as anyone remembers. She knows everyone in Port Chasten, and everyone knows her."

"Looks like I don't have much choice about getting to know Stella as well. Since Charley's is the only diner in Port Chasten besides the pho place."

Aimee leaned her elbows on the table and looked at me in the same direct way she'd brought to the grocery store counter, except now there was no counter between us and the directness felt different. The way her arms pressed together showed off her breasts, and I didn't think that was an accident.

"Stella already knows you bought the James cabin." Aimee said this without apologizing. "This town has about nine hundred people in it in the off-season. You're the most interesting thing to happen since February, when the Sandersons' boat broke loose from its rope and ended up on the rocks below the cove."

"I didn't realize I was interesting."

"You're a single man who bought a remote cabin with cash and plans to live in it alone. In Port Chasten, that counts as really interesting." She tilted her head, studying me. "You working on a manifesto out there?"

I laughed. "Just insurance files."

"I only ask because most men who end up alone in remote Pacific Northwest cabins are either running from something or looking for something. Or both." She held my gaze. "I'd like to know which one applies."

"Probably both."

She seemed satisfied with this answer. She leaned back in the booth, settling in.

"So tell me about Port Chasten," I said. "You promised me local information."

She told me about the area with the ease of someone who had never lived anywhere else.

"Tourist season runs Memorial Day through Labor Day. Town population triples. The cove gets full, the restaurants get busy, and the grocery store actually makes a profit." She shook her head, smiling at some memory. "Last summer, I had these Russian tourists. At least I think they were Russian. They kept coming into the store asking to buy marijuana. Three days in a row. I kept telling them that it's only sold in special stores, not groceries. They'd nod like they understood, then come back the next day asking again. The third time, the big one with the gold chain just stared at me and said, very slowly, 'But you have snacks here. Why not the marijuana to go with snacks?' I almost couldn't argue with his logic."

I laughed. "What happened?"

"I finally drew them a map to the dispensary over in Sequim. Never saw them again. I assume they're still over there, stoned and happy."

Aimee told me about the shore fishing, the kayaking, the coastal trail that ran north from the cove for eleven miles through state land. Then she leaned forward, her eyes bright with mischief.

"There's also a secret waterfall up in the cliffs above the cove. People go there to swim naked and have orgies." She let that hang for a moment. "Maybe I'll take you there sometime."

"I'll buy some new hiking boots right away. Is that proper attire for an orgy?"

She grinned. Then her face changed, growing serious.

"The tourists stop coming when the weather turns bad. And the Peninsula gets serious weather in October. If you have work to do on that cabin, you have about six months to do it before the storms make outdoor work really unpleasant. I'm talking sideways rain for days. Wind that'll knock down trees. Power outages that last a week."

"I know about October storm season. I'm rushing to make sure the cabin will be ready." I met her eyes. "You're welcome to come visit the cabin. See the progress."

"You might be luring me out to the woods to do dirty things to me."

"Is that what you want to happen?"

She shrugged, her lips curving. "Maybe."

Stella appeared at the table's edge. I hadn't seen her approach.

"You want your usual?" she asked Aimee.

"Please."

Stella wrote on her pad. "Northwestern Steak Salad, medium well, blue cheese dressing." She turned to me. "And you?"

"Is the chicken fried steak really that good?"

"Yes, it is." Stella looked me over with a judging eye. "You look like a man who'd enjoy our chicken-fried steak dinner."

"Then I'll have the chicken-fried steak dinner."

She wrote it down. "Fries, baked potato, or onion rings?"

"Are the onion rings breaded or battered?"

"Battered. And delicious." She paused, glancing between Aimee and me. "Though onion rings might not be the best choice. Might make your breath smell." Another pause. "In case that matters."

I glanced at Aimee. She was shaking her head, smiling at the hint.

"I'll have fries instead. And a root beer."

"Good choice."

Stella disappeared. Aimee was still shaking her head.

"Now the whole town will know the new guy had dinner with me. Stella is the town gossip. Information center, really. Nothing mean about it. She just believes everyone's business is everyone's business."

"Is that a problem? Having dinner with me?"

"Not for me. I should warn you, though. I have a bit of a reputation for friendliness in Port Chasten."

"That doesn't seem so bad to me."

She liked that answer. I could see it in the way her shoulders relaxed, the way her smile deepened.

"So what do you actually do? You mentioned insurance files."

I explained the expert witness job. Building defect consulting, document review, deposition testimony. She listened with real attention, asking questions that were deeper than I'd expected. About the legal process, about how cases settled versus went to trial, about the money side of lawsuits.

"Do you testify in person?"

"Very rarely. Most depositions are remote now. Which is why I can work from home. I've got a satellite dish on my trailer. I'll set it up at the cabin permanently once I've got things settled."

She nodded, thinking about this. Then, casually, "Have you met Harlan Foster yet? Your neighbor alongside the James farm?"

"No."

"You will."

"Who is he?"

Aimee shrugged, her face clouding.

"Harlan Foster lives on sixty acres next door to Claire's farm. He's the richest man in the area by a lot. Old money. Nobody's totally sure where it came from originally. Something to do with lumber, maybe, or real estate in Seattle back when real estate in Seattle was cheap. But it's recent enough that his influence is felt in specific and practical ways."

She counted them off on her fingers.

"The county commissioner returns his calls right away. The planning department handles his permits with notable speed. Local businesses depend on his goodwill in ways they don't always admit openly. The diner here?" She pointed around. "Harlan helped refinance this diner when the owner retired. The hardware store in Sequim gives him a contractor's discount even though he's not a contractor. Little things like that. Favors that add up."

"Sounds like a big fish in a small pond."

"That's exactly what he is. And Port Chasten has the complicated relationship with Harlan Foster that small towns always have with their richest residents. Gratitude and resentment in amounts that shift depending on who you ask and what they need from him."

I listened to all of this more carefully than I let on. I had already noticed problems in my property documents. A recorded easement that seemed questionable. An access agreement that mentioned boundaries I couldn't find on any survey. Strange issues connected to Harlan Foster's name.

I already knew from the real estate attorney that Harlan Foster had made an offer on the cabin and land that Claire had turned down. A generous offer, according to the attorney. The kind of offer most people would have accepted.

Claire hadn't.

I filed Aimee's description of the man alongside what I already knew and said nothing about either.

Stella arrived with big plates stacked with food. It was the kind of dish diners produce when they have been making the same chicken-fried steak for seventy years and have reached a unique perfection.

The steak was huge, golden-brown and crispy, covered in peppered cream gravy. Green beans that looked like they'd been cooked with bacon. A plate of fries that were thick and properly salted. A big glass of root beer with ice.

Aimee's salad was equally impressive. Top sirloin strips on field greens, blue cheese crumbles, toasted pecans, and grilled red onions. She picked up her fork and started eating with appetite and without self-consciousness.

I cut into the chicken-fried steak. It was excellent. The breading crunched under my knife, the meat tender inside, the gravy rich and peppery.

"Okay," I said. "Brody working the grill knows what he's doing."

"Stella told you so."

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Then Aimee set down her fork and looked at me with the directness she brought to everything.

"So what's your personal situation? Married, divorced, widowed... escaped from prison?"

"The usual. Married for a long time. Not anymore."

"Was it money problems?"

"There are always money problems. But that wasn't the main issue."

She nodded. "Bedroom problems?"

I looked at her. She looked back without blinking.

"That's a pretty direct question."

"I'm a pretty direct person. And in my experience, bedroom problems are usually the thing underneath the other things. The money fights, the arguments about nothing, the separate lives. Usually there's a dead bedroom underneath all of it."

I hesitated. But Aimee was so direct that I felt okay opening up to her. Plus, there was something exciting about how she was probing my sex life, her interest in me obvious and unashamed.

"The marriage had been over for a long time before it was officially over. And yes. The bedroom was part of the over."

She nodded as if I had confirmed something she suspected.

"I was married for eleven years," she said. "My ex-husband drank more than he should have. Earned less than he needed to. And failed to perform his husbandly duties with enough frequency or enthusiasm."

She said this last part with a directness that made it clear what she meant. Aimee spoke with an ease that suggested she had made peace with the whole situation and now saw it mainly as useful background information.

"I understand."

"I suspect you do. I've been single for three years, Thomas. At thirty-eight, I have what I would describe as specific and unmet needs." She held my gaze. "I believe that two adults who are both neglected are an obvious solution to a shared problem. The only question is whether both adults are practical enough to recognize it."

She was looking at me with the settled patience of someone who had made a simple statement and was waiting for a simple response.

"I think I might be that practical."

She smiled. It was a genuine smile, warm and slightly wicked and totally without drama.

"I get off at six tomorrow. You should see Chasten Cove. The sunset from down there is something else."

Stella appeared with two pieces of cherry pie on small plates. The lattice crust was golden, the filling a deep ruby red that gleamed under the diner lights.

"On the house," she said, setting them down. "Welcome to the area."

She set the check down without being asked, directly in front of me. She looked at me with the stern expectation that the man would pay for the dinner.

I picked up the check. Aimee was grinning.

Stella disappeared toward the kitchen.

"I think she likes you," Aimee said.


Chapter 6



The road to Chasten Cove began at the south end of the main street, a paved side road that led down to a parking spot by the water. I had seen the sign when I drove into town. But when I met Aimee at the grocery store at six, she said we were walking.

"There's a trail," she told me with a grin. "Twenty minutes. You'll like it better than the parking lot."

I didn't argue. Aimee seemed like someone who knew where she was going.

The trail began behind the last building on the main street, a narrow path that cut through shore pine and salal bushes along the top of the cliffs. The plants were thick and shaped by wind, the pines twisted by years of gusting winter winds. Aimee walked ahead of me with the easy steps of someone who had been walking this path since she was a kid, pointing out roots and bumpy spots without slowing down.

"Watch the drop on your left," she said. "It won't kill you, but it would mess up your evening."

I watched the drop on my left. It was steep enough that she wasn't lying.

The trail curved south along the coastline, the ocean showing through the trees in quick glimpses. The sky was going from gray to pale blue and back to gray as clouds moved in from the Pacific. Typical March weather on the coast, the light changing every few minutes. One moment everything looked flat and colorless, the next the sun broke through and the water turned from dark gray to silver.

After fifteen minutes, the trail started going downhill. The plants thinned out and I could see the cove below us, a protected half-moon of beach maybe three hundred yards long. Rocky points blocked both ends, covered in the dark groups of barnacles and mussels that marked where the tide came in.

The water inside the cove was calmer than the open coast, with small waves lapping instead of crashing. In the middle of the cove, two large sea stacks rose from the water, their tops covered with twisted salt pines that had somehow found enough space to survive.

To my surprise, there was nobody else on the beach.

"Summer, this place is crazy busy," Aimee said as we made our way down the last part of the trail. "The rest of the year, it belongs to whoever shows up."

We had shown up. The beach was ours.

The sand was gray and rough, mixed with small stones and broken shells. Driftwood logs were scattered along the high tide line, bleached silver by salt and sun. Aimee walked toward the water's edge and I followed, the sand crunching under my boots.

"See those flat rocks at the north point?" She pointed. "Harbor seals rest there. You come down here in the morning, you'll see a dozen of them lying in the sun. They'll watch you like you're the show."

I looked at the rocks. No seals today, but I could picture them.

"Did you know those sea stacks have names?" she asked. "The first settlers gave them names that nobody uses anymore. The names everybody really uses are different."

"What are the names everybody really uses?"

She looked at me with a smile that showed I was walking into something.

"I'd rather not say. I'd like you to think well of the local people."

"Now I have to know."

She laughed. "Long Cock and Fat Cock."

I looked at the sea stacks. One was taller and thinner. The other was shorter and wider. The names made sense.

"Norwegians," Aimee said. "The logging crews that settled this area were mostly Scandinavian. They were very straightforward people."

"I see that."

We walked the length of the beach, Aimee pointing out things with the exact knowledge of someone who had been exploring this place for years. The tide pools at the bottom of the south point, where you could find purple seaweed and giant green anemones. The part of the cliff face where a small landslide three years ago had shown a layer of old shells turned to rock. The channel between the sea stacks where the current ran fast enough to be dangerous when the tide changed.

She knew this place the way I was starting to know my twenty-two acres. Not from studying but from being there. From showing up over and over for years and paying attention to what was there.

At the far end of the beach, where the south point met the sand, a crack in the cliff created a sheltered spot. A huge driftwood log had gotten stuck there, gray and smooth, sitting like a bench facing the water. Aimee sat down and patted the space next to her.

I sat. The log was surprisingly comfortable, worn smooth by years of weather. The spot blocked the wind and created a pocket of warmth. From here we could see the whole cove, the sea stacks, the darkening sky over the Pacific.

"This is the spot," she said.

I wasn't sure if she meant the spot for watching the sunset or the spot for something else. I guessed both.

She reached into her jacket and pulled out a flask. Silver, slightly dented like it had been carried in someone's pocket for years. She unscrewed the cap and handed it to me.

I took a drink. The whiskey was smooth and warm, with flavors of caramel and oak and peat. It was a lot better than I expected from a flask pulled out on a beach.

"That's good."

"I was married to a man who drank the wrong things in the wrong amounts," she said. "But I've always been picky about whiskey. If you're going to drink, drink something worth drinking."

I handed the flask back. She took a sip and capped it and set it on the log between us.

"So tell me about this cabin of yours. What's the plan?"

I found myself telling her more than I expected to. About the condition of the place when I first saw it, the sagging porch and the water damage and the septic system that needed to be re-certified. About what I wanted to do with it, the repairs and improvements that would turn it from a building into a home. About the land itself, the creek and the pond and the deer trails that wound through the old-growth forest behind the cabin.

She listened with the same attention she brought to everything. When I finished describing the septic situation, she asked practical questions about the drain field and the soil type and whether I had thought about a composting system as a backup. When I mentioned the porch repairs, she asked about the foundation and whether the posts were sitting on concrete or right on the soil.

"You know a lot about this stuff," I said.

"I grew up on my parents' property four miles up the coast. Two acres, a house that was never quite finished, parents who fixed everything themselves because they couldn't afford to pay someone else." She shrugged. "You learn what you need to learn."

"Is the property still in your family?"

"Mom died six years ago. Dad's in assisted living in Sequim. The property got sold to pay for his care." She said this without drama, just facts. "I know what a cabin that needs work looks like. And I know what a man who plans to do the work looks like. Versus a man who talks about doing the work and then hires people and then complains about the people."

"Which kind do I look like?"

She studied me for a moment. "The first kind. Early opinion. Could change based on proof."

"I hope you're right."

"So do I."

The afternoon light was dropping and the temperature with it. I felt the chill creeping in at the edges, the warmth of the spot not quite enough to hold it back. Aimee shifted on the log, moving closer. Her shoulder touched mine. Her thigh pressed against my thigh.

I was aware of her closeness. I had not been this close to a woman for longer than I wanted to think about. The warmth of her body through the layers of clothing. The smell of her hair, something flowery and clean. The way her chest rose and fell with each breath.

She turned and looked at me. She was not being subtle and she knew she was not being subtle. Her face showed she thought this was a good thing rather than a bad thing.

"So are you going to kiss me," she said, "or do I have to take the lead here?"

I leaned into her.

The kiss was long and slow. Her lips were soft and tasted of whiskey. Her hand came up to rest on my chest, not pushing, not pulling, just touching.

She made the kiss deeper and I responded. Her tongue touched mine, careful at first and then more sure. My hand found the small of her back, the curve of her waist under her jacket.

She took my other hand and moved it under her shirt.

Her skin was warm and smooth. I felt the soft weight of her breast against my palm, full and heavy. No bra. Her nipple hardened under my touch and she made a small sound against my mouth.

She broke the kiss and looked at me with clear eyes.

"Like I told you, we are both adults who have been neglected for a long time. This part of the cove is private. The seagrass behind this log is pretty soft and comfortable." She smiled. "I don't see a good reason for getting back to town just yet."

I looked at the seagrass. It was thick and cushiony, protected from the wind by the driftwood log and the curve of the cliff.

"It does look soft. We should find out."

What happened between us on that stretch of beach was warm and urgent and sometimes awkward how first times between two people who have just met are always awkward.

The jacket zippers gave us trouble first. Mine got stuck halfway down and I swore under my breath while Aimee laughed and reached over to free it. Her jacket was easier. She pulled it off and spread it on the seagrass, then reached for the bottom of her sweater.

"Help me with this."

I helped her with it. The sweater came off over her head and she was bare underneath, her breasts pale in the fading light, nipples dark and hard from the cold and the wanting. She pulled me down onto the seagrass beside her and kissed me again while her hands worked at the buttons of my shirt.

"Too many layers," she said against my mouth. "This is the problem with March."

"Summer would be easier."

"Summer would have people watching." She got the last button open and pushed the shirt off my shoulders. "I'll take the layers."

We handled the mechanics with more fumbling than grace. She guided my cock into her wet pussy and I sank in, making her groan. There was a moment when the angle wasn't working and we had to stop and adjust, shifting positions on the seagrass in a way that was less romantic than either of us would have chosen.

Aimee just laughed at the awkwardness, not mean, not fake, just the genuine amusement of a woman who found the situation funny and also very much wanted to continue it.

I found her laughter more exciting than any seduction would have been.

"Here," she said, guiding me. "Like this."

And then we found the angle that worked.

She was warm and slick and welcoming. I felt myself thrusting into her pussy with a relief that was physical and emotional all at once, the end of a long drought. She made a sound that was half sigh and half whimper and her hands gripped my shoulders and pulled me deeper.

"Fuck, that's a good cock," she whispered in my ear.

We moved together with growing urgency. The seagrass rustled beneath us. The sound of the waves mixed with the sound of our breathing as I fucked her.

I felt her body respond to mine, her hips rising to meet each thrust, her fingers digging into the muscles of my back.

"There," she breathed. "Right there. Pound it. Pound it hard!"

I found the rhythm she wanted and held it. Her breath came faster, her body tightening around me. I watched her face in the fading light, the way her eyes closed and her lips parted and her head tilted back against her jacket on the sea grass.

She climaxed with a shudder that ran through her whole body, her voice catching on something that might have been my name. I felt her squeeze around me and almost lost control, but held on, wanting to give her the full measure of it before taking my own.

When she relaxed beneath me, breathing hard, she opened her eyes and smiled.

"Your turn," she said. "It's safe. You can cum inside me."

I stopped holding back. The release, when it came, was overwhelming. I thrust deep and pumped my cum into her with a groan that came from deep in my chest.

She wrapped her legs around me and held me there while I shuddered through it, her hands stroking my back, her body warm and alive beneath mine.

Afterward, we held each other and caught our breath. The seagrass was soft enough, the driftwood log blocking the worst of the wind. I could feel her heartbeat slowing against my chest.

"How long has it been for you?" she asked.

"Years," I admitted. "Sorry if I was rusty."

"You fucked me good," she assured me, grinning at my raised eyebrows. "You made me orgasm. That was some good dicking, Thomas."

I laughed and she laughed and pulled out the flask again from somewhere in the tangle of thrown-off clothing. We sat up on the log with the whiskey and the sound of the water and the sky going from pale to dark overhead.

She leaned against me without making a big deal of it, comfortable and warm inside my jacket, which I had draped over both our shoulders. I put my arm around her and held her, enjoying the swell of her breast in my hand.

"You like my tits?" she teased.

"Love them."

"I can tell. You kept staring at them every time we met."

"Like I told you, it's been a long time since I was with a woman. Sorry if I was too obvious."

"Hey, no problem. I was showing them off for you, anyway."

"I could tell."

Our shared laughter drifted out to sea. I was aware of something I hadn't felt in longer than I could really remember, the feeling of being wanted by another person. It felt amazing and sad at the same time.

Aimee tilted her head up and looked at me.

"Seriously, that was a lot better than I expected," she said. "And I expected quite a bit."

"I could say the same."

"Good." She took a sip from the flask and handed it to me. "I think we should do this again real soon. And regularly."

I hesitated. "I'm going to be pretty busy with the cabin. There's a lot of work to do before the weather really turns bad."

"Thomas. We are not dating seriously. We are not getting engaged. I'm not asking you to take me to prom." She turned to face me more fully. "I see no reason to make this complicated. Complicated is for people who don't know what they want."

Aimee looked at me with the directness I was coming to adore.

"I know what I want," she said. "Some nice company when the mood strikes. A good fuck when the need comes up. Two adults enjoying each other without creating drama that doesn't need to exist." She tilted her head. "Do you know what you want?"

I thought about the question. I thought about the cabin and the land and the long list of projects that needed doing. I thought about the years of wanting things I couldn't name and not having the words to ask for them. I thought about this woman beside me, warm and practical and completely without pretense, who had just made it clear that she wanted something simple and was offering it without conditions.

"I'm starting to figure it out," I nodded.

She seemed to find this acceptable. She handed me the flask. We finished the whiskey while the last of the light left the sky and the first stars appeared over the Pacific.

Then we gathered our clothes and put ourselves back together and walked up the coast trail to the main street in the rising dark. She held my hand on the steep parts, practical rather than romantic, making sure neither of us fell. At the top she kissed me once, quick and warm, and said she would see me around.

I said she would.

She walked toward her car and I walked toward my truck and the night air was cold, but I didn't mind it.


Chapter 7



The morning had started out easy, and I was thankful for that. I sat in my camping chair on the porch with my second cup of coffee steaming next to me. My laptop sat on the railing where I could see it without bending over.

The screen showed a guy in Arizona standing on a roof that looked like it had never seen bad weather. He pointed at shingles and talked about lifted pieces and broken wood underneath with the confidence of someone who had probably never dealt with moss or standing water or rain that comes sideways for three days in a row.

I was trying to figure out how to use what he was saying. Claire had told me about the roof damage when she showed me the cabin. Storm damage, she had called it. Lifted pieces on the south side.

I had climbed up there once already, just to look, and what I saw made me worried. Not terrible, but worried enough to watch videos by guys in Arizona who had never seen eighty inches of rain in a year.

I stopped the video when I saw movement at the edge of the woods.

The man who came out of the treeline was maybe late fifties, maybe sixty. Built like someone who had been doing hard work for many years. Not big but solid in a way that showed the strength went all the way through, like a fence post or an old tree stump.

Long blonde hair with gray streaks, tied back with what looked like twine. A full gray beard that went past his collarbone and moved a little in the wind. He wore canvas work pants and a wool shirt and lace-up boots that had clearly been repaired at least twice. The leather was scratched and faded, but the stitching was tight.

He carried a rough cloth bag in his left hand and a shotgun hanging on his right shoulder. A flapped leather holster rode his hip, a shoulder strap carrying its weight.

He walked from the edge of the woods to my porch without rushing and without saying hello. No wave. No greeting. Just the steady walk of a man who was either completely comfortable on this land or didn't care about normal manners.

I watched him come and decided it was probably both.

"Morning," I said when he got to the porch.

"Morning. I'm Abner Flint."

"Thomas Harmon."

"Greetings, and nice to meet you."

His voice was flat and slow, with a breathless quality that made me wonder if Abner was a heavy smoker. Blue eyes peered out from under heavy eyebrows. He looked me over, then he looked at the laptop on the railing, at the stopped image of the Arizona guy and his dry roof. Then he looked back at me.

He put the cloth bag on the porch. I looked at the bag. There were dark splotches on it that looked like blood.

"Shot two raccoons this morning before I realized I'd crossed the property line." He said this without seeming embarrassed, like it was just a fact that needed to be dealt with. "By right, they belong to you."

I looked at the bag again. It moved again, like weight settling rather than anything alive. At least I hoped that was what it was.

"Uh, I appreciate the thought," I said. "Your care about property lines is impressive. Thanks."

I looked at the bag and felt myself running out of words. I had no idea what else to say. I had been ready for many new things in my new life on the peninsula, but a stranger coming from the woods to bring me dead raccoons in a cloth bag was not one of them.

He seemed to sense that I wasn't sure what to do. He bent down and opened the bag and looked inside without emotion. Two gray shapes lay still in the rough cloth, fur messy, bodies limp.

"Raccoon is better than people think," he said. "Most people have never eaten it cooked the right way. They've formed opinions based on either not knowing or the cooked-wrong version, which is definitely not good."

Abner suddenly broke into a wheezing cough. It took him a moment to catch his breath. He looked up at me.

"You skin it and clean them," he continued, picking up where he left off. "Soak overnight in salted water. Cook it slow and long with root vegetables. Carrots, parsnips, turnips if you have them. The salt soak pulls out the wild taste. The slow cooking breaks down the tough parts."

He closed the bag and straightened, catching his breath.

"The meat is dark and rich. Better than pork in my opinion."

"That sounds better than I expected," I admitted.

"Raccoons are a problem animal in Washington State. People find them cute, but they can be very destructive. Their numbers are out of control because of a lack of predators. The natural order is unbalanced. They are an unintended consequence of human encroachment."

He said this the same flat way, but there was something underneath it now. The certainty of someone who had believed this for a long time.

"Raccoons can be hunted all year with a small game license, like coyotes. There are more of them on the peninsula than there should be." He looked toward the woods he had come from. "My position on this is well-known and not changing. Raccoons and coyotes don't respect boundaries like people do."

I made a decision. It wasn't a hard decision. I had no plan to hunt raccoons myself, and the man standing on my porch clearly did. The only question was whether I would make a problem out of something that wasn't worth making a problem of.

"Don't worry about the property line," I said. "You're welcome to hunt raccoons on my land any time you want. No need to ask. No need to knock."

Abner went still.

It was a quick stillness. Half a second, maybe. But I caught it. Something had been offered that he didn't expect. I watched him process it without showing it, the way a man does when he has learned to keep his reactions inside.

When he spoke again, his tone had grown a little warmer.

"I will not encroach deliberately, but I will take your permission. I thank you."

"Yeah. Sure thing."

"What are you watching?" He nodded toward the laptop.

I turned it so that he could see the stopped frame. The Arizona guy was frozen mid-gesture, his hand pointing at a shingle piece that had lifted maybe a quarter inch from the one beneath it.

"The roof. Storm damage. The person who sold me the place mentioned it. Lifted pieces on the south side. I need to check the wood underneath before the next big rain." I looked at the screen. "I've done basic roofing work, but not on this type of shingle. Trying to understand what I'm looking at before I climb back up there."

He looked at the laptop screen for a moment. His blue eyes moved across the image with the attention of someone reading rather than just looking.

"This man is in the wrong weather for what you need," he said. "Lifted pieces in a high-rain place are not the same problem as lifted pieces in a desert. The repair steps are somewhat different."

"How so?"

"Desert, the primary concern is wind lifting them and sun damage. The sun bakes the shingles brittle and the wind catches the edges. You can often reseal a lifted piece with roofing cement and a few nails and call it done." He looked at the cabin roof behind me. "Here, the main worry is water getting underneath. A lifted piece that has been lifted for any length of time has let water in. The question is not whether you can reseal the piece but whether the layers and wood beneath it have already started to rot. You need to lift the piece completely, check what is underneath, and make your decision based on what you find rather than what you guess."

I listened. This obviously wasn't the advice of some guy who had watched a few videos. This was the advice of a man who had made these repairs himself more than once. Probably on his own roof. Probably many times.

"I appreciate that," I said. "Saves me from learning it wrong before I learn it right."

He nodded. His eyes moved toward the pond, following something I hadn't noticed. I followed his look and saw it. A rabbit at the far edge of the clearing, brown against the grass, barely visible.

"I have traps out on my property," Abner said. "None on your land."

"Don't worry about property lines for rabbits either," I said. "Or raccoons. I won't be hunting them. I'd appreciate you keeping the local numbers down."

He looked at me. The judging look was back in his eyes, but it was a different judging now. He was changing something, updating his mental file on me.

"Rabbit season ends on the fifteenth of March. Three days from now." He paused. "Beware the Ides of March."

He said it in the flat way he said everything, as if it was just a useful piece of scheduling information. A date on a calendar, nothing more.

But I knew it was more. I had heard the phrase, I knew it was from Shakespeare. I couldn't, if asked, have given the context with any confidence beyond Julius Caesar and something bad happening. Someone getting stabbed, I think. Just general cultural knowledge that floats around without ever being pinned down.

"I've heard it," I said.

Abner looked at me with an expression that wasn't quite surprise and wasn't quite judging, but had parts of both. Something in what I had said, or how I had said it, had registered with him.

"The Ides of March is the fifteenth, in the old Roman calendar," he said. "On the fifteenth of March in 44 BC, Gaius Julius Caesar was killed in the Theatre of Pompey by a group of senators calling themselves the Liberators. Sixty men with daggers, though most historians agree that only twenty-three wounds were made and that most of the sixty either lost their nerve or were too crowded to reach him."

I stared at Abner, trying to take in what he was telling me.

"The phrase comes from Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, Act One, Scene Two, in which a fortune-teller warns Caesar to beware the Ides of March and Caesar dismisses him as a dreamer." He adjusted the strap of the shotgun on his shoulder. "Caesar's dismissal of the warning is often pointed to as the play's first example of the main character's fatal overconfidence."

He said all of this in the same informational tone he had used to describe raccoon cooking and the difference between desert and high-rain roof repair. No performance, no showing off, just passing along useful information from someone who knew it to someone who didn't.

I looked at him closely, at the canvas work pants and the old shotgun and the cloth bag of raccoons and the gray beard that went past his collarbone. I had made an assumption. A label. Backwoods hunter. Self-sufficient loner with practical knowledge and limited education and probably some nutty ideas.

The assumption hadn't been demeaning, it had simply been wrong. Or at least significantly incomplete. I was honest enough with myself to realize this immediately.

"I didn't realize Caesar's murder was that specifically written down," I said. "In terms of how many people and wound count."

"Most people don't. Most people's knowledge of Caesar comes from the Shakespeare play rather than from Suetonius or Plutarch. Who were much more specific about the details."

"I haven't read Suetonius or Plutarch," I admitted.

"Most people haven't."

Abner coughed again, his eyes watering. When he was done, he slung the sack over his shoulder.

"If you change your mind about the raccoons, let me know before the stiffness sets in. After that point they are much less useful." He paused. "This is true of most things."

He held out his hand. I took it. The handshake was brief and firm and dry. His palm was rough in the way of a guy who uses tools every day.

There was something in the handshake that I understood to be important. A formal beginning of something that was not yet friendship, but was the first step towards it. The recognition that two men had spoken and found each other acceptable and would probably speak again.

"Welcome to the peninsula, neighbor."

"Thank you, Abner. Good to meet you."

"Likewise."

Then he walked back across the clearing and into the woods and was gone between the trees with the ease of a guy for whom disappearing into a forest was simply the way you went home. One moment he was there and the next moment the woods had swallowed him and I was standing alone on the porch with my coffee and my laptop and the lingering sense that I had just been taught about more than Roman history.

I ran a hand through my hair and shook my head, then I picked up the laptop and looked at the stopped video. The Arizona guy and his dry, simple, easy roof. His two inches of rain per year and his confident assumptions about how roofing worked everywhere.

I closed the webpage.

I opened a new tab and typed "Suetonius" into Google. The results came up immediately. Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus. Roman historian. Born around 69 AD. Best known for "The Twelve Caesars," a collection of life stories of the first twelve Roman emperors from Julius Caesar to Domitian.

I clicked on the Wikipedia article and started reading. I learned Suetonius had access to imperial records during his time as secretary to Emperor Hadrian. That his life stories were notable for their inclusion of personal details and scandalous stories that more serious historians had left out. That the section on Julius Caesar included specific details about the murder, including the number of wounds and the names of some of the conspirators.

I read for twenty minutes. Then I closed the laptop and looked at the edge of the woods where Abner Flint had disappeared.

I had been on the peninsula for less than two weeks. I had met a woman who sold me property and seemed to carry burdens she hadn't explained. I had met another woman who wanted simple pleasures and offered them without conditions. And now I had met a man who lived in the backwoods and hunted raccoons and could quote Shakespeare and discuss Roman historians with the casual authority of someone who had spent a lot of time with both.

The peninsula was not what I had expected. None of it was what I had expected. And I was beginning to understand that my expectations had been formed by a life that had not prepared me for much of anything except the path I had been traveling for twenty-two years.

I picked up my coffee. It was cold. I tossed it into the grass and went inside to make a fresh pot.


Chapter 8



The space between the cabin and the woodshed was exactly right for the Airstream. I had measured it twice yesterday, walking it off with careful steps, then measuring again with the tape measure from my toolbox. The spot had a clear sightline to the southern sky for the satellite dish and sat close enough to the cabin that I could run power and water lines without much trouble.

I had been living in the trailer for two years. The Airstream was beautiful and functional and a great place to shelter in. It was going to be a critical part of my new homestead.

I pulled the truck around and lined up the trailer hitch with the gap between the cabin and the woodshed. The angle was tricky. I had to come in from the north side of the clearing, swing wide, and then back straight in without clipping either structure.

I had done this kind of maneuvering before. Backing a trailer is one of those skills that separates guys who use their trucks as trucks from guys who just own trucks for the image. You learn it or you don't.

Despite two decades in an office, I had learned to maneuver a trailer young, helping my uncle move equipment around job sites. I knew what I was doing.

I got this, no worries.

I checked my mirrors. Adjusted the angle. Started backing in slow.

The crunch was immediate and unmistakable.

I slammed on the brakes and sat there for a moment with my hands on the wheel and my eyes closed. The sound replayed in my head. Wood splintering. Something giving way that should not have given way.

"Damn it," I muttered.

I got out of the truck.

The corner of the trailer had caught the front pillar of the woodshed. Not a glancing blow, a solid hit that had cracked the pillar about two feet up from the base. The crack ran diagonally across the grain.

The pillar was still standing, but it was not going to stay standing. The whole front of the woodshed was leaning slightly now, maybe two inches off true, and the weight of the stacked firewood inside was pushing against the weakened structure.

I stood there looking at it.

"Fuck me. Shit!"

I walked around the woodshed, checking the other pillars, checking the roof, checking the stack of firewood visible through the open front. The shed was a simple construction. Eight posts, a sloped roof, three walls of rough planking, the front open for access.

Unfortunately, all the firewood was stacked against the damaged side of the shed. Maybe a cord of firewood, split and aged, probably sat there for years.

I kicked at the dirt. Looked at the sky. Looked at the trailer sitting there with its corner nudged against the damaged post.

Today was supposed to be the day I started repairing the roof of the cabin. I had watched three more videos last night, better ones this time, about roof inspection and repair. I had made a list of things to look for and the materials I needed to buy. I had been organized. I had been prepared.

Now I was going to spend the day fixing a woodshed that I had broken myself.

The frustration sat in my chest like a lead weight. I could feel it there, familiar and sharp. Twenty-two years of frustration at things going wrong, at plans falling apart, at careful preparation meeting careless reality. Twenty-two years of watching other people make mistakes I had to clean up. Twenty-two years of doing things the right way and watching it not matter.

I stood there in the clearing with my hands on my hips and let the frustration burn.

Then something changed. Inside me, something shifted.

Look, I was going to make mistakes. That was the truth of it. I was forty-five years old and starting over and I did not know what I was doing half the time and I was going to make mistakes. Lots of them. Probably bigger ones than backing a trailer into a woodshed.

But they would be my mistakes.

Not Sybil's mistakes that I had to accommodate. Not her father's decisions that I had to implement. Not the claims department's policies that I had to enforce, even when they made no sense. Not the slow accumulation of other people's choices pressing down on my life until I could not remember what my own choices felt like.

My mistakes. On my land. With my own two hands to fix them. No excuses and absolutely no blaming others. It was all on me.

The frustration did not disappear, but it changed shape. It became something I could use.

I pulled the trailer back out of the space, careful this time, watching my mirrors like they owed me money. Parked it in the clearing where it would be out of the way. Then I went to the cabin and got my hammer and my box of nails and my handsaw.

The woodshed had a small storage area in the back corner. I found a stack of two-by-fours leaning against the wall. Five of them, old and slightly warped from years of humidity, but solid enough for temporary bracing. I pulled out two that looked the straightest and carried them to the front of the shed.

The work was simple in concept. Brace the cracked pillar with a sister post. Run diagonal supports from the sister to the roof beam. Make it stable enough that the whole thing would not collapse while I figured out a permanent solution.

But simple in concept did not mean simple in execution. The firewood was stacked against the pillar I needed to brace, which meant I had to move most of it before I could work.

I started hauling wood.

The first hour was just moving and clearing. Grab an armload, carry it to the far side of the shed, dump it in a temporary pile, walk back, repeat. The wood was old and splintery and full of spiders. Squirrels had made a nest in it. The firewood had definitely been sat here for a long time.

My shoulders started complaining. My lower back joined the chorus. By the time I had cleared enough space to work, my shirt was soaked through with sweat.

I sat down on a stump and drank water from the bottle I had brought from the cabin. The morning was cool, but I was not. My body was remembering what real work felt like.

I had done construction for two years after high school. Framing mostly, some finish work when the crew was short. I had been good at it. The foreman said I had a feel for how things went together. And I wasn't stupid. That alone was a valuable skill.

I wasn't that kid anymore, but I still knew how to get things done. I picked up the saw and got back to work.

The sister post went up first. I cut a two-by-four to length, notched the top to fit against the roof beam, and nailed it in place six inches from the cracked pillar. The old wood split a little at the nail holes, but held.

I added a second two-by-four as a diagonal brace, running from the base of the sister post to a point halfway up the original pillar, creating a triangle that would distribute the load. A third piece went from the sister post to the roof beam at an angle, reinforcing the connection.

The work was not pretty. The warped lumber made for imperfect joints and the nail heads sat crooked in places. But it was solid. I pushed against the structure with my full weight and felt it push back, stable, refusing to give.

I stood back and looked at what I had built. It was ugly but functional.

By mid-afternoon the bracing was complete and I had re-stacked the firewood. My arms shook with fatigue. My back was a continuous low complaint. I was genuinely tired in a way that was totally different from the exhaustion of sitting at a desk reviewing claims.

It felt good. It felt honest.

I was gathering up my tools when I became aware that I was being watched.

A golden retriever sat at the edge of the clearing, maybe thirty feet away, watching me with calm interest. A blue collar was visible around his neck. His expression was patient and curious, the look of an animal that had decided I might be worth knowing but was not yet certain.

I set down the tools. I walked to the outdoor spigot on the side of the cabin and washed my hands. The water was cold and it felt good against my skin. I splashed some on my face, washing away the sawdust and sweat.

When I turned around, the dog was still sitting in the same spot, still watching.

I crouched down, facing the dog.

"Hey there."

The dog's ears perked forward.

"Come here, boy. Come on."

I patted my thighs. He came immediately. No hesitation, no suspicion. He crossed the clearing with the calm confidence of a dog that had never been given a reason to fear humans.

When he reached me, he pushed his nose into my hand and sniffed thoroughly, cataloging whatever information dogs find in the smell of sawdust and sweat.

I scratched behind his ears. He leaned into it, tail wagging slowly.

"Good boy. Who do you belong to?"

The collar was worn nylon, soft from years of use. The tag was brass, slightly tarnished, engraved with simple text.

Wendell. James Farm.

Below the name was a phone number with a local area code.

I looked at the dog. He looked back at me with the serene expression of an animal who knew exactly where he was and had no concerns about it.

"James Farm." I scratched under his chin and he closed his eyes in contentment. "I know who you belong to."

Wendell's tail swept the ground.

I stood up and the dog stood with me, looking up expectantly like he knew what came next even if I did not.

The property line between my land and the James farm ran through the woods to the east.

"All right. Let's get you home."

Wendell turned and started walking before I finished the sentence. He knew the way. I figured this was a dog who wandered, a dog who had probably walked this path a hundred times. He moved with the unhurried confidence of an animal retracing familiar ground, glancing back occasionally to make sure I was still following.

The path wound through Douglas firs and western red cedars, the understory thick with sword ferns. The afternoon light came through the canopy in broken patterns, gold and green, and the air smelled like damp earth and growing things. Wendell's tail waved ahead of me like a flag marking the route.

The farm revealed itself gradually. First the change in the light as the forest thinned, then glimpses of cultivated land appeared through the trees.

"What the heck?"

I stopped at the edge of the treeline and looked.

Long rows of waist-high shrubs ran across the field behind the house. Maybe nine or ten acres? The shrubs were beautiful, dense and healthy, their leaves glossy in the afternoon sun. The rows were immaculately maintained, the soil between them dark and recently turned.

I didn't know what the shrubs were, but whoever was caring for these plants knew what they were doing. The whole operation spoke of patience and attention.

Wendell looked back at me, waiting.

I followed him across the fields toward the farmhouse.

The house was old and well-maintained, a two-story structure with a wraparound porch that had been added sometime after the original construction. White paint, green trim. Outbuildings were clustered nearby. A barn with its doors open, a chicken coop with birds visible in the yard, an equipment shed with a tractor parked beside it.

Wendell trotted up the porch steps and sat by the front door, looking at me expectantly.

I climbed the steps and knocked.

The woman who answered was in her late-sixties, gray-haired, wearing a yellow sundress. Her smile was warm and welcoming.

"Good afternoon," I said.

"Well, hello there. You must be Tomás."

I blinked. "Thomas. Thomas Harmon."

"I know who you are. Claire told me about you." She pushed open the screen door and stepped onto the porch. "I'm Bessie Anne James. Claire's mother. And I see you've met our wanderer."

Wendell's tail thumped against the porch boards.

"He showed up at my place this afternoon. I thought I should bring him back."

"That's very kind of you, but Wendell knows his way home just fine. He likes to visit the neighbors. We've given up trying to keep him contained." She looked at the dog with fond frustration. "He has opinions about where he should be allowed to go and they don't match ours."

"He seems like a good dog."

"He's an exasperating dog who happens to be extremely lovable. Come in, come in. I just made iced tea and you look like you could use a glass."

"I don't want to impose--"

"Nonsense. Claire's not here and I'm starving for conversation that isn't about homework or dinosaurs. Come in."

She had already turned and walked into the house. I followed because refusing seemed both rude and pointless. Some people make hospitality feel like an obligation. Bessie Anne James made it feel like the only sensible option.

The kitchen was large and bright, with flowered curtains on the windows and copper pots hanging from a rack above the stove.

A boy sat at the table with a Chromebook open in front of him, his blond head bent over the screen.

"DJ, we have a visitor. This is Tomás Harmon. He bought the cabin and land from your mother. Tomás, this is my grandson."

The boy looked up. His eyes found mine and stayed there. Not a brief glance, but a measuring look. It was the careful evaluation of someone who has learned to read adults accurately.

"Hello," I said.

"Hi."

He did not smile. He did not look away. He watched me the way you watch something that might be dangerous or might be useful and you cannot tell yet which.

Bessie Anne poured iced tea from a pitcher into a tall glass. The ice crackled as the liquid hit it. She handed me the glass and I took it, grateful for something to do with my hands.

"Thank you."

"Sit, sit. DJ, close that thing for five minutes and be social."

The boy closed the Chromebook with the slow reluctance of someone obeying against his better judgment. I sat down across from him at the table. The chair creaked under my weight.

"Is your name really Tomás?" he asked me.

"Uh, it's actually Thomas."

"Why do you call him Tomás?" DJ asked his grandmother.

"Because a boy named Thomas broke my heart in high school," Bessie said seriously. "And besides, I like saying Tomás better. You don't mind, do you Mr. Harmon?"

"Uh, not at all. Call me whatever you like."

"I most certainly will."

"Do you like using the Chromebook?" I asked DJ.

DJ considered the question. "It works good. But it can't play games."

"The school makes them use those for homework," Bessie said. "Something about security and not letting children access inappropriate content."

"That's why they make us use them," DJ said. "So we can't play games and do fun stuff."

"My parents switched to Chromebooks last year," I said. "They had a Windows computer that kept giving them trouble. Updates every other day, programs crashing. They love the Chromebooks. They say they're simple."

DJ absorbed this information. He did not comment.

I did not try to impress him. I did not make jokes or ask enthusiastic questions about school or attempt any of the performance that adults usually deploy when they want children to like them. I could tell he was a kid who wouldn't like that stuff. So I just sat there and drank my iced tea and let him watch me if that was what he needed to do.

Bessie Anne sat down at the head of the table.

"So how are you settling in? Claire said you planned to live in that cabin full-time."

"That's the plan. I have some work to do first. The roof needs attention."

"That whole place needs attention. My husband used to care for it so well, but... Well, life gets in the way, doesn't it?"

"It does," I agreed. "I'm sorry for your loss. About Mr. James."

"Thank you, Mr. Harmon. It's been a year but feels much shorter." She took a steadying breath, DJ watching her. "So. How do you like living up there? Have you explored the property?"

"Twenty-two acres is big," I said. "I walked it last week. Tried to anyway. The back section is pretty overgrown."

"Grandpa used to take me for hikes out there all the time," DJ said.

"It was all part of this farm originally. My husband's grandfather homesteaded the whole parcel back in the twenties. Sold off pieces over the years when money got tight." She sipped her tea. "That's how farming works. You sell a little land to keep the rest."

"I saw the crop you have going. Those hedges? What are they?"

Bessie Anne's face softened, pride and grief and determination all moving through her features in the space of a breath.

"Camellia sinensis. Tea. We're growing tea."

I blinked in surprise. "Wow. I didn't know you could grow tea up here."

"It surprises most people. No one else grows tea on the Olympic Peninsula. It was Mark's dream. My husband."

She said it simply, the way you say things that are too heavy to dress up with extra words.

"We were a goat dairy for almost thirty years," she continued. "A small operation, just enough to get by. Then the market dropped out in 2008 and the debt started piling up. County taxes, equipment repairs, feed costs. Everything adding up faster than the income could cover."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"It's a farmer's life. Mark decided that if we were going to go broke anyway, we might as well go broke doing something bold. So he got rid of the dairy and planted tea. Camellia sinensis. The same plant grown in China, India, and Japan."

She gestured toward the window, toward the rows of shrubs I had walked past. I looked at them with fresh interest, now knowing what they were.

"Everyone thought he was crazy," Bessie went on. "The banks wouldn't touch us. Friends told him he was throwing good money after bad. But Mark had done his research. He knew the soil was right, the climate was right, the rainfall was right. He knew it would work if he could just keep going long enough. It would take years."

"How long does tea take to establish?"

"Three years minimum before you can harvest. Five or six before you get real production." She looked out the window at the fields. "Mark planted those shrubs two years before he died. Two years into his dream, he had a heart attack and fell right out there among the rows. The rows he planted with his own hands."

I did not say anything. There was nothing to say that would not sound hollow.

"This year will be our first real harvest," Bessie Anne said. "His crazy dream is finally ready to pay off. And he's not here to see it."

She picked up her glass and drank. The ice clinked softly.

"This tea you're drinking," she said. "It's from Mark's first plants. The ones he started in pots in the barn before he put them in the ground. We've been drinking our own tea for a year now. Best tea I've ever had, and I'm not just saying that because I'm biased."

I took a sip. It was good. Light and clean, with a sweetness underneath that had nothing to do with sugar. The kind of tea you could drink all day without getting tired of it.

"It's delicious."

"My husband knew what he was doing. He just didn't get to do it long enough."

DJ had been listening in silence. Now he opened his Chromebook again, not typing, just looking at the screen. The conversation had gone somewhere he did not want to follow.

"Abner helps us with the farm," Bessie Anne said, changing the subject. "Have you met him? Him and his daughter, Liberty?"

"His daughter's name is Liberty?"

"Yes it is. They tend a plot of fodder beets for their goats over by the tree line. In exchange, they give us manure for fertilizer. One hundred percent organic tea. No chemicals, no pesticides. Just good soil and good manure and good care."

"I met Abner yesterday. He came by the cabin with some raccoons. We talked, working some things out. I hope to be a good neighbor to him. And to you, of course."

"Good. This place needs more people who intend to stay." Bessie refilled my glass from the pitcher without asking. "If you're ever looking for a little extra money and a good meal, there's always work here. We can't pay much, but we feed well and the company's decent. We'll especially need help with the first harvest."

"I'll keep it in mind." I finished my tea and stood. "Thank you for the tea. I should get back. I've got more work to do before dark."

"Of course. Thank you for bringing Wendell home, even though he didn't need it."

I looked at the dog, who had settled on a rug by the door and appeared to be sleeping.

"He's good company. I enjoyed the walk."

"He'll probably visit you again. He likes people. Good people, at least. Can always tell the difference between someone worth knowing and someone who's not. You seem to be the latter.

"I hope to live up to Wendell's evaluation," I grinned. "Goodbye, DJ. Good meeting you."

The boy looked up from his Chromebook. His face was serious, his eyes still measuring. Whatever calculation he was running, he had not finished it yet.

"Bye."

I walked to the door. Wendell lifted his head, watching me. When I stepped onto the porch, he stood and followed.

"It's all right," Bessie Anne said from behind me. "He knows what he's doing. Let him walk you to the property line. He'll come back when he's ready."

The dog and I walked across the porch and down the steps. The afternoon was fading toward evening, the light going gold and soft. The tea shrubs cast long shadows across the turned earth.

Wendell led me back past the rows, past the outbuildings, toward the tree line where the path began. He moved with the same unhurried confidence as before, glancing back occasionally to make sure I was following.

At the property line, he stopped.

I stopped too. I looked down at the dog then looked back at the farm, the farmhouse small now in the distance, the tea fields spreading green and orderly toward the horizon.

Wendell sat down. His tail swept the dirt once.

"Thanks for the company," I told him. "I'll see you around, Wendell."

I turned and walked into the trees. When I looked back from the first bend in the path, he was still sitting there at the property line, watching me go with those patient eyes.

A gentle breeze rustled the branches. The light through the canopy was green and cool.

I walked home.


Chapter 9



The heat was unexpected. Late March on the Olympic Peninsula was supposed to be cool and damp, but the afternoon pushed into the low eighties with a sun that beat down hard and relentless.

I had been on the roof since first light, and by early afternoon the shingles were hot to the touch.

The damage was worse than I had initially thought. The storm damage had allowed water to cascade directly onto the cabin walls. Six rows of shingles had rotted through. Beneath them, the plywood sheathing was soft and spongy. I had pried up the bad shingles and found mushrooms growing between the layers. The rot extended down into the fascia board and into the siding below.

I had driven to Forks two days earlier with a list. Three sheets of plywood sheathing, forty square feet of architectural shingles in charcoal gray, a new fascia board, roofing nails, ice and water shield, and enough cedar lap siding to replace the damaged sections below the gutter.

The lumber yard charged my credit card and loaded everything into the truck bed while I drank awful coffee from a Styrofoam cup and watched the clouds build over the mountains to the west.

So the plywood was in. The sheathing was sealed. The new shingles were waiting. Tomorrow I would tackle them and then get to the fascia and the siding.

But for now, I was done. Cooked, as the kids said. My shirt was soaked through with sweat, my hands ached from gripping the pry bar and hammer, and my shoulders felt like someone had been working them over with a baseball bat.

I climbed down the ladder and stood in the yard for a moment, just breathing. The heat pressed down like a weight on me. I walked to the porch and grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and a towel from the railing and drank the entire bottle without stopping. The water was warm, but I did not care.

The pond.

The thought arrived fully formed. Cold water. Shade. Relief.

I walked across the clearing and down to the south end. The sound of the stream grew louder as I approached.

The pond opened before me, half in sunshine, half in the shade. The willows hung low over the water on the far bank, crowded by blackberry bushes. The surface of the pond was rippled, dragonflies dipping and swooping over it.

I looked around. Nobody. Nothing. Just me and the trees and the water.

Why not? I've been wanting to do this for a while now.

I stripped. I pulled off my filthy shirt, stepped out of my boots, peeled off my jeans and underwear and left them in a pile on the bank with the towel. The air and sunlight on my skin felt amazing.

This was all mine. My land. My pond. My home.

I walked into the pond. The bottom was firm under my feet, soft mud with stones beneath. The cold hit me at knee depth and I kept going. At waist depth, I dove forward and came up spluttering and gasping and laughing.

"Goddamn!" I shouted, my voice echoing through the warm air.

The water was still very cold. My skin went numb. I treaded water and let my body adjust, and after a minute, the shock faded into something else, something clean and refreshing.

I floated on my back and looked up at the sky, a cloudless blue. The willows rustled overhead. The accumulated soreness of weeks of physical labor began to release from my muscles. My shoulders loosened. My hands unclenched. The water held me without effort.

My mind drifted to Aimee.

I had seen her again two days after our first night together. She had called me and asked if I wanted to come by after she closed the store. I did.

We drank beer on her couch and talked for twenty minutes before she leaned over and kissed me. We made it to her bedroom. The sex was easy and uncomplicated and enthusiastic. We went raw and I finished inside her mouth, Aimee swallowing my load with a grin. I hadn't had that in a long time.

She told me afterward that this was fun, that she liked me, that we should keep doing this, but that neither of us should expect more than what it was. I agreed, not knowing why Aimee was emphasizing this so much, but not really caring. The sex was good. Aimee was a fine woman with a wicked sense of humor and a body she knew how to use.

Besides the actual fucking, the most thrilling thing was the way Aimee looked at my naked body with desire. Not indifference, not the faint disgust that had crept into Sybil's eyes toward the end of our marriage.

Maybe that was not so surprising. All the work I had done these last few weeks had melted pounds off me. My gut was flatter. My arms were harder. I could feel muscles in my back and shoulders that had been dormant for years. I felt strong.

Aimee wanting my cock inside her and telling me she needs me to make her cum? That felt better than I had words for. Life out here was more exciting than I ever anticipated.

I sighed. There was so much work still to be done before the October storm season. The shingles and the fascia. The siding. The woodshed. The floorboards. The septic. The wood stove. The list was endless, but I felt capable of meeting the challenge.

More than capable. I felt alive.

I swam for a while, slow strokes across the pond and back. Then I waded out and lay down on the bank in the shade of the willows. The grass was soft and cool beneath me.

I looked up at the sky through the leaves. Blue and depthless, shifting patterns of light and shadow.

I remembered car camping with Sybil in the years before everything went wrong. We had driven to the Gifford Pinchot National Forest and pitched a tent by a creek and spent three days doing nothing but reading and swimming and having sex.

We had lain together on a blanket and looked up at the clouds passing overhead on lazy summer afternoons. She had put her head on my chest and traced letters on my skin with her fingertips, making me decipher her silly messages.

We had been happy. We had been so goddamn happy.

Thinking of my ex-wife, I drifted into sleep.

When I woke, the angle of the light was wrong. The sounds around me were unfamiliar for one slow moment. It was disorienting.

And I was not alone. I could feel it before I confirmed it. In the half-awake state between sleep and full consciousness, I said a name.

"Sybil?"

A female voice answered from somewhere above and behind me.

"No."

The voice was not Sybil's.

I came fully awake and fully aware of my situation simultaneously. I was naked. I was exposed. Someone was watching me.

I grabbed my shirt and covered myself and sat up.

A young woman was sitting on the bank approximately ten feet away, entirely unselfconscious, watching me with the direct attention of someone observing something mildly interesting.

She looked to be in her early twenties. She wore a denim shirt and canvas pants that had been mended with patches, practical patches, not the fashion kind. Her long blonde hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. Her eyes were bright blue and clear. She was young and beautiful in a way that was worlds away from makeup tutorials or glam-up efforts.

My eyes drifted to her waist. She wore the same flapped revolver at her waist that Abner wore, the same deerskin holster and shoulder strap with intricate stitching.

She held my gaze, her face placid and calm. It looked like she had been sitting there for a while.

"I apologize if I startled you," she said.

I blinked, tried to gather my thoughts, failed.

"It's... it's okay. I'm, uh, sorry I was naked."

She cocked her head slightly, genuinely curious.

"Why should you be sorry? The human body is natural and beautiful. Yours seems perfectly healthy." She paused. "Besides, it's your land. You may do as you please on your property. Let Nature and Common Sense be servants of a generous will."

I stared at her. She was right, but the way she said it threw me off-kilter.

"Yeah, uh, I guess that's true."

"My name is Liberty Scout Flint. I'm Abner Flint's daughter."

"Thomas Harmon."

"I know. My father told me about you."

She did not elaborate. She simply sat there, waiting. Not awkward, not embarrassed. Just present.

Her calmness was a little unnerving. I pulled my jeans over my crotch and tried to recover something resembling dignity. It was not going well.

"What were you dreaming about?" she asked. "You called me by someone's name."

The question was so direct that it took me a moment to process.

"I... I thought you were my wife."

"Is your wife dead?"

"No. No, she's alive. She's my ex-wife, I should have said. We're divorced."

"I see." She nodded as if this explained everything. "How do you like living here?"

"There's a lot of work to be done. But I'm loving it. The cabin. The land. All of it."

"I've walked this land since I was a child. I've swum in this pond many times. The James family always allowed it."

She said it simply, a statement of fact. Not a request, not quite.

"You're welcome to keep swimming here," I told her. "You and your father both."

"My father doesn't enjoy swimming the way I do. Though in truth, it's not swimming I like. It's cooling off on a hot day like this."

She looked out across the pond. The water was clear and calm. A green dragonfly hovered over the surface near the far bank.

We were quiet together. The silence was not uncomfortable. I did not feel the need to fill it the way I usually did. Something about this girl told me she was comfortable with silence. More than comfortable, she seemed to prefer it.

"May I swim now?" she asked quietly.

"Of course. You're welcome any time."

I expected her to leave. To come back later, or tomorrow, or in the summer.

Instead, she stood and unhooked the holster and set it on the ground. She sat down and pulled off her boots and set them aside.

I was about to say something-- what, I had no idea-- when she pulled her shirt over her head.

Her breasts swayed in the sunlight. Full and firm, capped by pale pink buds.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out.

She unbuttoned her jeans and pushed them down along with her cotton panties and stepped out of both. She set them on top of her shirt.

She was completely naked. Her body was tanned and strong and healthy. Lush blonde curls covered the mound between her legs, the same fine hair in her armpits and dusting her lower legs. Her body was unshaved and natural. I wondered if a razor had ever touched her skin.

Liberty looked like something out of a myth. A nymph who had wandered out of an enchanted forest and decided to take a swim.

She saw me looking at her. A small smile played on her lips.

"It's a hot day."

She waded into the pond, slowly, her muscular buttocks flexing with each step. The water rose to her knees, then her thighs, then her waist. She submerged herself and came up with her hair slicked back and water streaming down her face and shoulders.

She sank beneath the water again. I heard nothing but the gurgle of the stream feeding the pond, the rustle of wind in the trees, the calling of birds in the distance. My own shallow breathing.

My cock was hardening, my heart racing. I wondered if I was dreaming, still asleep on the bank. None of this could be real.

But it was.

I stood fast and grabbed my jeans, yanking them on with my back to the pond. My cock was half hard and thickening. I willed it down while I fumbled with the button. The splashing behind me continued, soft sounds of water disturbed by movement. I pulled on my boots without tying them and reached for my shirt.

"Are you leaving?" Her voice carried across the water.

"Just getting dressed," I managed.

More splashing, closer now. I heard her wading out.

I grabbed the towel from where I had left it on the grass and held it out behind me without turning around.

"Here. You can use this."

"Thank you. I usually let the sun dry me. Going skyclad, as they said in olden times."

Her hand brushed mine as she took it. Warm fingers. Real. Not a dream.

I heard the towel working over skin. The rustle of fabric. My mind was spinning. I needed to say something, anything to ground myself in normalcy.

"So, uh, have you read To Kill a Mockingbird?" I asked.

A memory from high school. The question came out in a rush.

"Yes." Her voice brightened immediately. "It's one of my favorite books. Why do you ask?"

I turned around. She had the towel wrapped around her torso and was squeezing water from her hair with one hand.

"I read it in high school. One of the few books I finished. Your middle name is Scout, right? I was wondering if you were named after the girl in the book."

She shook her head.

"My father named me after his favorite truck. An International Harvester Scout. He drove one when he was a youngster." She paused, a small smile forming. "But I like to imagine myself as Scout from the book. I love the name Scout. I've always wished someone would call me that."

She pulled on her underwear beneath the towel with unselfconscious efficiency, then her pants. She dropped the towel and reached for her shirt. I looked away again, more from habit than necessity. When I looked back, she was dressed and handing me the damp towel.

"Thank you," she said. "I'll launder it, if you like."

"That won't be necessary."

I took the towel. I watched as she sat down and pulled on her boots. Then she stood and lifted the holster strap, settling it over her shoulder. Her fingers moved with practiced ease as she secured the flapped holster to her belt. The gun sat at her waist like it belonged there.

"Does the shoulder strap help support the weight?" I asked.

"Precisely. I carry a Smith and Wesson 686. It is somewhat lighter than my father's Ruger GP100. The shoulder strap distributes the weight and makes carrying it all day more bearable than on the waist belt alone."

"Well, if anyone looks like a Scout, it's you," I said appreciatively. "I'll call you Scout, if you don't mind."

The words landed on her in a way I did not expect. She went completely still. Not her usual directness. Something else, something almost vulnerable.

"Nobody has ever called me that before," she said quietly.

"Is that okay?"

She nodded. The motion was small, almost shy.

We stood there for a moment in the filtered light through the willows. The air had cooled slightly. The sun was lower now, moving toward late afternoon.

"Would you like me to show you the land?" Scout asked. "The wooded slope behind your cabin. The topography. The places that matter."

"I'd like that, Scout. Uh... let me tie my shoes."

She nodded once and waited. When I had laced my boots up, she turned toward the woods.

I followed.


Chapter 10



We walked into the woods behind the cabin. Within ten steps, I understood I was following someone who knew this land way better than I did.

Scout moved through the trees without hesitation. No checking bearings or pausing to orient herself. She simply walked, and the forest opened around her.

"The slope here is deceptive," she said without looking back. "It drops sharply about thirty yards ahead, then levels out along a bench before the final climb to the property line. You can't see it until you're on it."

She was right. The ground fell away exactly where she said it would, and we descended into a different climate. Cooler here. The canopy closed overhead, thick with Douglas fir and western red cedar.

"How do you know where my property line is back here?"

"I've walked these woods since I was six years old. Father taught me to read a survey map when I was seven. Most people around here know whose land is whose, even if there aren't fences. It matters."

She stepped over a fallen log without breaking stride.

"There used to be an old logging path through here. Nineteen fifties, maybe. You can still see where they cut. See that stump?"

She pointed to a massive old stump, maybe eight feet across, rotted soft and covered in moss.

"That was an old-growth cedar. Probably two hundred years old when they took it. The stumps tell you what was here before."

I looked around and saw more of them. Ghost markers of a forest that had been altered decades earlier.

"Do you think it will come back?"

"It already is. Look at the canopy. See how the firs are closing in? Give it another fifty years and this will be dense timber again. Not old growth, that takes centuries. But still real forest."

We kept walking. She showed me where the stream came down from the upper property, a thin silver thread that gathered volume as it descended.

"This feeds your pond," she said. "It originates just beyond your line on Bureau of Land Management territory. It runs year-round because the watershed on that slope is intact. As long as nothing disturbs the canopy up there, you'll have water."

"What would disturb it?"

"Logging. Fire. Both unlikely, but not impossible."

She kneeled beside the stream and put her hand in the water.

"Cold. That means it's coming from deep springs, not just surface runoff. Good water."

I kneeled beside her. The water was clear and quick over rounded stones.

"Could I drink this?"

"Yes, but you'd want to boil it first or filter it. Giardia is real."

She stood and wiped her hand on her jeans.

"How do you know all this, Scout? Did they teach it in school?"

She looked at me directly.

"I never went to school, Thomas. Father taught me at home. How to read, how to write, how to think. The rest I learned here, in these woods. And from books I borrowed from the Port Chasten library."

"You like the library?"

Her face changed, opened.

"It's my favorite place in the world outside of these woods. Mrs. Kohler is the librarian. She lets me take books home for as long as I need them. She orders books I ask for. She never asks questions about why I'm not in school or why I only come to town once a month. She just hands me books and tells me what she thinks I'll like. She's never been wrong."

We kept walking. Scout pointed out timber I could harvest without harming the forest. A stand of alder that was crowding out the conifers. Some windfall cedar that would make good posts or boards if I wanted to mill it.

"You'd want to leave the big firs," she said. "They're the structure. Take them out and the whole canopy changes. But the alder? That's just colonization. It moves in after disturbances. You can take it all and the forest will thank you."

She showed me a place where a deer trail crossed the stream. Fresh tracks in the mud.

"Blacktail deer. Small herd. Maybe six or seven. They bed down on the slope above your cabin during the day and come down to the pond at dusk. You'll see them if you're quiet."

We climbed the final slope to the property line. She showed me the survey markers, old iron posts set in concrete and marked with faded orange paint.

"The BLM land starts here. You can walk it, but you can't cut anything. Not that you'd want to. Most of it is too steep to work anyway. Our land is just to the right. 40 acres of wooded slope, above your place and the James Farm. Also abutting... private lands. To the east."

She said the last part with contempt. Before I could ask about it, she turned and looked back down the slope.

"In winter these woods are brooding," she said quietly. "The fog comes in from the coast and settles in the canopy and everything goes quiet and gray. Much like the wild moors in Wuthering Heights."

I didn't know what she meant. The reference came without warning or preamble. Not a quotation or an explanation, just a statement of fact.

"Is that a novel?"

"My favorite novel. Written by Emily Brontë."

"I've never read that one," I said.

"You should," she said excitedly. "It's about a place that shapes the people who live there. The moors are as much a character as Heathcliff or Catherine. The landscape is emotional. It reflects what the people feel and makes them feel what it does. Father says that's pathetic fallacy, but I think Brontë knew exactly what she was doing. I think she understood that some places get inside you and change what you are."

She spoke with the intensity of someone who had encountered the book young and been permanently altered by it.

"What happens in the book?"

"A lot of people suffer because they can't be what they are. Heathcliff loves Catherine and she loves him, but the world won't let them be together because he's poor and rough and the world tried to make him small. So they destroy each other instead. It's violent and sad and true."

She looked at me.

"I've read it five times. I'll probably read it five more. Some books are like that."

"Sounds heavy."

"It is. But it's also beautiful. Brontë doesn't apologize for how wild it is. She doesn't try to make it polite or easy. That's what I love about it."

We walked back down the slope in companionable quiet. The light had changed, the sun was lower and the shadows longer.

When we reached the cabin, I stopped.

"Do you want to see the film?"

She looked at me blankly.

"The film. Wuthering Heights. There's an old black-and-white version, I think. The name rings a bell after you talked about it. Everyone says it's a classic. I have a satellite internet connection. I could stream it for you."

"I haven't seen many films," she said slowly. "Father thinks they are deceptive, like the shadows on Plato's Cave. No chains but the one we put on ourselves."

"Oh, okay," I said, with no clue about what she was talking about.

"But... I saw cartoons when I was very small. When we lived on an Army base. I remember my mother laughing at them. That's one of the only memories I have of her."

She said it simply, without emotion or elaboration.

"Where is your mother now?"

"I don't know. She left when I was young. Father doesn't know where she is."

I sensed the complicated weight beneath the simple words and didn't push.

"Well, you can watch Wuthering Heights anytime you want. Just let me know when you want to come by."

She looked at me. Her eyes were bright and intense in a way that made me feel as if I'd offered something larger than a movie.

"I'd like that," she said.

Then she looked away abruptly.

"I have to go home. I need to tend my goats."

"You have goats?"

"We have four goats. Four working goats."

"Four?"

She nodded.

"Cincinnatus is the oldest goat. Cincinnatus was a Roman farmer who put down his plow to save Rome and then went straight back to his farm when it was done. Father named him that because he thinks that's the highest thing a man can be, someone who does what needs doing and then goes back to his work. Cincinnatus the goat is the same."

She paused.

"Thoreau thinks fences are an illusion. Father named him for Walden, 'to live deliberately, front only the essential facts of life.' Thoreau the goat has decided that the essential facts of his life are browsing nutritious vegetation. I find it hard to argue with his reasoning."

Another pause, Scout's voice lowering as if she were sharing a secret.

"Aristotle is the difficult one. Father says he named him for reasoned thought, but I think he named him because Aristotle the philosopher was also difficult and contrary and usually right, which is an irritating combination in a goat or a philosopher."

She looked at me seriously.

"Beowulf, you don't push."

I felt a smile forming despite myself.

"I'd like to meet them."

"They could clear the blackberries that are creeping in on the far side of the pond. We'd only need two. Cinncinatus and Thoreau. Not Beowulf."

"No, certainly not Beowulf," I nodded seriously. "That sounds like a good idea."

She returned my nod, something shy in the gesture that made me smile.

"Goodbye, Thomas."

She turned and walked toward the trees. I watched her go. The blonde ponytail swaying, the holster at her hip. The easy stride of someone who belonged exactly where she was.

Then she was gone. Disappeared into the woods like some forest nymph. Like something I'd imagined.

No, not a forest nymph. More like one of those Viking Shield-maidens. Liberty Scout Flint is as fierce as she is beautiful.

I stood there for a long time, looking at where she'd vanished, wondering what her life was like back at Abner Flint's homestead.

[image: ]


I sat on the porch in the evening, an LED lantern from the trailer on the railing drawing circling moths. My laptop was balanced on my knees, the coffee mug from Irma's bakery steaming on the rail beside the lantern.

A case file glowed on the screen. Multiple incidents, four separate claimants, property damage claims that contradicted each other in ways that suggested fraud, but couldn't prove it outright. It was work that required careful attention and meticulous documentation.

Rush job. Triple rate. Due by nine tomorrow morning.

I didn't mind. Rush jobs had kept me afloat these past months. More than that, they built a reputation. Word got around in the industry, Thomas Harmon delivers clean work fast, Thomas Harmon can be trusted with the complicated cases.

I sipped the coffee. It was bitter and strong. I'd need the caffeine. Long night ahead, but tomorrow I could sleep late in the soft bed of the trailer instead of the camping cot. Maybe I'd even think about getting proper furniture soon. A bed frame. A proper table. Things that said I planned to stay.

A rustling came from behind the cabin.

I set the laptop aside carefully and stood. Listened. More rustling. Something moving through the brush.

Please don't be a bear.

I grabbed the lantern and walked around the corner and stopped.

A light bobbed down through the trees, a flashlight beam swinging in a steady rhythm. Then I saw her. Scout, blonde ponytail catching the reflected glow, moving through the woods.

"Scout?"

She looked up. The beam swung toward me and then dropped. Shy pleasure flashed across her face when I called her Scout, quick and unmistakable.

"Thomas."

"Everything okay?"

"Yes." She hesitated. "I wanted to ask if I could watch Wuthering Heights now. If it's okay with you."

I blinked. I hadn't expected that.

"Of course you can. I can't stream it to my laptop because I'm working on it, but you're welcome to watch it on the TV in my trailer."

"Thank you."

I led her across the clearing to the Airstream. I opened the door and held it for her. She stepped inside and looked around.

The compact kitchen. The bench seating that converted to a guest bed. The built-in storage. The mounted TV across from the table.

"This is very nice," she said.

"I lived in it for two years after I left my wife."

"Where did your wife live?"

"In our house. I let her have the house and most everything else in exchange for no spousal support. Clean break. The trailer and the truck were the only things I kept. Things Sybil didn't want anyway."

Scout nodded. Didn't ask more questions, just absorbed the information.

"Okay. Let's get you situated."

I turned on the TV and launched the Classic Movies app. I found Wuthering Heights quickly. The 1939 version with Laurence Olivier.

"Here." I handed her the remote and hesitated. "Do you know how to use it?"

"I do. Father and I watch documentaries at the library sometimes. Mrs. Kohler has a television in the back room."

She pressed play. The opening credits rolled. Dramatic orchestral music swelled.

"I'll be on the porch working if you need anything."

She nodded without looking at me, already entranced. The black and white images reflected in her eyes.

I left her there and returned to my laptop. I glanced back at the trailer and saw the TV light flicker against the window. Faint sounds of dialogue and music drifted across the clearing.

I settled into the work. Cross-referenced incident reports. Built timeline documentation. Highlighted inconsistencies that needed further investigation. The tedious, detailed labor that most adjusters hated but that I'd learned to appreciate. There was satisfaction in unraveling a complicated mess and finding the truth buried under layers of competing stories.

Two hours later, the trailer door opened.

Scout emerged slowly. She walked toward me with her head down.

I looked up and closed the laptop.

"How'd you like the film?"

She raised her head. I saw the tears immediately. Her eyes were red, her cheeks wet.

"Thank you for letting me watch it, Thomas."

Her voice came out quiet and thick.

"You're welcome, Scout. Are you okay?"

"Yes. I just... It was very moving."

"I'm glad you liked it. You're welcome to come watch movies anytime you want."

She stood there, hesitating. Like she wanted to say something more, but couldn't find the words.

Then she leaned forward quickly and kissed my cheek. Soft and brief and startling.

"Goodbye."

She turned and ran. Not walked. Ran. The flashlight beam bouncing wildly as she disappeared into the trees.

I stood there with my hand on my cheek, watching the light bob up the northern slope until it vanished completely into the darkness.

The night settled around me. Crickets, a distant owl. The smell of fir and cedar on the cooling air.

I touched my cheek again. The young woman who had stripped naked in front of me so confidently, now reduced to tears by an old movie?

She's a different kind of girl, for sure.

I sat back down and opened my laptop. The case file glowed on the screen. Work that needed finishing. A deadline that wouldn't wait.

But I kept glancing at the spot where Scout disappeared. Kept seeing those tear-bright eyes. Kept feeling that brief, startling kiss.

I forced myself to focus on the work.

It took a long time.


Chapter 11



The morning sun had burned off the fog as I split firewood beside the woodshed. I'd been at it since the morning.

The delivery came at dawn. Two cords of rounds delivered by a local man named Pete. He backed his dump truck in, pulled the hydraulic lever, and had the entire load off the bed in under a minute. I thanked him and paid in cash, as he'd requested.

After he left, I crouched down to examine the wood. As promised, it was mostly alder with what looked like a good quarter of big-leaf maple mixed through. Pete said he'd cut it in November. I split one of the maple rounds along the grain. Still pale and damp inside. Green wood. I'd expected as much.

I'd bought a splitting maul at the hardware store in Forks. It was important to split the rounds so the wood would season faster.

I set the first alder round on the splitting block, a section of old-growth fir stump that I found sitting at the woodshed's edge, its top surface worn smooth by years of exactly this use.

I swung. The round opened cleanly along the grain, the two halves falling apart with a satisfying crack. The alder wasn't terrible. Pete had been honest that it was fall-cut, which gave it four months. Not close to seasoned, but not soaking either.

The maple was another matter, dense and pale and stubborn with big-leaf maple's grain twists fighting the maul instead of giving to it. I used the wedge on the worst of them, driving it in with the maul's poll until the round cracked.

I'd been working for almost six hours with brief breaks in between. It was exhausting work. The woodshed would hold maybe a quarter of what I had. The rest I was going to stack in two rows outside against the shed, working the split pieces onto a base of scrap 4x4s I'd pulled from behind the shed to keep the bottom course off the wet ground.

Cut side out, bark side up on the top. When the stacking was done, my plan was to pull a blue poly tarp over the outdoor rows, tying it down at the corners with some lengths of nylon string I had in my toolbox. It wouldn't be pretty, but it would hold, I figured.

Then let the summer do the work. The Peninsula doesn't give you much dry heat to season wood with, but it gives you enough if you split early and stack tight and keep the rain off. After next summer, I'd have dry wood.

I was working a stubborn round of maple when I heard an engine approaching. A vehicle was coming up my driveway. I set down the splitting maul and wiped my hands on my jeans.

A dark green Land Rover entered the clearing. New model, polished to a shine that seemed wrong out here among the dust and fir needles, a vehicle that cost more than most people around here made in a year.

The Range Rover rolled to a stop. The driver's door opened and a man stepped out.

He was about my height, maybe seventy years old. Gray hair swept back from a weathered face. Blue eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled, which he did immediately. He wore canvas pants and a wool vest over a flannel shirt, the uniform of a man who wanted to look like he belonged to the land without actually working it.

"You must be Thomas Harmon."

He walked toward me with his hand extended. His grip was firm and practiced.

"I am. And you are?"

"Harlan Foster. Your neighbor to the northeast." He gestured vaguely toward the trees. "Been meaning to come introduce myself since I heard someone bought the old James cabin. Forgive me for taking so long."

"No forgiveness necessary. I've only been here six weeks myself."

He nodded, looking past me at the cabin. His eyes moved slowly over the structure, the woodshed I'd been working on, the clearing, the pond just visible through the trees. It almost felt like he was taking inventory.

"She looks good. Better than I expected, honestly. Mark let the place go toward the end. His health, you know. Couldn't keep up with it the way he used to."

"You knew Mark James?"

Harlan laughed. A warm, rolling sound.

"Knew him? Son, I hunted this land with Mark for thirty years. Sat right there on that porch and drank whiskey with him more times than I can count." He shook his head, the smile turning wistful. "Lord, the stories I could tell you."

"Stories?"

Harlan didn't need more encouragement. He launched into a tale about a twelve-point buck that he and Mark had tracked for three days one November. He was a natural storyteller. The way he told it, you could smell the wet earth and hear the snap of twigs underfoot. Every detail precise. The cold rain that turned to sleet. The blind they'd built from fallen branches. The moment Mark had the shot and passed on it because the buck was too magnificent to kill.

"That was Mark all over," Harlan said. "Loved the hunt more than the kill. Loved this land more than anything except Bessie Anne and that girl of his."

"Claire."

"Claire, yes." Something flickered across his face, gone before I could read it. "You've met her, I take it?"

"She showed me the property when I bought it."

"Good. Good."

He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a butterscotch candy. He unwrapped it slowly and popped it into his mouth, then offered one to me.

I shook my head.

"Mark and I used to sit up on that ridge." Harlan pointed toward the northern slope. "There's a clearing up there, about a quarter mile in. Best view on the whole peninsula on a clear day. Mark called it his thinking spot. Said that's where he went when he needed to figure something out."

He sucked on the candy. I let the silence stretch.

"I remember the day he told me he was planting tea instead of dairy farming. I thought he'd lost his mind. Tea? In Washington? But Mark was stubborn. Said he'd done the research. Said the climate was perfect." Harlan shrugged. "Turned out he was right. The farm's doing well now, from what I hear. Bessie Anne and Claire have made something of it."

Something about the way he talked about Claire and her family didn't sit right with me. It felt over-familiar. I folded my arms across my chest.

"What can I help you with today, Mr. Foster?"

He tilted his head slightly. The smile stayed in place, but I caught something behind his eyes. A recalculation.

"Direct man. I appreciate that. Most folks around here, they'll talk for an hour before they get to the point." He chuckled. "But you've got it backward, Thomas. I'm not here for your help. I'm here to help you."

"That so?"

"It is." He took a step closer. "See, I made an offer on this property after Mark passed. A fair offer. More than fair, actually. I wanted to keep it in friendly hands, you understand. Preserve what Mark built here. But Claire..." he sighed. "Claire didn't want to sell to me and convinced her mother."

"Why not?"

Harlan spread his hands, the gesture of a reasonable man dealing with unreasonable circumstances.

"The girl has a grudge. I'm not entirely sure what I did to earn it, honestly. Some misunderstanding from years back? Maybe she blames me for not doing more to help her father when he got sick? Maybe it's something else entirely." He shook his head sadly. "I loved Mark like a brother. Whatever Claire thinks happened between us, she's got it wrong."

"I appreciate you explaining the situation, Mr. Foster. But I'm still not clear on what help you're offering."

The smile widened. Warmer now, more direct.

"I'd like to buy this property from you, Thomas. Same offer I made Claire... plus something for your trouble. You paid what, four-fifty for this place? I'll give you five-fifty. Cash. You walk away with a tidy profit and none of the headaches."

"Headaches? What headaches would that be?"

"This place needs work. A lot of work. The roof's got another winter in it, maybe two. The well pump is old, and the septic system hasn't been inspected in years. The county's very strict about septic systems near water resources like your stream and pond."

He ticked off the items on his fingers.

"That woodshed you're building? Mark started it three times and kept fixing it. There's a reason for that. The drainage on this side of the property is a nightmare. Come October, you'll be fighting thick mud."

He let that sit, letting me imagine the problems. The money, the effort. The "headaches".

"I'm not trying to scare you off," Harlan said. "I'm just being honest. I know this land. I know what it takes to maintain it. And I know most folks who buy a dream like this don't understand what they're signing up for."

"And you do?"

"I do. Been working land my whole life." He gestured toward the north again. "My property runs right up to the James Farm's eastern fence line. Sixty acres. Been in my family for two generations. I know every rock and root between here and the cove."

I nodded slowly, taking his words in. I kept my face neutral as I considered what he had told me.

"Let me speak plainly, Thomas. This cabin and this land should never have gone to a stranger. I'm sure you're a good man, but you're not family. At least, not like me. Mark James was my best friend. By all that's right, I should have been the one to buy this property. I know this land, and I know how to care for it. Claire's stubbornness is irrational and baffling. I was her father's friend, and I cared for her and her family. Instead of selling to me, she put it out on the marketplace, like some damned garage sale lamp or sofa. But I'm here to make things right. Take the money, Thomas. Whatever you're looking for, you won't find it here."

I held his gaze, seeing his warm smile as well as his icy glare. Harlan Foster expected me to give him what he wanted. But that wasn't going to happen.

"I appreciate the offer, Mr. Foster," I finally said. "It's generous and more than fair. But I'm not looking to sell."

"No? Not even to flip for a nice profit?"

"No. I bought this place because I wanted to live here and put down roots. Not as an investment."

"I think you're making a terrible mistake."

"Maybe. But it's my mistake to make."

Harlan studied me for a long moment. The smile never wavered. The butterscotch clicked against his teeth.

"Fair enough," he said finally. "Can't blame a man for knowing what he wants. But the offer stands, Thomas. Whenever you're ready. No expiration date."

He reached into his pocket and produced a business card and handed it to me. Heavy cardstock, embossed lettering.

"My number's on there. Call anytime. Day or night."

I nodded, noncommittal. It seemed strange that he would give up so easily. It made me deeply uneasy.

We shook hands again. Same firm grip, same practiced warmth.

"Welcome to the neighborhood," Harlan said. "I hope we'll be good neighbors."

"I'm sure we will."

He walked back to the Land Rover and climbed in. The engine started with a purr that seemed too quiet for something that size. He raised a hand in farewell as he turned down the drive, still smiling.

I watched until the vehicle disappeared into the trees. Stood there a while longer after that, turning the business card over in my fingers.

Twenty years of sitting across deposition tables. Twenty years of reading faces and voices and the spaces between words. Twenty years of knowing when someone was lying, even when I couldn't prove it yet.

Harlan Foster's smile had never reached his eyes. Not once. The warmth, the stories, the reasonable offer-- all of it had been a performance. A good performance, a practiced performance... but a performance nonetheless.

I pocketed the card and went inside.

The cabin felt different now. More solid. I'd spent the past weeks turning it from a shell into something approaching a home.

The kitchen table sat by the window where the morning light was best. Four chairs around it, old but sturdy. A bed in the bedroom with a real mattress instead of the cot and sleeping bag I'd been using. A nightstand beside it, dark oak with brass handles.

And the leather chair by the wood stove.

Dorothy had insisted on that one. She was a sweet woman in her seventies, clearing space in her Port Chasten home after her husband passed. She'd been selling the kitchen table. When I mentioned where I was living, her face lit up.

"The James cabin? Oh, Mark was such a dear man. And that property is just beautiful. My husband and I used to drive out that way sometimes, just to look at the views."

She'd led me through her house to a back room filled with furniture covered in sheets.

"These belonged to my mother-in-law. My husband always meant to donate them, but just couldn't make himself do it. The nightstand is rosewood. Eighteen-nineties, I think. And the chair..."

She pulled back the sheet to reveal a massive leather armchair. Burgundy leather worn soft with age, brass studs along the arms, a chair that would have served in a gentleman's study.

"It's beautiful," I'd said.

"It's yours. Fifty dollars for both pieces. I won't take a penny more."

I'd tried to argue. The chair alone was worth a couple thousand, maybe more. But Dorothy had that stubbornness that certain older women possess, and I'd learned long ago not to fight it.

Now the chair sat beside the wood stove like it had always been there. Like it had been waiting for me.

But furniture wasn't what I needed at the moment.

I went to the second bedroom, the one I'd been using for storage. Cardboard boxes lined the walls, most of them still unpacked. I'd gotten them out of storage on a trip to Seattle. Books. Clothes. The remains of a life I was trying to rebuild from.

The property documents were in a banker's box near the window. I pulled it out and carried it to the kitchen table.

I'd looked at these papers before. When I first bought the place, I'd gone through them the way any buyer does. Checking that everything matched, making sure I knew what I was getting. The real estate attorney, a young woman named Patterson who worked out of an office in Sequim, had flagged a few things during the closing.

"Some irregularities in the boundaries," she'd said. "Nothing that affects the title. Just some old survey notations that don't quite line up with the current records. Probably clerical errors from fifty years ago. I see it all the time with rural properties."

I'd accepted that explanation. I hadn't pushed. I was too eager to close, too ready to start the next chapter of my life.

Now I spread the documents across the kitchen table and read them differently.

The survey dated from 1973. Standard form for the era. Metes and bounds description of the property lines. Bearing and distance notations. Reference to a monument at the northeast corner, a concrete post set by the county surveyor.

I traced the boundary with my finger. North along the treeline. East to the creek. South following the water. West back to the starting point.

Then I found it.

A notation in the margin. Handwritten. Faded but legible.

Boundary adjusted per recorded easement, Book 47, Page 312.

I pulled out the deed and compared the two documents. The legal description in the deed didn't match the survey. The northeast corner was different. Twenty feet different.

Twenty feet didn't sound like much. But twenty feet over the length of a property line could mean half an acre. Maybe more.

I found the title insurance policy and flipped to the exceptions schedule. There it was, buried in the boilerplate.

Easement recorded in Book 47, Page 312, in favor of Foster Family Trust.

Foster.

I sat back in the chair. Stared at the documents spread across the table.

Claire had refused to sell to Harlan Foster. Harlan said she held a grudge. A misunderstanding.

Maybe. Maybe not.

I pulled out my phone and photographed the boundary notation. Then the deed discrepancy. Then the title exception. Set each document aside as I finished with it.

I didn't know yet what any of it meant. Easements were common in rural areas. Access rights. Utility corridors. Water sharing agreements. My own driveway was an easement through Claire's acreage. There could be a perfectly innocent explanation.

But Harlan Foster had stood in my clearing and told me stories about hunting this land with Mark James. About sitting on the porch and drinking whiskey. About loving this place like it was his own.

And then he offered to buy it from me. Offered more than I paid. Said the offer would stand forever.

People didn't do that without reasons. Good reasons or bad ones, but reasons.

I gathered the documents and put them back in the box. Then I went back outside and picked up the splitting maul.

The woodshed wouldn't repair itself. The drainage problems Harlan mentioned were probably real. The siding, the well pump, the septic system, all of it was waiting for me.

But now I had something else waiting, too. Questions that needed answering.

What exactly had Harlan Foster done to make Claire James sell her father's cabin to a stranger rather than let it fall into his hands?

I swung the maul and split a round of alder in two. The crack echoed off the trees.

I'd find out. One way or another.


Chapter 12



The James Farm looked different on a Saturday morning. Quieter somehow. The chickens scratched in their run near the barn and a thin ribbon of smoke rose from the farmhouse chimney.

I walked out from the treeline and headed for the house.

Claire came out of the barn, my footsteps alerting her. She wore canvas work pants and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her red hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she had a smudge of something dark on her cheek. Grease maybe, or dirt.

She stopped when she saw me, surprised. She gathered herself, wiping her hands on her pants.

"Thomas."

"Hello, Claire. You said you could use help around the place. I figured Saturday was as good a day as any."

"I did say that." She looked at the tool belt in my hands. "Didn't expect you to actually show up."

"Well, I'm here."

She studied me for another moment. Then she nodded toward the far side of the property, where a split-rail fence ran along the treeline.

"Fence needs work. Posts are rotting out. I've got the replacement posts and rails already cut, but I haven't had time to set them. You know fence work?"

"I know fence work."

"Tools are in the shed. Posthole digger, tamping bar, hammer and nails. Whatever you need. I'll be working on the tractor if you have questions."

She turned and walked back toward the barn without waiting for an answer. Her manner was professional, slightly distant, the same manner she had when she first met me at the cabin.

I found the tools where she said they'd be. Good quality stuff, well-maintained. The posthole digger had clean blades and the tamping bar was rust-free. My respect for Claire went up. I appreciated people who took care of their tools.

The fence ran east behind the barn. I could see which posts needed replacing. They leaned at angles, rotting at the base where they met the soil just like Claire had said. I counted eight that needed to come out.

I started at the far end, working my way back toward the barn. Dig out the old post. Widen the hole. Set the new one. Tamp the dirt tight. Check the alignment. Move to the next.

The work felt good. Like my work on the cabin, this was honest labor that left marks on your hands and showed results you could measure.

I'd been at it for maybe an hour when I noticed the boy.

DJ stood at the edge of the barn. He wasn't hiding exactly, just watching. Staying at the edge of things where he could disappear if he needed to.

I didn't acknowledge him, didn't wave or call out or make any kind of invitation. I just kept working.

Another post came out. I set the new one in the hole and started tamping. The boy drifted closer. Twenty feet now. Then fifteen.

I checked the post with my level. Adjusted it slightly. Tamped again.

"What's that do?"

His voice was quiet, testing. I held up the level without looking at him directly.

"This tells me if the post is straight up and down. See the bubble in the middle? When it's centered between the lines, the post is plumb."

He didn't answer, but he didn't leave either.

I moved to the next post. Dug it out. Set the replacement. Started tamping.

"Can I see?"

I handed him the level. "Put it flat against the post. Tell me what the bubble says."

He approached the post I'd just set and pressed the level against the wood with both hands. DJ studied the bubble with the focus that eight-year-olds usually reserve for video games.

"It's a little to the left."

"That means the post is leaning. Which way?"

He thought about it. "Away from where the bubble went?"

"That's right. So I need to adjust it." I loosened the dirt on one side and tamped the other. "Check it again."

He pressed the level to the post. The bubble floated to center.

"It's good now."

"Then we move to the next one."

I worked ahead, setting posts. DJ followed behind, checking each one with the level. He didn't say much. Neither did I. But there was a rhythm to it, a working partnership that didn't need much talking.

Somewhere around the fourth post, I caught movement from the corner of my eye. Claire had come out of the barn. She stood by with a wrench in her hand, watching us. Her face was unreadable from this distance.

She didn't call out, didn't interrupt. Just watched for a long moment. Then she turned back to her work.

We finished the fence by late afternoon. Eight new posts, all plumb, all solid. DJ had checked every single one, some of them twice. He handed me nails as I hung the new rails. I let him swing the hammer a few times, showing him how to do it without hurting himself.

"Good work," I told him.

DJ soaked in the praise. He didn't smile exactly, but his posture straightened.

"Grandma Bessie made pot roast. Can you smell it?"

The smell hit me then, drifting from the farmhouse. Meat and onions and herbs.

"Mr. Harmon." Claire had appeared at the edge of the fence line. "My mother asked if you'd stay for dinner. She doesn't take no for an answer, and honestly, neither do I. You worked all day. The least we can do is feed you."

I looked at the farmhouse. At the smoke rising from the chimney. At DJ, who was trying very hard to look like he didn't care.

"I'd like that."

The kitchen was bright and airy. Bessie Anne had set the table with mismatched plates and cloth napkins that had seen better days but were clean and pressed. The pot roast sat in the center, surrounded by carrots and potatoes that had cooked in the drippings until they were soft and dark at the edges. A bowl of green beans glistened with butter. Fresh bread, still warm, on a cutting board with a knife beside it.

"Sit, sit." Bessie Anne waved me toward a chair. "Claire, get the man something to drink. We've got water, milk, and iced tea, of course."

"Iced tea would be wonderful, ma'am."

"None of that, Tomás. Bessie. Or Bessie Anne. Ma'am makes me feel like I should be in a nursing home."

She smiled, and I could see where Claire got her warmth. It was there in Bessie Anne, right at the surface. In Claire it ran deeper, protected by harder layers. Raising a child by yourself was no easy thing, even with your parents to help you.

We sat. Bessie Anne said grace. Short and simple, thanking God for the food and the hands that prepared it and the company to share it with. Then she started passing dishes and the meal began.

I hadn't eaten like this in months, years maybe. Sybil had stopped cooking real dinners somewhere around year fifteen of our marriage, and I was never much in the kitchen. We'd become a household of takeout containers and microwave meals eaten at different times in different rooms. The slow fade of a marriage was often measured in the death of shared meals.

The pot roast fell apart on my fork. The potatoes were creamy inside and crisp at the edges. The green beans had bacon in them, just a little, just enough.

"This is wonderful," I said. "Thank you."

"Family recipe." Bessie Anne beamed. "My mother taught me. I taught Claire. Someday Claire will teach someone else."

She glanced at her daughter with an expression that carried about five different meanings. Claire ignored it.

"DJ, don't talk with your mouth full," Claire said.

DJ swallowed. "I wasn't gonna."

"You were thinking about it."

"Thinking's not doing."

Claire's mouth twitched, almost a smile. "Eat your vegetables."

The conversation drifted leisurely to the weather and the tea harvest coming up, and whether the chickens were laying enough to justify keeping all of them through winter.

Then DJ looked at me.

"Do you like baseball?"

"I do. Mariners fan since I was a kid."

His eyes lit up. "Did you hear about Marcus Chen? He's the new pitcher. Came up from the minors last month. He threw a shutout against the Athletics. His fastball topped out at ninety-eight."

"I heard something about that. Kid's got an arm."

"His slider's even better. The announcers said it moves like it's on a string. Batters can't touch it."

Claire watched her son with surprise, like she hadn't heard him talk this much in a while.

"Grandpa Mark took me to a game once," DJ continued. "Mariners were playing the Blue Jays. The whole stadium was full of Canadians. They were everywhere. Every time Toronto got a hit, they'd all cheer. It was so loud."

"Toronto's got good fans," I said. "They travel well, especially with the border so close."

"Yeah, but we were louder." DJ grinned. "Every time the Mariners scored, I cheered extra loud. Grandpa said I was gonna lose my voice, but I didn't care. We had to show them this was our house."

"Did we win?"

"Five to three. Grandpa bought me a hot dog and a mini-bat. I still have the mini-bat." The grin faded a little. "It's in my room."

Bessie Anne reached over and squeezed his hand, quick and gentle. Then she went back to her green beans like nothing had happened.

"I've been to a few games in Seattle," I said. "Usually had to go by myself. My wife didn't like sports."

"She didn't like baseball?" DJ looked at me like I'd told him she didn't like oxygen.

"She didn't like any of it. Baseball, football, or basketball when we had a team. Nothing. Said it was a waste of time."

"That's crazy."

"DJ," Claire warned.

"It kind of was," I agreed. "Baseball's not a waste of time. It's important. It's history and math and strategy all mixed together. America's pastime."

DJ nodded vigorously. "Grandpa said the same thing."

"Your grandpa was a smart man." I put a piece of pot roast in my mouth and chewed thoughtfully. "I've been thinking about going to another game sometime. Haven't been in years. Mariners are doing good this year. Might finally be their season."

DJ was trying very hard to look casual. He wasn't succeeding.

"You'd be welcome to come along," I told him. "If your mother says it's okay."

The hope that bloomed on his face was almost painful to see. He turned to Claire so fast that he nearly knocked over his water glass.

"Can I? Mom, can I?"

Claire looked at me. Mixed emotions passed over her face, gratitude and wariness in equal measure.

"We'll see," she said. "If Mr. Harmon actually goes, and if it's a good time, we'll talk about it."

"That means yes," DJ told me confidentially. "When she says we'll see, it usually means yes."

"DJ." But Claire was fighting a smile. "Finish your dinner."

After the meal, I helped clear the table despite Bessie Anne's protests. She finally shooed me toward the door.

"You worked all day, Tomás. That's plenty. Go on now, or I'll put you to work washing dishes too."

"Thank you for dinner, Bessie Anne. Best meal I've had in longer than I want to admit."

She patted my arm. "You're welcome back anytime."

I found Claire by the door, pulling on a light jacket.

"I'll walk you out."

We stepped onto the porch. The evening was cool but not cold, one of those Peninsula evenings that reminded you summer was finally coming. The sky was purple at the edges, stars just starting to show.

"About the fence. I'll get you cash for the work before the end of the week."

"I don't need payment."

"You worked all day."

"And you fed me. Best pot roast I've had in years. Call it even."

She shook her head. "That's not how this works."

"It's how it works for me." I stepped off the porch, then turned back. "There's something I wanted to ask you. About your tea hedges. I noticed you prune them different from what I've seen in pictures. Some kind of technique I don't recognize."

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she came down the steps.

"The hedges are this way."

We walked in silence past the barn, past the vegetable garden, to where the tea rows began. The plants were dark shapes in the fading light, neat lines running toward the tree line.

"What did you want to know?"

"Honestly?" I stopped walking. "Nothing about the tea. I just wanted to talk to you alone."

She went still. In the dim light, I could see color rising in her cheeks. Her posture shifted, becoming guarded in a way that wasn't entirely unwelcoming.

"What... what did you want to discuss?"

"I had a visitor a few days ago. Harlan Foster."

The change in her was immediate. The flush left her face. Her jaw tightened.

"Oh? What did you think of him?"

"He was friendly. Charming. Offered me butterscotch candy and told stories about hunting my land with your father." I paused. "I didn't trust a word of it."

Claire nodded slowly. "You've got good judgment."

"What should I know about him?"

She looked out at the tea rows. The silence stretched. When she finally spoke, her voice was flat.

"Harlan Foster was my father's best friend for thirty years. At least, that's what my father thought. They hunted together. Fished together. Harlan came to Sunday dinners. He was there when I was born, there when I got married, there when my father died." She paused. "But I found out he wasn't a friend. Not really. He wore a false face the whole time. He's not to be trusted."

I waited. She didn't continue.

She didn't really need to. I'd suspected something like this since Harlan stood in my clearing and offered to buy my land. The details didn't matter as much as the shape of the thing.

"Thank you for the warning."

"You'd do well to steer clear of him." She turned back toward the house. "I'll get you that cash for the fence work."

"I told you. The meal was payment enough."

"Thomas."

"I mean it." I allowed myself a smile. "I've missed this. Sharing a meal with people. Real people, not just the TV for company. Your family's good people. Your mother, DJ. You. This was the best meal I've had since I moved here."

She didn't say anything, but something in her eyes softened.

"You're welcome at my table anytime."

"I'm grateful."

I held out my hand. She took it. Her grip was firm, calloused from work. Neither of us let go right away.

In the failing light, I could see how beautiful she was. Not in the way magazines meant it. Beautiful like something that had endured hard seasons and come through stronger.

I wanted to say something, but didn't know what.

"Goodnight, Claire."

"Goodnight... Tomás."

We shared a laugh at Bessie's nickname for me, both of us enjoying the moment, both of us lingering together.

I finally turned and walked back through the farmyard, past the barn. The path along the property line was dark, but I knew it well enough by now. My feet found the familiar route without much help from my eyes.

Behind me, padding through the grass, I heard Wendell following. It felt good to have the golden retriever walking with me.

Wendell stopped at the edge of the James Farm land. I could hear him there in the darkness, the soft sound of his breathing, the gentle thump of his tail against the ground.

"Go home, boy."

He didn't follow any further. Just stood there at the invisible boundary and watched me go.

The cabin lights guided me home. I sat in the chair by the window. I had my laptop, but I didn't open it.

In the dusk, through the trees, if I looked carefully, I could barely make out the faint glow of the farmhouse lights.

I sat there for a long time, watching them.


Chapter 13



The days blurred together in a rhythm I was enjoying. Wake with the sun. Coffee on the porch. Work on the cabin and my case files until the light faded. Sleep hard and dreamless.

The roof was finally finished. Not perfect, but solid. I'd replaced the damaged shingles, reinforced the flashing around the chimney, and sealed every seam I could find.

It would hold through the winter rains. Come next spring, I'd give it another look, maybe replace a few more sections that were showing their age. But for now, it was one thing I could stop worrying about.

The siding was next, but I'd have to wait for hardware store to fill my order. Which meant it was time to deal with the inside.

I'd been avoiding the second bedroom. The door stayed closed, and I pretended there wasn't a problem behind it. But pretending doesn't fix rot, and rot doesn't fix itself.

The room was small, maybe 3/4 the size of my bedroom. A single window on the exterior wall, dirty glass letting in gray morning light. The floor was old fir planking, wide boards that had probably been beautiful once. Now they buckled and warped near the wall, the wood darker there, the grain raised in a way that told me everything I needed to know.

I got down on my knees and pressed my thumb into the nearest board. It sank in. Soft. Punky. The kind of give that means the wood has stopped being reliable flooring.

I pulled up the first board with my pry bar. The nail heads were rusty, the wood splitting around them. Underneath, the subfloor was worse with dark stains spreading from the exterior wall inward like fingers reaching into the room. I could smell it now, that musty, organic smell of decay.

I kept pulling boards. Methodical, one after another. Stacking them against the far wall. Each one revealed more of the damage.

The joists were compromised in two places. Not gone, not yet, but soft along the top edge where the moisture had pooled. I probed with my screwdriver and found solid wood about an inch down. That was good. It meant I could sister new lumber alongside the old instead of replacing the whole thing.

But it was still more work than I'd hoped for.

I sat back on my heels and looked at what I'd uncovered. The sill plate was the source. Where the wall met the foundation, water had been getting in. Maybe for years. Claire's father either hadn't noticed or hadn't been able to fix it. Regardless, it was my problem now.

I photographed everything. Close-ups of the damaged joists. Wide shots showing the extent of the rot. The sill junction where moisture had entered.

I'd learned to document problems before I fixed them. Partly for my own records, partly because sometimes you need to remember how bad things were to appreciate how far you've come.

Then I made my list. Two-by-tens for sistering. Tongue and groove fir to match the existing floor. Construction adhesive. Galvanized nails. Polyurethane sealant for the exterior. New flashing for the sill plate.

A week's work, minimum. Probably more.

I looked at the mess I'd made and decided I'd earned some lunch.
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Charley's was quiet when I walked in. The lunch rush hadn't started yet. Just a few regulars at the counter, coffee cups steaming, newspapers spread out in front of them.

Stella looked up from wiping down the counter. "Thomas. Sit anywhere you like."

I took my usual booth by the window. Stella brought coffee without being asked.

"Thanks, Stella."

I was halfway through my first cup when the door opened and Aimee walked in. She was wearing jeans and a blue sweater that made her eyes look even brighter. Her hair was down today, brown waves brushing her shoulders.

"Well, look who it is." She slid into the booth across from me. "The mysterious mountain man, come down from his cabin."

"Nothing mysterious about me."

"That's what all the mysterious ones say." She flagged down Stella for coffee.

"Who's covering at the grocery?"

"Zack. He needs the hours, poor kid. So, how's the hermit life treating you?"

"Keeping me busy. Finally got the roof finished."

"That's good. Rainy season's coming." She wrapped her hands around the mug Stella had brought her. "What's next on the list?"

"Found some rot in the second bedroom. Floorboards are shot. Water's been getting in at the sill for who knows how long."

Aimee winced. "How bad?"

"Bad enough. Had to pull up half the floor this morning. Two joists need sistering, subfloor needs replacing, then new decking on top of that."

"That sounds like a lot of work."

"Week at least. Maybe more if I find more damage once I start digging." I shrugged. "Always the way with old houses. You fix one thing, you find two more things that need fixing."

"My ex-husband used to say that. Of course, he never actually fixed anything. Just pointed at problems and complained about them." She smiled. "You actually do the work. That's different."

"I just prefer doing what I can when I can."

"Ain't that the truth?" She sipped her coffee. "So what's the plan for today?"

"Lunch here, then drive up to Forks for lumber. There's a yard up there that should have everything I need."

"Long drive."

"Hour each way. But they've got better prices than anything around here, and I need a lot of material."

Aimee nodded. Then she leaned forward slightly, her voice dropping.

"Hey, something happened the other day. Thought you might want to know."

"What's that?"

"Harlan Foster was asking about you at the store."

I felt my jaw tighten. "Was he?"

"He wanted to know if you'd been buying supplies. What kind. How much. Whether you seemed like you were fixing the place up or just camping out until you gave up and sold."

"What did you tell him?"

"Told him I didn't keep track of what my customers bought, and even if I did, it wouldn't be any of his business." She smiled. "He didn't like that much."

"I bet he didn't."

Aimee studied me over the rim of her cup.

"So? You going to tell me what happened?" she asked. "I know he came to see you."

"How do you know that?"

"Thomas, please. It's Port Chasten. Everybody knows everything. Harlan Foster drives his fancy Range Rover up to the new guy's cabin, people notice." She set down her coffee. "Come on. Spill."

I told her the whole thing. Harlan showing up unannounced, the butterscotch candy, the stories about hunting with Mark James. The offer to buy my land. The way his eyes went cold when I turned him down.

Aimee listened without interrupting. When I finished, she let out a low whistle.

"One hundred thousand over what you paid? That's a lot of money."

"It is."

"And you said no."

"I did."

She looked at me for a long moment.

"Most people would have taken that deal, Thomas. Even if they didn't want to sell. One hundred thousand dollars is one hundred thousand dollars."

"It's not about the money."

"Then what's it about?"

I thought about how to answer. The words came slowly.

"I spent twenty-two years doing what other people wanted me to do. Living the life my wife wanted. Working the job her father gave me. Being the man everyone expected me to be."

I looked out the window at the narrow street, the old buildings, the mountains rising in the distance.

"Other people made choices for me, but I can't blame them for all my failings. I'm a grown-ass man and I should have taken more responsibility for my life. I know that now. I can't run from the past, but I can make my future. That cabin is the start of it. I bought that land because I wanted a place that was mine. Because I chose it. Because for the first time in my life, I'm building something that belongs to me."

I turned back to Aimee.

"Harlan Foster can offer me whatever he wants. That land isn't for sale. Not to him. Not to anyone."

Aimee was quiet for a moment. Then she shifted under the table and ran her foot along my calf.

"That might be the sexiest thing you've ever said to me. I'm soaked."

I laughed. "Standing up to a rich old man is sexy now?"

"Standing up for yourself is always sexy." She traced her toe up to my knee. "You know what else is sexy?"

"What's that?"

"A man who knows what he wants and isn't afraid to go after it." Her foot traveled higher. "Speaking of which, you said you're going to Forks after this."

"That's the plan."

"How flexible is that plan?"

"Depends on what you're offering."

She smiled that warm, wicked smile I'd come to know.

"I'm offering a tumble at my place before you make that long drive. If you've got time."

"Aimee." I leaned forward, matching her tone. "I always have time for you."

"Good answer." She pulled some bills from her pocket and slapped them on the table. "Coffee's on me."

"I can pay for coffee."

"You can pay me back in bed." She was already sliding out of the booth. "Come on, mountain man. Daylight's burning."

I followed her toward the door. Stella watched us go, her expression knowing.

"You two have an enjoyable afternoon," she called out.

Aimee waved without looking back.

"Always do, Stella. Always do."
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Aimee's place was a small house on a side street, three blocks from the main drag. White siding, blue shutters, a porch that needed painting. She'd lived there since her divorce, she told me. It was small, but it was hers.

We barely made it through the front door.

She kissed me hard, her hands already working at my belt. I kicked the door shut behind us and walked her backward toward the bedroom, our mouths still locked together.

"Missed this," she murmured against my lips.

"It's been four days since last time."

"Four long days."

We fell onto her bed, a tangle of limbs and half-removed clothing. I pulled her sweater over her head. She arched her back so I could unhook her bra. Her breasts spilled free, full and heavy, the nipples already hard.

I took one in my mouth and she gasped, her fingers threading through my hair. She'd taught me what she liked those first times together. Soft at first, then harder. Teeth grazing but not biting. I worked her the way she'd shown me and felt her body respond, her hips rolling against mine.

"God, you're good at that."

I switched to the other breast, giving it the same attention. Her hands fumbled with my jeans, shoving them down my hips. I kicked them off and helped her with hers. Then we were both naked, skin against skin, the heat building between us.

She wrapped her hand around my cock and stroked it. I groaned into her neck.

"You're already so hard."

"You do that to me."

She guided me to her entrance. I pushed inside slowly, feeling her stretch around me, hot and slick. Raw, no barrier between us, just skin on skin, the way we both preferred it.

"Yes," she breathed. "Right there."

I moved slow at first, long, deep strokes that made her moan. We'd learned each other's rhythms over the past weeks. I knew she liked it slow and deep in her pussy. Knew she liked it when I angled my hips just so, hitting that spot inside her that made her gasp. Knew she liked to feel my weight on top of her, pinning her to the mattress.

She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper. Her nails raked down my back. The sting just added to the pleasure.

"Harder."

I gave her what she wanted. Faster now, the bed frame creaking with each thrust. She met me stroke for stroke, her hips rising to take me, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

"Don't stop, Thomas. Don't you fucking stop!"

I wasn't planning to. I felt her pussy tighten around me, felt that familiar flutter that meant she was close. I reached between us and found her clit, rubbing in tight circles the way she'd shown me.

She came with a cry, her body clenching around me. I kept moving through it, drawing out her pleasure, feeling her pulse and squeeze. Then my own release hit, that white-hot wave crashing through me. I buried myself deep and let go, pumping my cum inside her.

We lay there afterward, breathing hard, still tangled together. I stayed inside her as long as I could, feeling her warmth, the slow pulse of her around me.

Finally I rolled onto my back, pulling her with me. She nestled against my chest, her hair spread across my shoulder.

"That was nice," she said.

"Nice is an understatement."

She laughed, that low, throaty sound I liked.

"Fine. That was incredible. You always make me cum so hard."

"I aim to please."

"You do." She traced a finger across my chest. "I love fucking you raw. It's so warm when you fill me up."

"Same. There's nothing like it."

She was quiet for a moment. Her finger kept tracing my skin. I could feel something change in her, a tension creeping into her muscles.

"Thomas? There's something I need to tell you."

"What's that?"

She propped herself up on one elbow so she could look at me. Her expression was gentle but serious.

"This is the last time we're going to do this."

The words landed like a punch. I blinked, trying to process them.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean this. Us. The tumbles." She smiled, but it was sad around the edges. "It's over. After today."

I sat up, suddenly cold despite the warmth of the room.

"Did I do something wrong?"

"God, no." She laughed, touching my face. "Thomas, you're a good lover. A really good lover. You make me cum every time, which is more than I can say for my ex-husband. That man could fumble around for twenty minutes and not find a clit with a map and a flashlight."

"Then why?"

She sat up too, pulling the sheet around herself. Not out of modesty, more like armor.

"You remember I told you about Danny? My boyfriend from high school?"

I searched my memory. "You mentioned him once. First love, something like that."

"That's him. Danny Marsh. We dated for two years back then. I thought I was going to marry him." She smiled at the memory. "But he left for college in Oregon and I stayed here, and we just... drifted apart. He married someone else. I married someone else. Life moved on."

"Okay. So?"

"Well." She took a breath. "Danny's back. His marriage ended last year, and he moved back to Port Chasten a few weeks ago. We've been talking. Reconnecting." She met my eyes. "I want to see where it goes."

I nodded slowly. The disappointment was there, sharp and immediate. But underneath it, something else. Understanding, maybe even happiness for her.

"And that means no more tumbles with me?"

"That's what that means, yeah." She reached for my hand. "I like you, Thomas. I really do. You've been good for me these past two months. But Danny and I have history. Real history. And I need to give that a fair shot."

"I get it." I squeezed her hand. "I always knew you were just using me for sex anyway."

She burst out laughing. "Damn right I was. At my age, you don't pass up good dick when you find it."

"I'm flattered to be classified as good dick."

"The best dick I've had in years." She grinned. "I'll miss it. I really will."

I pulled her close and kissed her forehead. "I hope it works out for you, Aimee. You and Danny. I really do."

"Thank you."

"But if it doesn't work out..."

She laughed again and kissed me, soft and sweet.

"If it doesn't work out, you'll be the first to know."
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I drove to Forks with the windows down, the warm air washing over me. The roads wound through old-growth forest, massive trees crowding close on either side.

I thought about Aimee. About Danny Marsh, whoever he was. About second chances and first loves and the way life has of circling back on itself.

I wasn't heartbroken. That surprised me a little. Disappointed, yes. Aimee was good company and great in bed, and I'd miss both. But we'd both known what this was. Two adults enjoying each other.

Now it was over. That was fine. That was how it should be.

The lumberyard in Forks had everything I needed. Two-by-tens for sistering. Tongue and groove fir that was close enough to match. All the hardware and sealant and finishing supplies on my list.

I loaded up the truck, paid up, and headed home.


Chapter 14



The sun had already dropped behind the mountains by the time I turned onto my drive. The truck's headlights cut through the gathering dusk, catching the shapes of trees and brush as I bounced along the rutted dirt road.

Then I saw it. A white Toyota RAV4, older model, probably mid-2000s.

It was pulled well off the lane into a small clearing, tucked back against the treeline where it wouldn't be obvious to anyone just passing by. Positioned by someone who knew how to be unobtrusive, someone who needed somewhere to be but didn't want to be noticed being there.

I pulled my truck past and parked. I sat there for a moment, watching the RAV4 in my rearview mirror. No movement. No lights. Just a dark shape against darker trees.

I'd noticed tracks before and wondered who made them. Could be someone turning around, or it could be someone lost. Could be trouble.

Only one way to find out.

I got and walked back down the drive, my boots crunching on gravel. The evening air was cool and damp, carrying the smell of fir and the hint of rain. I approached the driver's side window slowly, not wanting to startle whoever was inside.

In the dim light, I could barely make out a small figure. I knocked gently on the glass.

The woman inside woke with the controlled alertness of someone who had learned to sleep lightly. No flailing, no confusion, just eyes snapping open, body going still while her mind caught up.

She turned on the overhead light. I saw she was young, maybe in her mid-twenties. Asian, with shoulder-length black hair that was mussed from sleep. Light brown eyes that assessed me quickly through the window.

I watched her measure me. Watched her take in my height, my build, my hands held loose at my sides, my face. Watched her decide, in approximately three seconds, that I was not a threat.

She rolled down the window halfway.

"Hey." Her voice was a little rough from sleep but steady. "Sorry. I didn't think anyone lived up here. I'll move."

"You don't have to."

She blinked. "What?"

"You're welcome to park here if you need to."

She studied me again, more carefully this time. Looking for the catch, the angle. The price.

"Why would you let a stranger park on your driveway?"

"Why wouldn't I?"

"Because people don't do that. Not for free."

I shrugged. "Seems like you needed somewhere to be for the night. I've got more space than I know what to do with. Doesn't cost me anything to let you stay."

She was quiet for a long moment. I could see her thinking it through, weighing options, calculating risks.

"I can pay you something," she said finally. "For the spot."

"You don't have to."

"I want to. I paid by the night at the campground down the road. It was a good place to stay until those tweakers showed up and turned it into a goddamn circus. That's why I had to leave and find someplace else."

"Tweakers ruin everything," I agreed. "Sorry you had to deal with that."

"Yeah, for real. So, uh... Ten bucks a night, maybe? I know that's not much, but..."

"Ten's fine."

"Really?"

"Really."

She reached for her wallet, pulled out a crumpled bill and handed it through the window.

I took it. I folded it and put it in my pocket. No performance of generosity, no insistence that she keep her money. She wanted to pay, so I let her pay. Owing nothing to a stranger feels safer than owing something. I understood that.

"I'm Thomas," I said.

"Grace."

"Nice to meet you, Grace. You need anything, I'm in the cabin up the hill."

"Okay." She hesitated. "Thank you. For real."

"Sure. Get some rest."

I walked back to my truck, leaving her there in her car.

I drove to the cabin, happy to be home. The lumber could wait until morning. Tomorrow I'd unload it and start work on the floor. But tonight I was tired from the drive and hungry and ready to be inside my own walls.

The cabin was cold. I reminded myself to schedule the wood stove inspection, then pulled out a pan and a can of baked beans. I sliced up a couple of hot dogs and diced half an onion. Simple food for a simple night.

While the beans bubbled and the onions softened, I found myself thinking about Grace. About the way she'd woken up, alert and controlled, about the way she'd measured me before deciding I wasn't dangerous. Those weren't skills you learned in a comfortable life. Those were skills you learned when comfort wasn't something you could count on.

I wondered if I should take some food out to her. A bowl of beans, maybe? Something hot.

But no, that felt wrong. She'd been careful to establish the transaction, to make this an exchange rather than a favor. Showing up at her car with food would muddy that. It would make her wonder what I wanted in return. It would make her feel obligated when she'd worked hard not to be.

Better to leave her alone. Let her have her space and her privacy and her ten dollars' worth of parking spot.

At least I know who's been parking there.

I stirred the beans, adding a little hot sauce. I wondered idly what Grace would do if she needed to use the bathroom. There was nothing but woods out there. She'd figure it out, I supposed. People always did.

The knock at the door made me jump.

I set down my spoon and wiped my hands on a dish towel. I walked to the door, thinking it might be Grace. Maybe she needed something after all? Maybe she'd changed her mind about staying?

I opened the door.

Scout stood on my porch, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders for once instead of pulled back in its usual ponytail. She wore her usual denim shirt and canvas pants, the ones patched and mended so many times. The Smith and Wesson rode on her hip in its deerskin holster.

"Thomas." She glanced past me into the cabin, then back at my face. "There's a stranger parked on your property."

"I know."

"You know?"

"I talked to her. Her name's Grace. She needed somewhere to park for the night, so I said she could stay."

Scout frowned. "You don't know anything about her."

"I know she's tired and she needed a place to sleep. That's enough."

"My father would say that's naive."

"Your father would probably be right." I stepped back from the door. "You want to come in? I've got beans on the stove."

She hesitated, then shook her head.

"I ate earlier. Venison stew. There was a buck that got itself tangled in old fence wire down by Miller Creek. Father had to put him down, so we've been eating well this week."

"That's good."

She stood there on my porch, not leaving but not coming in either. Her hands fidgeted with the hem of her shirt. I could feel something else in her, something she hadn't said yet.

"Is there anything else, Scout?"

She bit her lip. Looked away, then back at me. The directness she usually carried seemed to have deserted her for the moment.

"I was wondering," she said slowly. "If maybe I could watch Wuthering Heights again. If that's okay."

"Of course it's okay."

"I know I've already seen it twice. And I know you probably have better things to do than let me use your television. Repetition makes for an uneasy mind. But I've been thinking about it all week. About Cathy and Heathcliff. About the way the story works." She paused. "It's different, seeing it performed. Different from reading it on the page. I can hear their voices now when I read the words."

"That's the magic of film," I said. "Puts faces and voices to the people in your head."

"Yes. That's exactly it."

"Trailer's open. You know how to stream the movie?"

"I prefer you do it. Please. Also, your beans are about to overflow."

I rushed back to the stove and grabbed the pan off the heat and stirred it. The beans were fine, just starting to thicken the way I liked them.

"Crisis averted."

Scout almost smiled. "My father would say a man who can't mind his own cooking has no business minding anything else."

"Your father says a lot of things."

"He does. Most of them are true."

I led her out to the Airstream. Scout settled onto the bench, pulling her legs up beneath her. She looked smaller somehow in the confined space of the trailer. Younger, less like the capable woman who carried a revolver and quoted Thoreau. More like the girl who'd never been to school or kissed a boy or seen a movie until a few weeks ago.

I found Wuthering Heights in my queue and started it playing.

"Come get me when you're done," I said. "I'll be in the cabin."

"I will. Thomas?"

I turned back.

"Thank you." Her eyes were serious. "For letting me watch it again. For not making me explain why I want to."

"You don't have to explain anything to me, Scout."

"I know. That's why I respect you."

I left her there with Heathcliff and Cathy and the moors, and walked back to my cabin through the dark.

The beans were ready to eat. I ate them straight from the pot, something I'd always loved doing. I sat at my small table with my laptop open, searching YouTube for videos about floor repair. There were dozens. Men in flannel shirts and baseball caps explaining how to sister joists, how to match old tongue and groove, how to blend new wood with old so the patch didn't show.

I watched three of them while I ate. Took notes on a legal pad. The work seemed manageable. Time-consuming, but not beyond my skills.

I thought about Grace out there in her car. I wondered if she was warm enough. Wondered what had put her on the road, sleeping in campgrounds and strangers' driveways.

I thought about Scout in my trailer, watching a movie she'd already seen twice because something in it spoke to her. Something about love and wildness and a passion that destroys as much as it creates.

Then, almost against my will, I opened an incognito browser tab and typed in an address.

Sybil's social media came up first. Public, of course. My ex-wife had always believed her life was interesting enough that strangers should want to see it.

I clicked through to her profile.

My Wi-Fi signal was strong and the pictures loaded quickly.

Sybil at a restaurant.

Sybil at a wine bar.

Sybil at her favorite casino, holding a glass of champagne and smiling at the camera.

And in almost every photo, a man I didn't recognize. He had his arm around her in most of the shots.

I scrolled down to the captions.

"Finally found the love of my life," Sybil had written under a picture of the two of them at sunset, some beach I didn't recognize. "This amazing man is helping me get past my trauma and learn to trust again. So grateful for second chances."

I stared at the words for a long time.

The love of her life. Past her trauma. Learn to trust again.

Twenty-two years of marriage, and I was trauma she needed to get past. Twenty-two years of trying, of compromising, of slowly losing myself in the machinery of her father's insurance firm, and I was something she needed to recover from.

I waited for the pain to come. Waited for the familiar twist in my chest, the anger and grief and resentment I'd felt when she first told me I wasn't the man she used to love.

But nothing came.

I looked at the picture again. At Sybil's smile, bright and practiced. At the man beside her, at the sunset behind them, orange and pink and perfect.

And I felt relief.

Not happiness. Not satisfaction. Just relief. Like setting down a weight I'd been carrying so long I'd forgotten it was there.

Sybil had moved on. She was happy, or at least performing happiness for her followers. And I was here, in a cabin with a rotted floor and a cold woodstove and twenty-two acres of forest and meadow that belonged to me.

We were both where we were supposed to be. I wished her the best. I hoped she was happy.

I closed the browser tab and went back to watching videos about floor repair.

The knock came a couple of hours later. Soft, hesitant.

"Come in, Scout."

The door opened. Scout stepped inside, her cheeks flushed.

"It's finished," she said.

"Did you enjoy it?"

"I cried again. At the end, when Heathcliff dies. Even though I knew it was coming." She shook her head. "I don't understand how that works. How a story can make you feel something even when you know exactly what's going to happen."

"That's the mark of a good story, I think. It doesn't matter if you know the ending. The journey still moves you."

"Yes." She considered this. "Yes, that's right."

I stood, stretching muscles that had stiffened from sitting.

"You're welcome to come watch films anytime you like, Scout. There's a whole library on that streaming service. Thousands of titles. Take your pick."

"Maybe... maybe I could watch Great Expectations?"

"I don't know what that is, but I'm sure it's available on the app."

"Thank you, Thomas. For everything."

She crossed to where I stood and rose on her toes to kiss my cheek. Her lips were soft and warm against my skin, there and gone in an instant.

Before I could respond, she was out the door and rushing away into the night, her footsteps fading quickly into the darkness.

I touched my cheek where she'd kissed me. Stood there for a moment in the open doorway, watching the shadows where she'd disappeared.

Then I closed the door and went to wash my dishes.
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The morning came gray and damp, clouds hanging low over the mountains. I made coffee and pulled on my jacket and got to work unloading the truck and preparing the lumber.

In the afternoon, I walked down the drive for the mail. The clearing where Grace had parked was empty.

I stopped at the edge, looking at the marks her RAV4 had left. Tire tracks in the soft earth. A flattened patch of grass where she'd been parked. A small circle of gravel where she must have turned around.

She was gone. Off to wherever she was going, or away from wherever she'd been.

I hoped she was okay.

The mailbox held nothing but a flyer for an insurance company and a postcard advertising the upcoming Port Chasten Salmon Days festival. I tucked them under my arm and walked back up the hill to get back to work.


Chapter 15



The floorboards I'd pulled up sat in a pile by the back wall, warped and dark with rot. I'd spent three days learning how to sister joists, watching videos until my eyes burned, then doing the work slowly, step by step. The new lumber smelled clean and sharp, fresh-cut pine that hadn't yet absorbed the damp and heat of the seasons.

I was on my knees fitting a board into place when the knock came.

"Thomas? It's Claire."

"Come in!" I called.

The door swung open and Claire stepped through, her red hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, a canvas jacket over her usual tank top. She carried a folder under one arm.

"Catching you at a bad time?"

"No worse than any other." I sat back on my heels, wiping sawdust from my hands. "Just trying to make this floor stop trying to kill me."

She looked around the cabin, taking in the changes since her last visit. Her eyes moved from the kitchen table and four chairs against the wall to the oversized leather armchair I'd positioned near the wood stove.

"You've been busy."

"Figured if I'm going to live here, I should be able to sit down somewhere other than the floor."

"Where'd you find the furniture? Not much selection in Port Chasten."

"Port Chasten is where I actually got it all. From a woman named Dorothy Jones. She had a flyer up in the bakery."

Claire's eyebrows rose. "Dorothy sold you her furniture?"

"Some of it. The kitchen set and the leather chair." I pushed myself to my feet, brushing off my knees. "She had a nightstand, too. Gave me all of it for one hundred dollars more than she was asking for just the table."

"Dorothy Jones gave you a deal."

"Is that unusual?"

"Dorothy Jones taught English at Port Chasten for forty-something years. She gave me a D for my essays. Twice." Claire walked to the leather chair and ran her hand along the arm, testing the leather. "She's got a sharp tongue and does not tolerate foolishness. She doesn't give deals. She gives assessments."

"She asked me a lot of questions."

"I bet she did. Like what?"

"What was I doing in Port Chasten. Why I bought this cabin. Whether I had family coming to join me." I shrugged. "I answered them."

"Honestly?"

"Seemed like the thing to do."

"That would have satisfied her. Dorothy can smell a phony from a mile away, but she respects a straight shooter." She looked at the chair again, then at the table. "This is good furniture. Old and solid, properly made. She must have liked you."

"She told me I had an honest face and bad posture."

"That sounds like Dorothy."

"Also that I should eat more vegetables and stop hunching over like a question mark."

"Definitely Dorothy," Claire laughed. "Do you have a bed?"

"That's the one thing I bought new."

"You're settling in," she nodded. "Really settling in, not just camping out until something better comes along."

"I figure nothing better is coming along. This is the something better."

"Good." She said it quietly, almost to herself. "Good. I'm glad to see the cabin used again. It sat empty too long after my father died. I kept meaning to do something with it, but there was always the farm and DJ and Mom and the debt and..." She shook her head. "It's good to see it lived in and cared for."

"It's starting to feel like home."

She looked at me for a long moment, then seemed to remember the folder under her arm.

"I came with paperwork. So this is both a social visit and a practical one."

"What kind of paperwork?"

"The kind I need a second opinion on." She set the folder on the kitchen table, but she didn't open it yet. "You said you worked in insurance. Claims, specifically."

"Twenty-two years of reading documents that people hoped I wouldn't read carefully."

"Then I need your eyes."

She pulled out a chair and sat, opening the folder. Inside were stacks of paper, some yellowed with age, others crisp and recent.

"I found something in my father's financial records. A discrepancy. Maybe. Or maybe I'm seeing patterns that aren't there because I want to see them."

I sat across from her. "What kind of discrepancy?"

"Well access fees." She pulled out a stack of receipts, each one dated and signed. "My father paid Harlan Foster annually for access to a well. Three thousand dollars a year, every year, for as long as I can remember. I kept paying after Dad died. Never questioned it."

"Why would you question it?"

"Exactly. I always assumed the well sat on Harlan's property. That's what my father told me. That's what Harlan told him." She spread the receipts across the table. "I never verified it. Never even thought to verify it. Harlan was my father's best friend. You don't fact-check your father's best friend, right?"

"I suppose. But now you're fact-checking?"

"Now I'm fact-checking everything." She met my eyes. "After your visit, after what you told me about Harlan coming to see you... I started looking at things I never looked at before."

"I see. Do you have the survey documents? The property boundaries?"

"In here." She pulled another stack from the folder. "Dad kept everything. Every piece of paper that ever crossed his desk. I used to think it was obsessive. Now I'm grateful."

I spread the documents across the table, both sets side by side. The survey maps were old, some of them hand-drawn, others professionally printed. The fee records were meticulous, each payment noted in Mark James's careful handwriting.

"Give me a few minutes."

Claire nodded and sat back in her chair, watching me work.

I started with the survey maps, tracing property lines with my finger. The James Farm boundary was clearly marked, a jagged line that followed natural features, ridgelines and creek beds and old-growth timber. Harlan Foster's property bordered it to the east, a larger parcel with straighter boundaries, the sort of lines that got drawn in offices rather than walked in the field.

The well was marked on both surveys. A small circle with a notation. I pulled up the county assessor's website on my laptop and found the official parcel maps. I compared them to the documents in front of me and cross-referenced the coordinates.

Half an hour passed. Claire didn't speak, didn't interrupt. She just watched, her green eyes following my hands as I moved papers, made notes, checked and rechecked.

Finally I looked up.

"As far as I can tell, the well is on James Farm land."

Claire didn't move.

"It has always been on James Farm land. The survey is clear. The county records confirm it."

I turned one of the maps so she could see it, tracing the boundary line with my finger.

"The well sits here," I pointed out. "The property line runs here. There's no ambiguity. No overlap. No easement that would give Harlan Foster any claim to it."

Still nothing. She sat perfectly still, her face unreadable.

"Claire... Harlan Foster has been collecting access fees from your father, and then from you, for water that was yours outright. For decades."

She took a breath. Let it out slowly. Her hands lay flat on the table, very still.

I gave her the time she needed. I didn't fill the silence with words, didn't try to soften what I'd just told her. Some things needed to sit in the open for a while before they could be absorbed.

After a long moment, I typed on my laptop again.

"There's something else you should see."

I found the photograph I'd taken that first week, the one of the boundary notation I'd found in my own documents. The handwritten addendum that had troubled me since I first saw it.

"This is from my property records. A notation about my eastern boundary, the one that borders your land. It references a county filing that doesn't exist. The handwriting is distinctive."

I turned the laptop on the table to face her. She looked at it for a long time.

"I don't have Harlan's handwriting to compare it to," I said. "But whoever wrote this knew what they were doing. They were creating a paper trail for something that never happened."

Claire stared at the photograph, biting her lip.

"The county has a rural tax abatement program," she said quietly. "For arboreal protection. If you maintain a certain percentage of forest cover on your land, you get a reduction in property taxes."

"I've heard of programs like that."

"Harlan qualified for it. My father didn't." She looked at the boundary notation again. "Because of where the property line fell. A few acres of difference, but it was enough. Harlan got the abatement. Dad paid full taxes."

"But if the boundary was falsified..."

"Then my father should have qualified and Harlan wouldn't. The James Farm has more than enough forest cover. Always has."

I sat back in my chair. "How long has that program been running?"

"About twenty years. Since it started."

"And the abatement is how much per year?"

"Varies with property values, but for land like ours? Around ten thousand dollars." She said it flatly, without emotion. "Sometimes more."

I did the math in my head. Twenty years. Ten thousand dollars a year, give or take. Plus three thousand dollars annually for well access that was never owed.

"Claire. That's over two hundred and sixty thousand dollars."

"I know."

She sat with it for a long time. I got up and made coffee in my French press, moving quietly around the kitchen, giving her space.

I poured two cups and set one in front of her. She wrapped her hands around it, but didn't drink.

I didn't tell her what to do with what we'd found. That wasn't my place. She was a grown woman who'd been carrying burdens heavier than most people could imagine. She didn't need me to tell her how to feel or what to think.

When she finally looked up, there was something in her face that hadn't been there before. Not anger, though I expected that would come. Something colder, more focused. It was the look of someone who'd been fighting blind and could suddenly see the opponent clearly.

"Thank you," she said. "You've cleared things up so much."

"I just read the documents."

"You did more than that." She gathered the papers, stacking them neatly, sliding them back into the folder. "You confirmed what I was afraid to believe. That's different."

"What are you going to do?"

"I don't know yet." She stood, tucking the folder under her arm. "Probably need to find a lawyer. Someone who handles property disputes. Fraud, maybe."

"That sounds right."

She moved toward the door, then stopped. She didn't turn around.

"My father trusted Harlan Foster completely. Trusted him for thirty years. Hunted with him. Ate dinner with him. Asked his advice on every major decision the farm ever made."

Her voice was steady, but there was a darkness underneath it, something old and deep.

"After Dad died, Harlan promised to look after us. He promised to help DJ and Bessie Anne with whatever they needed."

I didn't say anything. There was nothing to say.

"I never trusted Harlan, which is why I didn't sell him this land. Dad died thinking he had a friend, thinking he had someone in his corner." She put her hand on the door handle. "He died not knowing that his friend had been stealing from him for decades. That every handshake was a lie. That every meal at our table was paid for with money Harlan had taken from us."

She opened the door. The gray light of the afternoon spilled in, cold and damp.

"I don't know if that's mercy or cruelty. That he died not knowing."

Then she stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind her.

I stood in my kitchen for a long time after she left. The coffee went cold in my cup. The sawdust on the floor settled into the cracks between the boards I'd laid that morning.

I thought about Mark James, a man I'd never met, dying in his tea hedges. I thought about Claire, twenty-seven years old with a son and a mother and a farm and a mountain of debt that wasn't her father's fault. Carrying all of it alone. Fighting to keep her head above water while the man who should have been helping her was the one holding her under.

I thought about Harlan Foster, with his butterscotch candy and his amiable smile and his genuine belief that he'd been wronged. That the land should have been his. That whatever he'd taken was only what he deserved.

There's a special kind of evil in a man who can steal from his friend for decades and still feel like the victim. A man who can sit at your table and eat your food and shake your hand and never once feel the weight of what he's doing.

I picked up my coffee cup and poured the coffee down the sink. Rinsed the cup and set it on the rack to dry.

Then I went back to work on the floor.

The boards fit together cleanly, the way they were supposed to. I nailed them down one by one, methodical and steady. The work was simple and honest. You cut the wood, you fit it in place, you drove the nails true.

There was no deception in it. No hidden agendas. No thirty-year schemes dressed up as friendship.

Just wood and nails and the slow, patient work of building something that would last.


Chapter 16



The alarm on my phone went off at four-thirty. I was already awake, had been for twenty minutes, lying in the dark and listening to the rain tap against the cabin roof. It was light rain, a May misting, the kind that would burn off by mid-morning if the clouds broke.

I dressed in layers. Work pants, a long-sleeved shirt, the new canvas jacket I'd bought at the hardware store in Forks. Boots that had finally broken in properly after weeks of walking my land.

I made coffee in the dark, drank half a cup standing at the kitchen window, watching the sky lighten in the east.

Claire had mentioned the date two weeks ago. First Flush Harvest, she'd called it. The first picking of the season, when the tea plants put out their new growth. She'd said it casually, not pushing it too hard on me despite how important it was.

"Next week, that's when we start, if the weather holds."

The weather had held. Barely.

I poured the rest of my coffee into a thermos, grabbed my work gloves, and headed out. The path between my property and the James Farm was familiar now. I could walk it in the dark, and I did, picking my way through the woods while the sky lightened from black to charcoal to the dull pewter of a Pacific Northwest dawn.

The tea hedges came into view in the early light. Ten acres of them, planted in careful rows that followed the contour of the land. Camellia sinensis. Her father had spent two years getting them established, babying them through wet winters and dry summers, waiting for them to mature enough to harvest properly.

He'd died a year before his long bet would finally pay off.

I found Claire already in the hedges, a harvesting basket strapped across her chest, working in the gray pre-dawn light. She wore jeans and a flannel shirt and a Mariners ball cap pulled low against the mist. Her hands moved with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd done this work before, though I knew this was her first real harvest.

She looked up when she heard my boots on the wet grass. She didn't seem surprised. A small smile crossed her face, tired but genuine.

"You came."

"You mentioned the date."

"I mentioned a lot of things. You remembered."

I shrugged. "Good memory for some things, bad memory for others. My ex-wife's birthday, for instance. Forgot that three years running."

"Maybe that's why she's your ex?" she teased.

"One of several reasons."

Claire straightened up, pressing a hand to the small of her back.

"You still want to help? I wasn't sure if you were serious when you offered."

"I was serious."

"It's hard work. Long hours. Not much glory."

"I've done hard work before. Never been much interested in glory."

She studied me for a moment in the growing light. Whatever she was looking for, she seemed to find it. She nodded once and gestured for me to follow her to the small shed at the edge of the field.

Inside, the shed smelled like motor oil and goat manure. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with equipment I didn't recognize. Claire pulled down a contraption that looked like a hedge trimmer mated with a vacuum cleaner.

"Handheld electric tea picker," she said, holding it up. "Dad bought these from a supplier in Japan. They're designed for small operations like ours."

She showed me the components. The trimmer head at the front, with its curved blade designed to cut the tender new growth without damaging the plant. The collection baffle behind the blade, a fabric chute that funneled the cut leaves into a basket that hung below. The battery pack that strapped to your belt.

"You want to take just the top two leaves and the bud," she explained, demonstrating the motion. "That's where the flavor is. The new growth, the stuff that's light green and tender. You leave the older leaves, the darker ones. They're too bitter."

She took me to the hedge and ran the trimmer across the top of a nearby plant, the blade humming softly. Leaves dropped into the collection chute, tumbling down into the basket. Quick, efficient, not a wasted motion.

"You angle the blade like this." She adjusted her grip. "Not straight across, but following the natural shape of the hedge. You want to harvest, not give it a haircut. The plant should look the same when you're done, just shorter."

I took the trimmer from her hands, feeling its weight. Maybe eight pounds with the battery. Not heavy, but eight pounds got heavy after a few hours. I positioned myself at the end of a row, mirrored her stance, and made my first pass.

The blade bit into the tender growth. Leaves fell into the chute. I watched them tumble down, green and fresh and wet from the rain.

"Little shallower," Claire said, watching. "You're taking some of the older growth."

I adjusted. Tried again.

"Better. You've got the motion. Just keep it consistent."

"Yes, ma'am."

We worked in silence after that. The sun came up behind the clouds and the tea hedges emerged from the mist in neat rows stretching toward the treeline.

I fell into a rhythm. Step, sweep, step, sweep. The hum of the trimmer, the soft rustle of leaves falling, the quiet presence of Claire working one row over.

There's an intimacy to shared physical labor. You learn someone by how they move, how they pace themselves, how they handle the minor frustrations of dropped tools and cramped muscles.

Claire worked steadily, never rushing, never flagging. She'd been doing this since before I arrived and showed no signs of stopping.

I tried to match her pace, finding my rhythm within hers. The rows shrank behind us, harvested, and the baskets filled with tender green leaves.

DJ appeared around seven, materializing out of the morning mist like a small ghost. He wore rubber boots that were slightly too big for him and a jacket that was slightly too small. Eight years old and already carrying himself like someone who understood work needed doing.

"Mom said I could help before school."

Claire looked up from her row. "You eat breakfast?"

"Grandma made eggs."

"Then grab a basket. You know what to do."

The boy did know. He'd done this last year on the first experimental plants, Claire had told me. Helped with the trial harvest even though he was only seven, moving between the rows with a small basket, picking up the leaves that missed the collection chute, checking for damage on the plants.

DJ worked without being told what to do. He moved with careful concentration, his small hands gentle on the tea plants. When his basket filled, he carried it to the collection point and emptied it into the larger crates, then came back for more.

He didn't talk to me. Didn't ignore me either, just acknowledged my presence with a quick glance, the way you acknowledge a piece of furniture that's been moved to a new spot in the room. Noted and accepted. Not yet familiar, but wanting to be.

Around eight, Claire called a halt. DJ had to get ready for school. Bessie Anne would drive him into town.

"You did good work," Claire told her son.

"I know. See you later, Mr. Harmon."

"Have a good day at school, DJ."

He walked back toward the farmhouse without looking back. Claire watched him go, a quiet pride filling her eyes.

"He's a good kid," I said.

"He's had to grow up fast."

"Seems like he's handling it."

"Some days are better than others. He's out here on his own, pretty much. Did you grow up with siblings?"

"No. I was an only child, just like DJ."

"Do you and your ex-wife...?"

Her voice trailed off, cautious of stepping into personal territory.

"No," I said, filling the silence. "No kids. I wish we did, but it never worked out."

"Sorry to hear that." She lowered her eyes and turned back to the hedges. "Come on. We've got another four hours before lunch."

We worked through the morning. The clouds thinned but never broke, keeping the temperature cool, keeping us comfortable in our layers. My shoulders started to ache around ten. My lower back joined the complaint around eleven. I didn't slow down.

Claire noticed anyway.

"You can take a break if you need one."

"I'm fine."

"You're grimacing."

"I do grimace. It's a character trait."

She laughed at that. It changed her face, making her look younger and lighter. The laugh faded, but something of it stayed in her expression. She went back to work. So did I.

By noon we'd finished the first section. Eight rows, maybe a quarter of the total harvest. The collection crates were full of tender green leaves, ready for processing.

Bessie Anne had lunch waiting on the porch. Sandwiches and potato salad and a pitcher of iced tea made from last year's trial harvest.

"Sit, sit," she said, waving us toward chairs. "You've been out there since before I was awake. You need to eat."

I sat. Claire sat across from me, close enough that I could see the exhaustion in her face, the dirt on her hands, the small leaf fragments caught in her red hair.

She looked beautiful.

Bessie Anne settled into her chair with the careful movements of someone whose joints ached on cool days like this one.

"This reminds me of when Claire was a girl," Bessie said, passing the sandwiches. "We used to have her friends over at the cabin for sleepovers. Remember that, honey?"

Claire smiled. "I remember."

"I'd fill up Thermoses with hot chocolate and send them down the path. You girls would stay up all night, giggling and carrying on."

"We'd take sleeping bags and flashlights and pretend we were camping in the wilderness."

"You were camping in the wilderness. Just with hot chocolate and a bathroom."

Claire laughed again, softer this time. "We spent all night giggling about boys. Every single sleepover. Different boys each time, but always boys."

"You liked the big, athletic ones," Bessie said. "Even then."

"I had terrible taste. I was obsessed with a boy named DJ in my homeroom class. Couldn't stop talking about him. Drew his name in my notebooks with little hearts around it."

DJ. The same name as her son. Not a coincidence. Claire's expression closed. The lightness faded, replaced by something darker.

"I eventually got my crush. Made a baby with him when I was just eighteen."

Bessie reached across the table and put her hand over her daughter's. The gesture was automatic, practiced. They'd had this conversation before, or ones like it.

"I'm so proud of you," Bessie said. "For finishing high school. For keeping this farm going. For raising that boy right."

"Mom."

"I mean it. Your father would be proud, too."

Claire looked down at the table. Took a breath. Let it out.

I should have kept my mouth shut. It wasn't my place. But the question had been sitting in my chest since the day I'd met DJ, since I'd seen the way the boy watched me with a mixture of curiosity and wariness, like someone who'd been burned and couldn't help reaching toward the flame anyway.

"It's none of my business," I said. "But where is DJ Senior now?"

Claire looked up. There was no defensiveness in her expression, just the flat acceptance of someone stating facts.

"He left me for a woman in the Philippines. Someone he met on the internet. Chat rooms, dating sites, I never knew exactly. One day he was here, the next day he was packing his bags, and a week later he was on a plane to Manila."

"How old was Junior at the time?"

"Four. Old enough to know his father leaving. Young enough not to understand why." She picked up her glass of iced tea, turned it in her hands without drinking. "So we moved here, back home. The only real father DJ has known was my father, Grandpa Mark. They used to watch Mariners games together, like he told you. Go fishing. Work on the tea plants." She set the glass down. "And now he's gone too."

The silence stretched. Clouds shifted overhead and a wash of sunlight moved over the hedges.

Claire straightened in her chair, pulling her shoulders back. The grief was still there, but she'd packed it away, filed it in whatever compartment she used for things she couldn't afford to feel right now.

"Dwelling on the past helps nothing," she said. "The future is what matters. And the future for us is harvesting tea."

I picked up my glass of iced tea and held it toward the center of the table.

"I'll drink to that."

Claire smiled. She picked up her own glass and clinked it against mine.

Bessie Anne joined in, her glass making the trio complete. We drank together, the three of us, and the moment felt well earned.

After lunch we went back to work. The afternoon stretched long and gray, sunlight and mist coming and going, the rows of tea hedges slowly surrendering their first flush of spring growth. My muscles ached. My hands cramped around the trimmer handle. I kept working.

Claire slowed down as the day wore on. Not by much, not enough that someone who wasn't watching would notice. But I was watching. I saw the way she paused more often to stretch her back, the way her movements lost some of their morning crispness. The way she blinked too hard sometimes, like she was fighting to keep her eyes open.

Late afternoon came. The light was fading, what little of it had made it through the clouds. We were loading the last of the day's harvest into processing crates, carrying them from the collection point to the barn where the leaves would wait until picked up by the processor.

Claire was telling me about her plans to eventually process the tea herself once she had enough money to buy the equipment.

Then Claire stumbled.

The uneven ground caught her boot wrong, or her exhausted legs finally gave out, or both. She pitched forward, the crate in her arms tilting, leaves threatening to spill.

I caught her.

My hands found her arms, steadied her, kept her upright. The crate stayed level. The leaves stayed put.

She righted herself. Laughed once, an abrupt sound of embarrassment and relief.

"Clumsy," she smiled.

"Long day."

"Long day," she agreed. "Thanks for catching me."

She looked up at me.

The moment happened before either of us decided it should.

Her face was right there. Freckled and tired and real. Her green eyes held mine, and there was something in them I hadn't seen before. Something that had been building through the long hours of working side by side, learning each other's rhythms, sharing the particular intimacy of physical labor.

I kissed her.

Or she kissed me. It was impossible to say who moved first. We moved together, the way we'd been moving together all day, in sync without trying to be.

Her lips against mine, soft and warm and tasting faintly of the iced tea we'd drunk at lunch. A kiss that came from nearness and exhaustion and a long day of working together.

Claire pulled back immediately.

Her startled expression made her green eyes even brighter, but then it quickly closed. The openness that had been there a moment ago shuttered, locked tight, barricaded behind walls that had been up since I first met her.

"That shouldn't have happened." Her voice was flat and controlled. "I'm just tired. A mental slip. It didn't mean anything. Agreed?"

I looked at her. No upset showed on my face. No manipulation, no pressure. I'd been married for twenty-two years to a woman who weaponized emotions, who turned moments of vulnerability into a transaction. I knew what it looked like when someone tried to make you feel bad for feeling something.

I would not do that to Claire. Whatever was happening here, whatever she needed it to be, I would let it be that thing.

"Okay," I said. "Just a mental slip."

I picked up the crate I'd been carrying. Took it where it was going. Set it down in the barn with the others, in neat rows of harvested leaves ready for processing.

When I turned around, Claire was still standing where I'd left her, watching me. I walked past her to get the next crate. My heart was pounding. My hands weren't quite steady. The feel of her lips lingered, a ghost sensation I knew would stay with me for a long time.

Claire was beautiful. More importantly, she was strong in ways that had nothing to do with muscles. She was carrying more weight than anyone should have to carry alone.

The kiss had meant something. We both knew it had.

But she wasn't ready to acknowledge it. And I wasn't going to push.

I picked up the next crate. Carried it to the barn. Set it down with the others.

The work continued. The rain came back in a fine mist as the day faded toward evening.


Chapter 17



The goats were smarter than I expected.

Cincinnatus, the larger of the two, was a big brown and white buck with ears that hung past his chin. He worked the blackberry systematically, starting at the base of each cane and stripping leaves before moving to the thorny stems themselves.

Thoreau was smaller, darker, more deliberate. He circled each bush twice before committing, like he was planning his approach.

"They're good workers," I said.

Scout shifted Cincinnatus's tether to a new anchor point, a stake she'd driven into the soft ground near the water's edge.

"They understand the job. Some goats just eat whatever is in front of them. These two, they know we're clearing, not just feeding."

The pond's northern bank had been a mess when we started that morning. Himalayan blackberry had crept down from the treeline over the years, maybe decades, sending out runners and establishing new canes until the whole edge was a wall of thorns. You couldn't walk there, couldn't see the water from certain angles. The stuff was aggressive, invasive, a plant that would take over everything if you let it.

Scout had proposed this project again three days ago, standing at the edge of my property with her hands on her hips, surveying the encroaching bushes.

"Goats," she'd said. "Faster than cutting, and they'll clear it down to the roots. They won't kill it for good, but the blackberries won't come back for a long time. No pesticides, all natural."

I'd agreed. Partly because she was right, partly because it meant a day working alongside her. Scout was a strange girl, but I'd grown fond of her.

More than fond, really, though it was uncomfortable to think about. Quietly, to myself, I had to admit how attracted I was to Scout. Her naked body, the way she kissed my cheek, her natural beauty... any man would be drawn to Liberty Scout Flint.

Now we were four hours in, and the progress was remarkable. The goats had cleared a swath maybe thirty feet wide, exposing muddy ground and the remains of older vegetation that the blackberry had smothered. Scout moved through the tangle ahead of them, using a machete to cut the thickest canes so the goats could reach the tender growth underneath.

"Your father usually uses a net fence for this?" I asked, untangling Thoreau's tether from a root he'd wrapped it around.

"For most of the herd, yes." Scout wiped her forehead with her sleeve. "Especially Aristotle and Beowulf. Those two would be halfway to Port Chasten by now if we tried tethers."

"Troublemakers?"

"Aristotle thinks every fence is a suggestion, like I mentioned. Beowulf just follows him because he lacks imagination and free will." She smiled indulgently. "These two are different. Cincinnatus has never tried to escape in his life. And Thoreau, he's too busy thinking to run anywhere. He's my favorite."

"You named him well."

"My father named him. He said any goat that spent that much time staring at the clouds had to be a philosopher." She moved to adjust Cincinnatus's position, guiding him toward a fresh section of blackberry. "Thoreau was my mother's favorite author. Or so my father says. My memory of her is limited, so I cannot confirm this."

I watched Scout work. The efficiency of her movements, the way she anticipated where each goat would go next with the practiced ease of someone who had done this since childhood. Scout belonged out here in a way I was still learning to.

But something was off.

Her jaw was tight. Not dramatically, not in a way that would be obvious to someone who wasn't paying attention. But I had been paying attention to Scout the way a man pays attention to an alluring woman he's been spending more time with. The way her expressions shifted, the way she held herself when she was relaxed versus when she was thinking hard about something.

Right now, she was holding tension in her jaw. A slight clench that appeared and disappeared. A tightness around her mouth that didn't match the peaceful rhythm of the work.

"You okay?"

"Fine." She didn't look at me. "Thoreau, leave that one. It's too woody. Your digestion will suffer."

The goat ignored her, continuing to gnaw at a thick cane that was clearly beyond its abilities. Scout sighed and pulled him away, redirecting him to easier forage.

"Scout," I persisted.

"I assure you I'm fine. I have declared my fitness."

"Your jaw's been tight all morning."

She stopped and finally looked at me. For a moment I thought she was going to deflect again, brush it off with that directness she used when she didn't want to talk about something. But then her shoulders dropped slightly.

"Tingling tooth," she said. "It's nothing. I'm treating it."

"Treating it how?"

"Clove oil, salt water rinse. It'll pass." She turned back to the goats. "Cincinnatus needs to move again. He's stripped that section clean."

I helped her move the stake, driving it into fresh ground with a mallet she'd brought. The goat followed its tether to the new position and immediately began working on a thick stand of blackberry that had been choking a young alder.

"How long has it been bothering you?"

"A few days." Scout's voice was casual. Too casual. "It comes and goes. Cold water makes it worse, so I've been drinking everything warm. It's not a problem."

I wanted to push, wanted to tell her that tooth pain that lasted days wasn't nothing, that home remedies only went so far, that sometimes you needed help you couldn't give yourself.

But Scout wasn't a person you pushed. She'd grown up outside conventional society, raised by a father who distrusted institutions on principle. Telling her to see a dentist would be like telling her to fly to the moon.

So I let it go. We worked through the afternoon, the goats steadily clearing the bank while Scout and I cut the heavier canes and piled the debris for burning later. The clouds hung low and gray, threatening rain that never quite came. The air smelled like crushed blackberry leaves and pond water and the funky musk of working goats.

By late afternoon, we'd cleared most of the northern bank. The pond looked different now, more open, the water visible from angles that had been blocked for years. Cincinnatus and Thoreau stood in the cleared space, bellies full, chewing contentedly, their work done.

"Good job," Scout said, scratching Thoreau behind his long ears. "Both of you."

"You too," I said.

She almost smiled. That jaw tension was still there, maybe a little worse than it had been that morning. I saw her tongue move inside her mouth, probing at something.

"Movie tonight?" I asked. "I've got popcorn with that Mexican seasoning you liked."

I expected an enthusiastic yes, but instead Scout winced. Her hand went to her jaw, a quick touch that she tried to make look casual.

"I think I'll pass on tonight. My tooth's a little sore. Rest will help."

"You sure? We could do something short."

"No, it's..."

She paused, looking at me with lowered eyes.

"Actually, Thomas... I always wanted to see a film version of Pride and Prejudice, I'm embarrassed to say."

"Uh, why would you be embarrassed?"

"My father does not approve of Jane Austen. He finds her frivolous. I agree, and yet..."

Scout shrugged and gave me a rueful grin. I chuckled at the slight flush on her neck.

"Well, I think there are lots of versions of that one," I said. "You can have your pick."

"There are?"

"Pretty sure. We could look at review sites, see which one's supposed to be the best." I started gathering the tools we'd brought, the machete and mallet and extra stakes. "You should invite your father, too. If he wants to come."

Scout's expression softened. "I always do invite him. He always declines. But he appreciates that you offer."

"Standing invitation."

"I'll tell him." She began untying Cincinnatus's tether, her movements quick and practiced. "Thank you for today. For letting me bring the goats. For helping."

"Thank you for fixing my pond."

I handed her the cash we'd agreed upon. I knew Scout and Abner survived by doing these odd jobs, along with Abner's retirement check from the military.

Scout took the money and slipped it into her pocket. She readjusted the pistol on her hip and led the goats away, Cincinnatus and Thoreau following her up the slope toward the tree line. I watched her go. The way she moved, the easy grace of it, the strength in her shoulders and the straightness of her back.

But the tension in her jaw...

Scout was obviously bothered by her tooth. It worried me, but I knew I had to let Scout figure out how to deal with it. If she needed my help, she'd ask.

I finished gathering the tools and carried them back to the cabin. I made dinner while watching the Mariners game on my laptop. DJ had been right, Chen had a cannon for an arm. His control was a different matter.

After the game, I read for a while, then went to bed early, tired from the day's work.

The knock came at seven in the morning.

Gray light leaked through my bedroom window. I was awake instantly, that unique alertness that comes from living alone in a remote place. Footsteps on my porch. A knock, not loud but insistent.

I pulled on jeans and a flannel shirt, not bothering with socks. I crossed the cabin in the half-dark and opened the door.

Scout stood on my porch.

Her face was gray. Not pale, gray. The color of someone who hasn't slept, who has been fighting something all night and lost. Her left cheek was swollen, visibly puffy even in the low light. She held herself wrong, her whole body tilted slightly like she was trying to keep her head still.

"I apologize for waking you, Thomas."

Her voice was careful, controlled, each word placed precisely to minimize jaw movement.

"Scout, what's wrong?"

"The tooth has worsened considerably. The pain is no longer manageable."

"Understood. Come in."

She stepped inside the cabin. She stood there, arms wrapped around herself, looking smaller than I'd ever seen her look. Scout was always so capable, so competent, so certain of herself in the physical world. Seeing her like this, gray-faced and hurting, felt wrong.

"Respectfully, Scout... you look like shit."

"I was up all night," she said. "I tried everything I know. Clove oil. Salt water. Garlic. Willow bark tea. Nothing works anymore. It just keeps getting worse."

"Where's your father?"

"Out at another property. He's tracking a coyote that's been bothering the Hendersons' chickens. He left yesterday afternoon. Won't be back until tonight, maybe tomorrow." She swallowed carefully, wincing at even that small movement. "I figured you could look something up on your computer. There has to be something else I can try. Some remedy I haven't thought of. The wisdom of the crowd to aid a suffering individual."

I looked at her face. The swelling, the gray exhaustion. The way she was holding herself so still, like any movement might break her.

I thought about what she was asking. Another home remedy, another attempt to handle this herself the way she'd been taught, the way her father had raised her. Outside the system. Outside conventional help.

I made a different decision.

"No," I said.

Scout blinked. "No?"

"I'm not looking up remedies." I grabbed my keys from the hook by the door and shoved my feet into boots. "Get in the truck."

"Thomas..."

"No, Scout. No arguing."

I stopped and turned to face her. She looked so young standing there, so exhausted, so clearly in pain she couldn't hide anymore.

"I've seen tooth infections. I've seen what happens when they get bad. The swelling in your face, the pain that won't stop, a night without sleep. That's not a tingling tooth anymore. That's something that needs help you can't give yourself."

"My father..."

"Isn't here. And wouldn't want you suffering like this." I opened the door and held it for her. "There's a sizable clinic in Port Angeles. They can handle an emergency case like yours. We're going."

She didn't move. I saw the war on her face, the deep-rooted resistance to exactly what I was suggesting. Doctors. Clinics. The institutional world her father had spent her whole life teaching her to avoid.

"I don't..." She stopped, touching her swollen cheek with trembling fingers. "I've never been to a doctor. Not since I was very small. I don't know how it works."

"I'll be with you the whole time. I'll handle the talking, the paperwork, whatever needs handling. All you have to do is sit there and let them help you."

Scout stood there for a long moment. The gray morning light fell through my window. Somewhere outside, a bird started singing.

Then she nodded.

"I accept," she said. Her voice was small, smaller than I'd ever heard it. "Please take me to the dentist."

She walked past me, out onto the porch, down the steps toward my truck. I followed her, keys in hand.

"Let's leave that revolver in the cabin," I told her.

She unslung the holster and handed the heavy pistol to me. I ran it into the cabin, locking the door behind me.

The drive to Port Angeles would take over two hours. Plenty of time to figure out what came next.


Chapter 18



The road to Port Angeles wound through forest and along water, the sort of Pacific Northwest scenery that usually made me want to pull over and just look.

Not today. Today I kept my eyes on the road and my foot steady on the gas.

Scout sat in the passenger seat with the rigid stillness of someone managing serious pain with the only tool available to her-- willpower. Pure stubborn willpower. She didn't complain. She didn't shift around trying to find a comfortable position. She just sat there, hands folded in her lap, jaw clenched against the throbbing.

I didn't make her talk. I don't think she could have managed much conversation anyway.

After about twenty minutes of silence broken only by the hum of tires on asphalt, I glanced over at her.

"You want to listen to some music? Might help take your mind off things."

Scout nodded carefully, minimizing jaw movement. "That would be nice."

I thought about what Scout would like. Classical literature, a classical education cobbled together from library books and her father's teaching. Shakespeare and Thoreau and Brontë. She probably grew up on Bach and Beethoven.

"Hey phone," I said. "Play classical music. Something soothing. Piano."

The speakers filled with soft piano notes, something gentle and measured. Chopin maybe, or one of those composers I could never tell apart.

"This the kind of thing you like?"

Scout tilted her head slightly, listening.

"It will do."

"Or maybe you prefer folk music? Something with guitars and banjos, that kind of thing? Jazz? Whatever you want, just tell the phone."

I tapped the screen to show her the interface. The little microphone icon, the way the voice recognition worked. Scout watched my finger on the glass with focused attention.

"You just say what you want to hear," I said. "It'll find it."

I nodded at her. Waited.

Scout looked at the phone for a long moment. Then at the road ahead. Then back at the phone. She cleared her throat, wincing slightly at the movement.

"Phone? Play K-Pop," she said.

I blinked in surprise.

The piano music cut off. A heavy electronic beat filled the truck cab, synthetic and driving, and then a woman's voice started rapping in Korean, fast and aggressive and absolutely nothing like what I'd expected.

I turned to stare at Scout. She was watching the phone's screen, where the album art showed a group of young Korean women in elaborate outfits.

"K-Pop," I said.

"Yes."

"You like K-Pop?"

"I do."

I couldn't help it. I started grinning.

"That's... not what I would have guessed. How did you even find K-Pop?"

Scout's eyes stayed on the road ahead, but I could see the ghost of something that might have been embarrassment on her ashen face. Or maybe it was just the swelling.

"Last summer. I was at the library in Port Chasten. A car parked outside, playing music I could hear through the open windows." She paused, listening to the song. "I had never heard anything like it. The rhythm. The beat. I couldn't understand the lyrics, of course, but it didn't matter. The sound was..." She searched for the word. "Electrifying."

"So you asked someone what it was?"

"No. I listened from inside the library. Through the window." Scout's voice was careful, measured against the pain. "Then the song ended and one of the girls inside the car started laughing. She said her parents hated that she listened to K-Pop. She said they thought it was ridiculous. The other girls laughed too."

The song changed. Another girl group, another aggressive beat, more lyrics I didn't understand.

"The car drove away after a few minutes. But I wanted to hear more. The library has computers with internet access. I found out what K-Pop was." Scout touched her swollen cheek absently. "I've listened to it whenever I can since then. At the library. On the computers."

I nodded slowly, feeling like an idiot. I'd done exactly what I'd done with Abner, looked at the surface and made assumptions. Backwoods girl, classical education, probably likes classical music. Probably likes folk songs and acoustic guitars and whatever else fit the picture I'd painted in my head.

I should have known better by now. People were always more complicated than the stories you told yourself about them.

"What do you think of it?" I asked. "Now that you've had time to really listen?"

Scout was quiet for a moment. The Korean woman on the radio hit a high note that seemed impossible with that much bass underneath it.

"I adore K-Pop," Scout said quietly. "It makes me feel... I don't know the word. Alive? Like something is possible that wasn't possible before. Can you make it louder?"

I laughed, the first real laugh I'd had all morning. I reached for the volume knob and turned it up until the bass thumped in my chest.

Scout closed her eyes. Not sleeping, just listening. Letting the music wash over her while ignoring the pain in her mouth.

We drove the rest of the way to Port Angeles with K-Pop blasting from my truck speakers. Every time a song ended, another one started. She told the phone to skip some she didn't like. My phone app eventually figured out what she liked and kept serving it up. Girl groups with attitude. Boy bands with synchronized harmonies. Electronic beats that belonged in a Seoul nightclub, not a twenty-year-old pickup truck on a forest highway.

I didn't mind. The music was catchy as hell, and watching Scout bob her head slightly to the beat, even through the pain, was worth whatever confused looks we got at stoplights.

Port Angeles finally appeared around a bend in the road, spreading out along the waterfront. A real town. Not big by any standard, but bigger than Port Chasten by a factor of ten. Strip malls and medical complexes and chain restaurants. Traffic lights and crosswalks and people on sidewalks.

Scout sat up straighter, eyes moving across the unfamiliar landscape.

I followed the GPS directions to the medical center. It was a multi-story building with a parking garage, institutional architecture that said "healthcare" at a glance. I pulled into a spot near the entrance and killed the engine.

The sudden silence felt loud after two hours of K-Pop.

Scout didn't move. She was staring at the building through the windshield, and I could see something on her face that I hadn't seen before. Uncertainty. Maybe even fear.

"Ready?" I asked.

She nodded, but she didn't open her door.

I got out, walked around to her side, opened the door for her. She stepped down from the truck and stood there on the pavement, looking at the medical center like it was a foreign country.

Which, I realized, it basically was.

"It's okay," I said. "I know how this works. Just stay with me."

Scout took my arm.

The contact surprised me. Scout was not a person who reached for help. She was not a person who admitted weakness or uncertainty or fear. She was the girl who swam naked in my pond without hesitation, who walked through forests like she owned them, who quoted Thoreau and carried a revolver and had never seemed unsure of anything in the time I'd known her.

But now she held my arm like a lifeline.

I understood, suddenly, the weight of what was happening. That time Scout had guided me through the forest, showing me paths I couldn't see, reading the land like a book. Now it was my turn. Now I was guiding her through a world she'd never learned to navigate.

The automatic doors opened. We walked inside.

The emergency dental clinic was on the second floor. I led Scout to the elevator, pressed the button, waited while she stared at the numbers above the door. The elevator dinged. The doors opened. We stepped inside.

The clinic waiting room was already bustling. Fluorescent lights humming overhead. A television mounted on the wall playing a morning talk show with the sound muted. Rows of plastic chairs, half of them occupied by people in various states of dental distress. A reception desk with a woman typing on a computer. The faint smell of something chemical and medical.

Scout's eyes moved rapidly, taking it all in, processing. I could see her trying to categorize everything and fit it into the frameworks she knew. But this was outside her experience. Nothing in Thoreau prepared you for an emergency waiting room.

"Stay here," I said, guiding her to a chair. "I'll check you in."

I walked to the reception desk. The woman behind it had the tired efficiency of someone who'd been doing this job for years.

"Emergency walk-in?"

"Yes ma'am. She's been in pain for days. Kept trying to treat it herself with home remedies. Got worse overnight."

The woman nodded and pulled out a clipboard. "Insurance?"

"She doesn't have any. I'll pay out of pocket."

"Name?"

"Liberty Scout Flint. F-L-I-N-T."

"Complete this form, please."

I gave the form to Scout to fill out. Name, address, date of birth. Most of the medical history she had to leave blank or write "unknown." Scout had never been to a doctor in her adult life. No records to pull, no baseline to work from.

"Someone will call her back shortly," the receptionist said.

We sat together along the wall. Scout watched the television, her brow furrowed.

"What are they doing?" she asked quietly.

"Makeup tutorial. I think they're trying to match her eye shadow with her dog's outfit."

"Why is there no sound?"

"Waiting rooms usually keep the sound off. People have headaches. Toothaches. Don't want noise."

Scout nodded slowly. "That is considerate."

A door opened. A woman in scrubs stepped out.

"Liberty Scout Flint?"

Scout looked at me. I stood and helped her up.

"I'll be right here," I said. "The whole time. They'll fix this."

Scout nodded. But she didn't let go of my arm until we reached the door.

The dental assistant led us down a hallway to a private room. A dentist's chair dominated the space, surrounded by equipment I recognized from my own dental visits but which Scout had probably never seen before. Lights and drills and suction tubes and all the other apparatus of modern dentistry.

Scout sat in the chair like she was sitting in an electric chair. Rigid and controlled and utterly lost.

The dentist arrived within minutes, a woman in her fifties. She took one look at Scout's face, at the swelling and the gray exhaustion, and her expression shifted from professional neutral to professional concern.

"I'm Dr. Klein. Let's take a look."

She pulled on gloves, adjusted the overhead light, and gently tilted Scout's head back. Scout's hands gripped the armrests.

"She hasn't been to a dentist since childhood," I said. "Maybe not even then. Grew up off-grid. Her father raised her outside the system. She's been treating this herself with clove oil and salt rinses. Home remedies."

Dr. Klein nodded without surprise. She'd probably seen this before. People who fell through the cracks of conventional society, who showed up only when things got bad enough that they had no other choice.

"I understand," she said. "Liberty, I'm going to explain everything I'm doing before I do it. You can ask me to stop at any time. Okay?"

Scout nodded.

"Good. Now let's see what we're dealing with. Mr. Harmon? You can wait outside. We have an excellent coffee machine."

I took the hint and stepped back toward the door.

"I'll be in the waiting room," I said. "Right outside."

Scout's eyes found mine. Something passed between us. Gratitude maybe, or trust. Or just the acknowledgment that she was in unfamiliar territory and I was the only familiar thing she had to hold on to.

I went to the waiting room.

The coffee was terrible. Burned and bitter and probably hours old. I drank three cups anyway, just to have something to do with my hands.

I pulled out my phone and started making calls. The wood stove in the cabin needed servicing before winter. I'd been putting it off, but a chimney fire would be a hell of a way to end my first year in the woods. I found a guy in Sequim who did wood stove maintenance. Left a voicemail.

Then the septic system. The county required certification for properties with natural water features. Something about protecting the watershed. My pond and stream were beautiful, but they came with paperwork.

I found a septic company and talked to a woman who sounded tired of answering questions. Set up an appointment and noted it on my calendar app.

Two hours passed.

I watched people come and go. A man with a swollen jaw. A woman with a screaming toddler. An old guy who fell asleep in his chair and snored loud enough to make people stare.

Then the door opened and Scout walked out.

She moved carefully, like her body wasn't quite her own yet. Her cheek was still swollen, but differently now. The aftermath of work rather than the progress of infection. The left side of her face was slack, numb from whatever they'd given her.

She had cotton stuffed in her mouth. She looked dazed as she scanned the room, seeking me out.

I stood up. She walked toward me with an expression I hadn't seen before. Not gratitude exactly. Something more complicated than that.

She had let someone take care of her. And she didn't have a ready category for what that felt like.

"Bathroom," she said.

The word came out slurred, distorted by the numbness. She pointed down the hall.

"Go ahead. I'll handle things here."

She nodded and walked away. I went to the reception desk. The same woman from before looked up from her computer.

"I need to pay for Liberty Flint's procedure."

She pulled up the account. "Emergency walk-in abscess drainage, temporary seal, antibiotics. Total will be $1497."

I handed over my credit card without flinching. It was a lot of money, but Scout needed the work done, and she had no way to pay for it, and Abner was out in the woods tracking a coyote. Some things you just did because they needed doing.

"She'll need to come back in a month for a follow-up," the receptionist said. "The abscess site needs to be checked to make sure it's healing properly. No emergency fee, so it will only be $300 or so."

"Got it. Can I schedule that now?"

She gave me a date. I put it in my phone.

"Doctor Klein noted that she can't eat anything solid for a few hours, and the antibiotics might cause some stomach distress. But ice cream might be soothing and keep the swelling down."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Scout came back from the bathroom looking slightly better. The color was returning to her face, or at least to the part that wasn't swollen.

"Ready?" I asked.

She nodded.

I didn't tell her what I'd paid. She didn't need to know. Not yet, maybe not ever, if I could help it.

We walked out of the medical center into the afternoon sun. Scout blinked in the brightness, looking around at Port Angeles like she was seeing it for the first time. Which, in a way, she was. She'd passed through towns before, but always in transit. Always with her father, always focused on getting somewhere else.

Now she was here. Standing still. Looking.

"You hungry?" I asked.

She touched her numb cheek. "I can't really feel my mouth."

"Ice cream. It's cold. It'll be soothing. And you don't really have to chew. Besides, it's doctor's orders."

Scout considered this. "I'd like that."

The waterfront in Port Angeles had that Pacific Northwest tourist town feel. Gift shops selling orca magnets and salmon t-shirts. Restaurants with outdoor seating and views of the harbor. People walking dogs and pushing strollers and enjoying a mild spring day that made you forget how gray and rainy it got the rest of the year.

I found an ice cream shop near the water. Scout stood in front of the display case for a full minute, studying the options with the same intensity she brought to everything else.

"There are so many," she said.

"Pick whatever looks good."

"They all look good."

"Then pick the one that looks best. If you don't like it, I'll get you something else."

She chose blackberry. Because of course she did.

We sat on a bench facing the street. Scout ate her ice cream carefully, compensating for the numbness on one side of her mouth. Between bites, she watched the world go by.

Port Angeles wasn't a big city, not by any standard. But compared to Port Chasten, it might as well have been Seattle. Cars and trucks and delivery vans. People of all ages, all backgrounds, all dressed in ways that reflected a broader world than the one Scout knew.

A group of teenagers walked by, all of them staring at their phones, somehow navigating the sidewalk without looking up.

"How do they not collide with things?" Scout asked.

"Practice. And peripheral vision."

"It seems inefficient."

"It is. But that's how it works now. Everywhere."

A young couple walked by on the sidewalk. They were holding hands. The boy said something, the girl laughed, and they leaned into each other as they walked. Young love, obvious and sweet and completely unselfconscious.

Scout watched them pass. She didn't say anything. But I saw her eyes follow them until they disappeared into the crowd.

The drive home was quieter. The K-Pop played at a lower volume, background noise rather than a distraction. Scout leaned her head against the window, watching the forest roll past.

The numbness was starting to wear off. I could see her testing her jaw occasionally, feeling where the tooth had been fixed.

We'd been driving for about an hour when she spoke.

"I didn't expect that," she said. "A person fixing another person like that. Thank you."

"The dentist fixed you. That's her job."

"You know that's not what I mean."

I did know. I kept my eyes on the road.

"Thomas." Her voice was different now. Serious. "You helped when I asked. You drove me two hours. You walked me through that place when I didn't know what to do or where to go or how any of it worked. You waited. You paid for everything. I know you did."

"It just needed doing, so I did it."

The trees blurred past. The road curved and straightened and curved again.

"Nobody has ever done that for me," Scout said. "Taken care of me like that. My father has done everything he could to raise me and teach me. But this was different. I was helpless, and you didn't make me feel helpless. I was scared, and you didn't make me feel small for being scared."

"Scout..."

"I am expressing my gratitude. Let me finish."

I shut up.

"You are a good man, Thomas Harmon. I didn't know there were men like you. In the books I read, men are complicated. They have secrets and darkness and hidden motives. The Heathcliffs and the Rochesters. But you are just... good. Straightforward. Kind."

I felt her eyes on my face. That intensity she brought to everything. I didn't look.

"There's not much to understand. I'm just a guy who did what anyone would do."

"That isn't true. Not everyone would do what you did. Most people wouldn't. My father says most people only help when it costs them nothing. You paid a cost today."

I didn't know what to say to that. Scout was twenty-one years old. In some ways, she was the smartest young woman I'd ever met. She could quote Thoreau and identify plants and navigate forests and think through problems with a clarity that made me feel slow.

In other ways, she was shockingly naive. The world of people, the world of relationships and emotions and the complicated mess of human connection, was as foreign to her as K-Pop had once been.

And she was beautiful. Long blonde hair and blue eyes and a body that came from a lifetime of physical work rather than a gym. She was looking at me like I was something worth studying, something worth understanding, and I was old enough to know what that look meant.

I was also old enough to know better.

"You're very welcome," I said carefully. "You were hurting and I helped. That's all it needs to be."

Scout was quiet for a while after that, but I could feel her still watching me. Still trying to figure something out.

Abner was sitting on my porch steps when we pulled up to the cabin.

He stood as I killed the engine. He was wearing the same flannel and canvas he always wore, the big revolver on his hip, his gray beard catching the late afternoon light.

He'd been waiting. I could tell from the way he stood, the tension in his shoulders. He'd come home and found Scout gone and had figured out where she might be.

Scout got out of the truck before I could say anything. She walked toward her father and I saw the relief on his face. Profound and obvious and completely unguarded.

Then his expression went back to normal, stoic and controlled. Abner Flint, a backwoods philosopher, asking for nothing and expecting nothing.

"Did you get the coyote?" Scout asked.

"No. He eluded me." Abner touched her face gently. "What happened?"

"The tooth got worse," Scout said. "Much worse. I couldn't sleep. Thomas took me to a dentist in Port Angeles."

Abner's eyes moved to me. I was still standing by the truck.

"They drained it. I had an abscess, and the infection was bad. But they fixed it. They gave me medication." She held up a small paper bag. "Antibiotics to prevent further infection."

"A dentist," Abner said.

"Yes, in a large medical center. It had four stories, Father. And so many people. And machines I'd never seen. And Thomas was there with me the whole time."

Abner was quiet. His eyes moved between his daughter and me, reading the space between us.

"Afterward, Thomas took me for ice cream," Scout said. "At a shop near the water. I had blackberry ice cream. It was remarkable."

"Ice cream."

"Yes. And we listened to K-Pop in the truck. Both directions."

Something flickered in Abner's expression. Surprise or amusement or both, it was hard to tell with him.

"K-Pop," he said.

"It's Korean pop music. Very energetic. I find it invigorating."

Abner looked at me again. I shrugged.

"She asked for it," I said. "I just turned it on."

The old man walked toward me. He moved in that deliberate way he always had, no wasted motion, nothing extra. He stopped about three feet away.

"How much did it cost?"

"Don't worry about it."

"I asked how much it cost."

His voice was quiet, but there was iron underneath it.

"The procedure was significant," I said. "Emergency appointment, antibiotics, follow-up appointment scheduled. She'll need to go back in a month."

"How much?"

I looked at him. His blue eyes, the same color as his daughter's, held mine.

"Fifteen hundred," I said.

Abner didn't flinch, but I saw the shock behind his eyes. Fifteen hundred dollars was a lot of money for anyone. For a man who lived on a small military pension and rented goats to clear brush, it was enormous.

"I'll pay you back," he said.

"Look Abner, you don't have to..."

"I will pay you back." His tone made clear this was not a discussion. "A man settles his debts. 'Owe no man anything, but to love one another.' Romans thirteen, verse eight."

I nodded. There was no point in arguing. He would pay me back somehow. That was who he was.

"Fair enough," I said.

Abner drew in a sharp breath and started coughing. Scout rubbed his back as he bent over, coughing and wheezing. I waited, now used to Abner's breathing problems.

When he finally looked up, he held my gaze with his watery eyes. Then he extended his hand.

I shook it. His grip was strong, the hand of a man who had worked his whole life.

"'Greater love hath no man than this,'" he said quietly. "'That a man lay down his life for his friends.' John fifteen, thirteen. You didn't lay down your life. But you laid down your time and your money and your comfort when you had no obligation. That is noted."

He released my hand and turned back to his daughter.

"Come, Liberty. You need rest. And I need to hear about this K-Pop."

Scout glanced at me over her shoulder as she followed her father toward the tree line. That complicated expression was still there, the one I didn't quite have a category for.

"Thank you, Thomas," she said.

Then they were gone, disappearing into the forest the way they always did. Like they'd never been there at all.


Chapter 19



I was on the ladder, pry bar in hand, working the old gutter loose from the fascia when I heard the vehicle. The sound carried clear through the morning air. Engine noise on my access road, moving slow and deliberate.

I set down the pry bar and climbed down and wiped my hands on my jeans.

A green SUV emerged from the treeline. County seal on the door. The kind of vehicle that never brought good news.

It pulled to a stop about twenty feet from the cabin. The driver's door opened and a man stepped out. Mid-fifties, gray at the temples, wearing khakis and a polo shirt with the county logo embroidered on the chest. He carried a clipboard and had a pen tucked behind his ear.

"Good morning," he said. "You Thomas Harmon?"

"That's me."

He walked toward me, hand extended.

"Gerald Weymouth. Jefferson County Environmental Health. I'm one of the field inspectors."

I shook his hand. Firm grip, professional manner.

"What can I do for you, Mr. Weymouth?"

"This is an official visit. Routine assessment of the property." He glanced at his clipboard. "County records show this parcel changed hands recently. Standard practice is to conduct a site evaluation within ninety days of transfer. Just to make sure everything's in compliance."

"I see."

"Mind if I take a look around? I'm specifically interested in the septic system, given your proximity to the water features."

"Go ahead."

Weymouth made a note on his clipboard. "Do you have any documentation on the septic? Installation records, last pump date, that sort of thing?"

"The previous owner gave me what she had. The system was installed in 1973. It was last pumped about four years ago, according to the paperwork."

"Four years." He wrote something down. "That's pushing it. County recommends pumping every three years for properties with significant water features nearby."

"Already addressed. I've got a specialist scheduled to come out next week. Full service and certification."

Weymouth looked up from his clipboard. "That's good. Who are you working with?"

"Roy Nguyen. Runs Peninsula Septic Services out of Sequim."

"Roy's good people. Been doing this work for thirty years. He knows what he's doing."

"That's what I heard."

Weymouth tucked his pen behind his ear. "Mind showing me where the drain field is?"

I led him around the back of the cabin, past the woodshed I'd been working on, toward the gentle slope that ran between the cabin and the tree line. The drain field was clearly visible, a rectangular area where the grass grew slightly greener than the surrounding ground.

"Here," I said. "Runs about forty feet, northwest orientation."

Weymouth walked the perimeter, making notes. He stopped at the lower edge and looked toward the stream, then turned and looked at the pond.

"Good placement," he said. "You've got adequate separation from both water features. Stream's what, about two hundred feet?"

"Two hundred twenty by my measurement."

"And the pond?"

"Hundred and sixty."

He nodded and wrote something down.

"County minimum is seventy-five feet. You're well clear." He crouched down and examined the soil. "Good drainage gradient. Whoever sited this system knew what they were doing."

"The previous owner's father built the place. Mark James. He oversaw the septic installation. Apparently he was meticulous about things like that."

"Everyone knew Mark James." Weymouth stood up and brushed dirt from his knee. "Good family. Shame what happened to him. How's his tea farm going?"

"Just had its first harvest. I helped out."

"Really? Bet they appreciated that. Claire Beaumont is a beauty, isn't she? I'd love a piece of that ass."

He grinned at me, as if expecting some kind of a shared bond between two middle-aged men. My scowl and silence let him know he'd crossed a line. His grin vanished and he quickly resumed his professional demeanor.

"Let me just walk out the boundary," he muttered.

Weymouth walked the full length of the drainfield, occasionally stopping to make notes. Professional. Thorough. When he finished, he circled back toward the cabin.

"Mind if I take a look at the exterior?"

"Help yourself."

I watched him walk the perimeter of the cabin, examining the foundation, the gutters I'd been replacing, the electrical panel on the south wall. He spent a long time looking at where the underground power lines emerged from the ground and connected to the meter box.

When he finished, he walked back to where I was standing.

"Septic looks to be in good order," he said. "But you'll need that certification from Roy Nguyen before we can close out the file. The county's very strict about septic systems near lotic and lentic features."

"Lotic and lentic?"

"Moving water and still water. Your stream and your pond. State regs got tighter about five years ago. Can't be too careful with groundwater contamination."

"Understood. Roy's coming Tuesday."

Weymouth made a final note on his clipboard. Then he looked up at me with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"One other thing," he said. "Those underground power lines serving the cabin? The ones running from the road to your meter?"

"What about them?"

"They may not meet current code requirements. The installation looks like it predates the 1996 revision to the National Electrical Code. Nothing's being declared at this time. But there could be a follow-up report filed."

I felt something tighten in my chest. I kept my face neutral.

"Which specific code sections are we talking about?"

Weymouth blinked. He'd expected something else. Confusion maybe, or anger. He got neither.

"Article 300.5 primarily. Burial depth requirements for direct-buried cables. Pre-96 installations were often shallower than current standards allow."

I pulled out my phone and opened the notes app. "Article 300.5. Burial depth. What else?"

"Article 230. Service entrance requirements. There's been some revision to conductor specifications."

I typed it in. "230. Service entrance. Conductor specs. Anything else?"

Weymouth stared at me for a moment. Then he almost smiled.

"Article 250. Grounding and bonding. The requirements for underground systems got more specific in 2008."

"250. Grounding and bonding. 2008 revision." I looked up from my phone. "Is there a specific subsection I should be looking at?"

"250.52 and 250.53. Grounding electrode system and installation requirements."

I typed it in. "Got it. Anything else I should know?"

Weymouth shook his head slowly.

"No. That covers it." He tucked his clipboard under his arm. "I have to say, Mr. Harmon, most property owners don't ask questions like that."

"I like to understand what I'm dealing with."

"I can see that." He extended his hand again. "Nguyen's report should clear the septic issue. As for the electrical, I'll file my assessment. Someone from the building department may follow up. May not. Depends on priorities."

I shook his hand. "I appreciate you being thorough."

"Just doing my job." He walked back to his SUV, opened the door, then paused. "Good luck with the place, Mr. Harmon. It's a nice property. Very desirable."

I watched him drive away. I stood there for a long time after the engine noise faded.

Then I went back to my ladder and finished pulling down the gutter. Work always helps me think.
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That evening, Abner and I shared some coffee on my porch. The evening light was soft, golden, slanting through the trees.

"Had a visitor today," I said.

Abner turned his head slightly, listening.

"County inspector. Environmental health. Name was Weymouth."

"Gerald Weymouth. I know him."

"He seemed competent. Professional."

"He is." Abner took a sip of coffee. "What did he want?"

I described the visit in detail. The septic assessment. The walk around the drain field. His approval of the system's placement. His mention of Roy Nguyen.

Abner nodded along, saying nothing.

Then I told him about the electrical lines. Article 300.5. Article 230. Article 250. The suggestion that a follow-up report might be filed. The careful phrasing that declared nothing while implying everything.

When I finished, Abner was quiet for a long moment. He stared out at the treeline, his weathered face unreadable.

"Fifteen years ago," he said finally, "I received a similar visit."

I waited.

"County inspector came to my property. Different man, long retired now. He informed me that the transformer serving my cabin was improperly positioned. Five feet from its drawn location on the county plat. Five feet." Abner's voice was flat. "He said this constituted an unpermitted installation. He said the county would need to review the situation."

"Over five feet?"

"Indeed. The transformer had been in that exact position for twenty-three years. I had the original installation records. The county's own surveyor had signed off on the location when I bought the property. None of that mattered."

"What happened?"

"They cut my power. Said it would be restored once the permitting issue was resolved. I filed the paperwork they requested. Attended the hearings they scheduled." Abner's jaw tightened. "Nothing was ever resolved. Every solution I proposed was rejected on technical grounds. Every appeal was denied. Every deadline was extended."

"What the hell? Why?"

"That is what baffled me." He turned to look at me. "I tried everything, Thomas. I wrote letters. I attended county meetings. I even went to the state. Nothing worked. The county's position was always the same. The matter was under review. A decision was pending. Patience was appreciated."

From somewhere in the forest, an owl called. Abner cocked his head, listening. He took a deep breath, his lungs wheezing.

"Then one day, about six months after the power was cut, a man appeared at my cabin. A very rich man."

I knew the answer before he said it.

"Harlan Foster."

Abner nodded slowly. "He was very friendly. Very sympathetic. He said he'd heard about my difficulties with the county. Such a shame, he said. Such an unfortunate situation, especially since I was a disabled veteran. We'd been neighbors for years. He said he might be able to help. That he had connections, he knew people. Perhaps an arrangement could be reached."

"What kind of arrangement?"

"He offered to buy my land. Forty acres. Good timber. Clean water. He offered two hundred thousand dollars."

I shook my head in disgust. Even fifteen years ago, Abner's land was worth three times that amount.

"That's some bullshit," I muttered.

"Indeed. So I refused."

"What did he say?"

"He said I should think about it. He said living without electricity was hard. Especially in winter. Especially for a man with a young daughter." Abner's voice went cold. "He said he hoped nothing bad would happen to Liberty."

"He threatened your daughter?"

"Not directly. Never directly. Harlan Foster doesn't threaten. He implies, he suggests. He expresses concern." Abner set down his coffee cup. "But I understood him perfectly."

"What did you do?"

Abner opened his mouth to answer. What came out instead was a cough.

It started small, just a clearing of the throat. Then it deepened, became raw and wet. His whole body shook with it. His face went red, then pale. His eyes watered, tears streaming down into his beard. He bent forward in the chair, hands gripping the armrests, fighting for air.

I started to stand, to do something, but he held up a hand. I waited. Abner's cough seemed to be getting worse since I first met him. I thought it was a cold that lingered, but now I knew he had a chronic condition.

The coughing went on for what felt like minutes. When it finally subsided, he sat back, breathing in shallow, careful gasps. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes and his mouth.

"Burn pits," he said hoarsely. "Iraq. Twenty years later, the bill comes due."

"Do you need anything?"

"I'm fine." His voice was rough but steady. "It passes."

I didn't argue. There was nothing to say. After a moment, he continued. His voice was quieter now, strained.

"What did I do? I decided I would not give in. Not to Harlan Foster. Not to anyone. 'Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.' James four, verse seven." He managed a thin smile. "I saved for a year. Ate less. Sold everything I could spare. When I had enough, I bought solar panels. Installed them myself. My background in the Army, prime power production, it served me well. I made my cabin self-reliant, just as Thoreau advised. 'Simplify, simplify.'"

"And Harlan?"

"He came back twice more. Each time, he raised his offer. Each time I refused. Eventually, he stopped coming." Abner looked at me. "But he never stopped wanting my land. And he never forgave me for keeping it."

The owl called again, closer this time.

"I do not know what you will do, Thomas. That is your decision to make. But you can be certain of one thing. Harlan Foster will try to thwart you in whatever ways he can. He has the county in his pocket. He has patience. He has money. And he has absolutely no conscience."

"I'm getting that impression."

Abner picked up his coffee cup again. His hand trembled slightly but his grip was firm.

"You differ from most men I have met. You ask questions. You write things down. You do not bluster or make threats." He took a sip. "That may serve you well. Or it may not. Harlan has broken stronger men than either of us."

"Maybe," I said. "But I'm not planning on being broken."

From the trailer, floating through the evening air, came the sound of laughter. Light and clear and genuine. Scout, watching the trailer's TV.

"Scout seems to be enjoying Pride and Prejudice," I said.

"Austen." Abner shook his head. "Frivolous. Drawing rooms and marriage plots. Not a single idea worth examining."

"She seems to disagree."

"Liberty has always had her own opinions. Even when they are wrong."

"I've noticed." I smiled. "The pond looks good, by the way. She and the goats did great work."

"Cincinnatus and Thoreau are excellent at what they do. And Liberty..." He paused. "Liberty loves that you call her Scout."

I looked at him. Abner nodded slowly, looking down at his mug.

"She talks about you a great deal. Especially after you helped with her tooth. That was a kindness she did not expect."

"It was nothing."

"It was not nothing. It was significant. And she knows it." Abner stared at his coffee. "These movie nights? They are the highlight of her week. She counts the days until the next one."

I didn't know what to say to that.

"I raised her in these woods," Abner continued. "Homeschooled her. Kept her away from the corruption of institutions. I believed I was protecting her. And perhaps I was." He paused. "But I also made her lonesome. She had Claire, Bessie, and the little boy to talk to. And she loves her visits to Port Chasten."

"She mentioned the library there. About how much it meant to her."

"The library, yes. She would spend hours there, reading everything. Devouring the world through books because she could not experience it any other way." Abner's voice was heavy. "I am glad she found a friend in you, Thomas."

"I'm glad too. She's remarkable."

Abner turned to look at me directly. His blue eyes, the same shade as his daughter's, held mine.

"Liberty is a grown woman. Twenty-one years old. I would not presume to pry into her private affairs. Whatever she chooses to do with her life, wherever she chooses to go, whoever she chooses to be with, those are her decisions to make."

I felt heat rising in my face.

"But I will say this." His voice was quiet but carried weight. "I hope that you will be an honorable man with my daughter."

"Abner." I shifted in my chair. "Nothing like that is happening. We watch movies. We swim in the pond. We talk. That's all."

He held my gaze for a long moment. Then he nodded once and said nothing.

We sat in silence after that. The light faded. The stars came out. From the trailer, Scout's laughter drifted across the clearing, mixing with the sounds of the forest settling into night.

Eventually, Abner rose. He set his empty cup on the porch railing.

"Thank you for the coffee, Thomas."

"Anytime."

He walked to the edge of the porch, then stopped.

"'The wicked flee when no man pursueth, but the righteous are bold as a lion.' Proverbs twenty-eight, verse one." He looked back at me. "Be bold, Thomas. But be careful."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the darkness between the trees.
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I sat at my kitchen table past midnight. The lamp cast a pool of yellow light across the polished wood. Outside, the forest was filled with night sounds.

My laptop was open in front of me. I'd been staring at the blank document for ten minutes, organizing my thoughts.

Finally I began to type.

Harlan Foster — Property Record Irregularities

I'd been gathering documents since Harlan's visit. The surveys Claire had given me. The property records I'd pulled from the county assessor's website. The title search I'd ordered when I bought the place. Notes from conversations. Dates and times and details.

Now I began organizing it into something coherent. Something that would hold up to professional scrutiny.

Section 1: Well Access Fraud

I typed out everything I knew. The well on Claire's property. The access fees Harlan had been collecting for decades. The recorded easement that shouldn't exist. The discrepancies in the documentation that Claire's lawyer would need to examine when she found one.

Section 2: Boundary Irregularities

The survey markers that didn't match the county records. The hundred-foot discrepancy along the eastern edge of my property. Timber rights that had been conveyed under questionable circumstances two decades ago. The chain of title that raised more questions than it answered.

Section 3: Tax Abatement Discrepancy

The agricultural exemption that Harlan claimed on land that may not have been his to claim. The county assessor's records that showed payments made for services never rendered. The pattern of small frauds that added up to something much larger.

Section 4: Parallel Experience — Abner Flint

I typed out Abner's story. The transformer. The five feet. The fifteen years without power. Harlan's offer. The implied threat against Liberty. The solar panels that represented not just self-reliance but resistance.

Section 5: Pattern of Behavior

I pulled it together. The common thread was Harlan Foster using his influence with the county government to pressure landowners. To create problems that only he could solve. To acquire property at fractions of its value from people who had no other options.

I made a note at the bottom: Coordinate with Claire's lawyer re: tax abatement issue. Confirm easement validity. Request a formal boundary survey.

When I finished, I saved the document and backed it up to the cloud. I emailed a copy to myself.

The clock on my laptop read 12:47 AM.

I closed the computer and sat in the darkness for a while, listening to the silence.

The document wasn't evidence. Not yet. But it was the beginning of a case file, a framework for understanding what I was dealing with.

A map of the battlefield, so to speak.

Harlan Foster had money and influence and patience and no conscience. He had the county in his pocket and decades of experience breaking people who stood in his way.

I had a laptop and some documents and a stubborn refusal to be pushed around.

It wasn't much. But it was a start.


Chapter 20



The morning light filtered through the cabin windows, soft and gray. I'd been up since dawn, working on replacing the hinges on the bathroom door. The coffee was still warm in my cup when I stepped outside for a break.

That's when I saw it, a small wrapped parcel sitting on the top step. Brown paper bag, folded neatly at the top.

I picked it up and looked inside. Six plain cake donuts, my favorites from Irma's bakery. No note. No explanation.

But I knew who had left them.

I carried the bag inside and placed the donuts on a plate. They were still slightly warm. She must have driven into Port Chasten early this morning, bought them fresh, and left them here before I noticed.

Grace had been coming and going for the past month. A pattern had emerged, though we'd never discussed it. Her white RAV4 would appear at the end of my driveway, parked in that wide spot by the mailbox, and stay for two or three days. Then she'd be gone for a week. Then back again.

I'd said nothing about it. Never walked down to check on her. Never knocked on her window to make conversation. I just left the lane clear when I saw her car and went about my business.

But this. The donuts. This was something different.

I ate one of them slowly, savoring the softness and sweetness. Then I took out a pen and smoothed the brown paper bag flat on the counter.

Grace — Thank you for the donuts. They were perfect. You're welcome to dinner anytime you want. Just come up to the cabin. — Thomas

I folded the bag so that my note was visible and walked down the driveway. Her car wasn't there now, but I left the empty bag weighted down with a rock in the spot where she usually parked.

Then I went back to fixing the bathroom door.
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The next day, the white RAV4 was back.

I noticed it when I drove out to get supplies. The bag was gone. She'd read the note.

She stayed three days this time. I saw her car when I walked to the mailbox. I didn't approach. Didn't wave. Just noted her presence and went about my life.

On the third evening, I finally finished the fire pit.

I'd been working on it for two weeks, digging out the circle by hand, hauling the dirt away in a wheelbarrow, lining the depression with gravel for drainage. The bricks I'd gotten from my last trip to Forks. Red clay firebricks, got at a good price.

I'd arranged them in a double ring, staggering the joints like a mason would, leaving small gaps at the bottom for airflow. The inner ring sloped slightly inward to contain the coals. The outer ring sat two inches higher, creating a lip to rest cooking grates on if I ever got around to buying some.

It wasn't fancy, but it was solid. I was proud of it.

I gathered kindling from the brush pile and built a small fire, teepee-style, the way my father had taught me. The wood caught quickly. I added larger pieces, watched the flames grow, then settled into the folding camp chair I'd taken from the porch.

The sky was purple and orange, the last light bleeding out of the west. The fire crackled and popped, sending sparks spiraling up into the darkness.

I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out my new purchase. A corncob pipe, still smelling faintly of the drugstore where I'd bought it. And a pouch of cherry-flavored tobacco, the cheap kind they kept behind the counter.

Sybil had made me give up pipe smoking years ago. Health reasons, she'd said, though I suspected it was really about the image. Men who worked at an insurance firm didn't smoke corncob pipes like hillbillies. They played golf and drank scotch in moderation.

Well, I didn't work for an insurance firm anymore.

I filled the bowl carefully, tamping the tobacco down with my thumb. Then I pulled a thin twig from the fire, its end glowing orange, and touched it to the tobacco. I drew slowly, feeling the smoke fill my mouth, sweet and warm with that artificial cherry flavor.

It wasn't good tobacco and this wasn't a good pipe. I made a mental note to find a real briar pipe somewhere and some quality tobacco to go with it. Virginia or Latakia, maybe even some Perique. Something with actual character.

But for now, sitting by my own fire pit in front of my own cabin, watching the stars come out one by one, this smoke was very pleasant indeed.

My mind drifted to the inspections, but I pushed the thoughts away. I could deal with it later. Tonight was for fire and smoke and the simple pleasure of being alive in a beautiful place.

I drew on the pipe again and watched an owl glide silently across the clearing, hunting.

Then I saw movement at the edge of the firelight.

A figure approaching from the direction of the driveway. Small. Female. Carrying something.

Grace.

She stopped at the edge of the clearing, hesitating like she wasn't sure if she should come closer.

"Evening," I called.

She walked forward. I could see her better now. Jeans and a gray hoodie, her short black hair tousled. She was carrying a pink box from the bakery.

"Hey." She shifted her weight from foot to foot. "So, um, I thought maybe I'd take you up on that dinner offer? If it's still good?"

"It's still good. Grab that folding chair off the porch and come sit."

She walked over and handed me the box. "I brought bagels. Figured I couldn't just show up empty-handed."

I opened the box. Everything bagels, still fresh.

"I already ate, but these will go great with the leftover lasagna I've got in the oven," I said. "You hungry?"

"Starving, actually."

"Give me a minute."

I went inside and pulled the lasagna from where I'd been keeping it warm. Cut a generous square and plated it. Grabbed a fork and a napkin. When I came back out, Grace had settled into the other chair, placing it a few feet away from mine.

She took the plate gratefully. "Holy shit, this looks amazing. You made this?"

"Nothing fancy. Just noodles and sauce and cheese."

She took a bite and closed her eyes. "Okay, this is way better than the microwave burritos I've been living on."

"That thermos has iced tea made from tea grown on the farm next door. Pour yourself a cup." I speared one bagel on a long stick and held it over the coals. "Give it a few minutes and I'll have a toasted bagel for you."

She ate in silence for a while, methodically working through the lasagna. I tended the bagel, rotating it so it wouldn't burn. The fire crackled between us.

"Weather's been nice," she said finally. "Warm for May."

"It has. Though I hear June's supposed to be hot. Real summer weather."

"Yeah." She scraped the last of the lasagna from the plate. "I actually bought some screen material yesterday. Gonna rig something up so I can sleep with my windows cracked without bugs getting in."

"Smart."

"Mosquitoes are no joke out here. Back in Seattle, I never even thought about them. But out here?" She shook her head. "Little bastards will drain you dry."

I pulled the bagel from the fire. Golden brown, slightly charred on one side. I broke it in half and handed her the better piece.

"Thanks." She took a bite, chewing thoughtfully. "This is actually really good. The smoky flavor."

"Old camping trick."

We ate in companionable silence. I added another log and watched the flames lick up around it.

"So." I kept my voice casual. "Everything okay where you're parking? No problems?"

"It's perfect." She said it quickly, emphatically. "Way better than the campground I was at before."

"Yeah?"

"Oh my god, yes." She leaned back in her chair. "That place was sketchy as fuck. Noisy all night, people partying, cars coming and going at weird hours. And then these fucking tweakers moved in a couple of months ago. Just absolute chaos. Screaming at three in the morning, fights, someone's dog barking constantly."

"Sounds rough."

"I went to work so many times running on like two hours of sleep. My manager probably thought I was on drugs or something." She shook her head. "But here it's just quiet. Peaceful. I can actually sleep."

"Good. I'm glad it's working out."

"You're lucky to own so much land."

"Actually, the acreage leading up to the cabin belongs to my neighbor, Claire Beaumont. The driveway is just an easement to get to the cabin."

"Really? So, like, I should be buying bagels for your neighbors instead?"

"You can if you like, they're good people," I laughed.

"I make sure to keep everything clean," she added quickly. "I don't leave any trash or anything."

"I noticed. I appreciate it."

She relaxed slightly. Then she cleared her throat.

"So, um. The bathroom situation. I know you're probably wondering."

I held up a hand. "You don't have to--"

"No, it's fine. I just dig a hole to pee. And I always cover it up after. Cat-style, you know?" Her cheeks flushed slightly in the firelight. "I'm not like, leaving anything gross around."

"I appreciate the consideration," I chuckled.

"It's the least I can do. You're letting me park here for free."

"Hey, you paid ten bucks. That covers the summer. I'm just being a landlord."

"Serious, for real."

I poked at the fire with a stick, sending up a shower of sparks.

"So where do you work? If you don't mind me asking."

"The motel. Off the highway, like outside of Port Chasten? The Seaside Motor Lodge."

"I've seen it."

"It's pretty basic. I clean rooms mostly. Sometimes I work the front desk when Rita needs a break." She shrugged. "Doesn't pay much, but it's steady. And Rita's pretty cool. She lets me use the shower and do laundry in the back. Sometimes, if a room's not booked, she'll even let me crash there for the night."

"That's where you stay when you're not here?"

"Yeah. But summer's coming, so." She made a face. "Tourist season. Every room's gonna be booked solid from June through September. Which means I'll be living in my car a lot more."

"You're welcome here. Anytime."

She looked at me, something guarded in her expression.

"Why are you being so nice to me?"

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"I don't know. Most people..." She trailed off, staring into the fire. "Most people want something."

"I don't want anything, Grace. You need a place to park. I have a driveway. It's not complicated."

She didn't respond, but some of the tension went out of her shoulders.

We sat in silence for a while. The fire popped and hissed. The owl that had taken up residence behind my cabin called from somewhere in the trees.

"The cabin looks great, by the way," she said finally. "You've done a lot of work, I can tell."

"Thanks. Still a long way to go, but it's getting there."

"How long are you planning to stay? Like, is this a summer place or...?"

"Year-round. This is home now."

She turned to look at me, surprise clear on her face. "Really? I thought you were just like, a vacation person. Rich guy from the city with a weekend cabin."

"Nope. Cashed in my 401k and bought this place outright. I'm putting down roots."

"Damn." She considered this. "That's actually kind of badass. Starting over like that."

"Or stupid. Depending on how you look at it."

"No, I get it. I'm just twenty-four but kinda doing the same thing. Sometimes you gotta just... drop everything and start fresh."

Something flickered across her face. Pain, maybe. Or regret.

"True." I held up my pipe. "You mind if I smoke?"

"Go for it."

I relit and drew on my pipe, puffing fragrant smoke, letting the silence stretch.

"Can I ask how you ended up living in your car?" I said.

Grace went still. Her eyes moved over my face, evaluating, measuring.

"You don't have to answer," I added. "I'm not trying to pry."

She was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. Then she seemed to make a decision.

"I'm running from my ex." Her voice was flat. Matter-of-fact. "His name's Zack. We were together for three years. Things got bad toward the end. Really bad."

"Bad how?"

"The usual shit. Controlling. Jealous. Then he started hitting me." She said it without emotion, like she was reading from a script. "Last time he put me in the hospital. Cracked two ribs and gave me a concussion. When I got out, I filed for a restraining order and packed everything I could fit in my car."

"Goddamn, Grace. That's awful."

"For real. The restraining order doesn't mean anything, though. It's just a piece of paper. If he finds me..." She shrugged. "He said he'd kill me. And I believe him."

"Did you go to the police? I mean, beyond the restraining order?"

"Yeah. They took a report. Said they'd 'keep an eye on the situation.'" She made air quotes, her voice bitter. "You know what that means. It means nothing until he actually does something. And by then it might be too late."

"So you came here."

"Far from Seattle as I could get. Small town. Off the grid. Figured it was my best shot at disappearing." She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. "I've been here about four months now. No sign of him. But I still look over my shoulder every damn day."

I thought about what to say. There was nothing adequate.

"Do you have anyone who can help? Friends you can stay with?"

She laughed, but there was no humor in it.

"I burned through all my friends already. Crashed on couches for weeks at a time. Everyone was supportive at first, but..." She shook her head. "You can only impose on people for so long before they start resenting you. I could feel it. So I stopped asking."

"What about family?"

The change in her was immediate. Her face went blank, her eyes distant. She stared into the fire like she was looking at something a thousand miles away.

I could see the pain etched into every line of her face. Whatever had happened with her family, it went deep.

"My family doesn't want to see me." Her voice was barely audible. "I burned those bridges a long time ago."

I waited, but she didn't elaborate.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to--"

"It's fine." She shook herself, and when she looked at me again, she was cheerful once more, deflecting. "Anyway, enough of my sob story. Your pipe smells really nice, by the way. What kind of tobacco is that?"

I accepted the subject change. "Cherry flavored. Pretty cheap stuff, honestly. I feel a little pretentious smoking it. Like I should be wearing a tweed jacket and lecturing about Hemingway."

She grinned. "Dude, you should totally lean into it. Get one of those super long pipes, like three feet long. And a big pointy hat."

"A pointy hat?"

"Yeah, like a wizard. Full Gandalf vibes." She spread her hands wide. "You shall not pass! Except to buy more bagels!"

I laughed, the sound surprising me. "I don't think I can pull off the wizard look."

"You totally could, though. You've got the whole mysterious hermit in the woods thing going on. Just add a staff and some cryptic prophecies, and you're set."

"I'll take it under advisement."

She settled back in her chair, still smiling. The tension had drained out of her. For a moment she looked much younger than twenty-four.

We sat together by the fire as the night deepened around us. The flames burned low. The stars wheeled overhead. Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howled.

I didn't say anything else. Neither did she. It felt nice to just sit there and watch the flames.


Chapter 21



The afternoon sun slanted across the porch, warming the weathered boards. I sat in my camping chair with a cup of coffee, watching the shadows lengthen across the meadow. A red-tailed hawk circled in lazy spirals above the treeline.

Movement at the edge of the property caught my eye. Abner Flint emerged from the forest path, walking with that deliberate pace of his. He carried something bundled in leather under one arm.

I raised my hand in greeting.

"Abner."

"Thomas."

He climbed the porch steps and stood there for a moment, surveying the land the way he always did. Taking stock of everything.

"Have a seat." I gestured to the empty chair beside me. "Can I get you some coffee?"

"Thank you, no." He settled into the chair, the leather bundle across his lap. "I won't be staying long."

We sat in silence for a minute. Abner seemed content to let the quiet stretch. I'd learned not to rush him.

"That fire pit looks well laid."

"Thanks," I said. "It was fun to make and I've enjoyed having it. Makes sitting out here even nicer."

"Are those refractory bricks?"

"They are. Made to handle the direct heat."

"Well chosen."

We sat quietly, enjoying the afternoon breeze. Finally, Abner lifted the bundle and held it out to me.

"This is for you."

The weight surprised me when I took it. Heavy. Solid. I could feel the shape of something inside the rolled leather.

"What is it?"

"Open it."

I unrolled the bundle on my lap. Inside was a holster, the leather worked into a design I recognized from Abner's own belt. A flap covered the top, secured by a brass button. The craftsmanship was beautiful, with hand-stitched seams. The leather was supple but sturdy.

"This is for me?"

"It is. Open it."

I unfastened the brass button and lifted the flap. Inside sat a revolver, its stainless steel finish gleaming dully in the afternoon light. The grip was wood, worn smooth from handling. I held it in both hands. This was not a small weapon.

"Ruger GP100," Abner said. "Three fifty-seven Magnum. Six-shot cylinder. Four-inch barrel." He tapped the identical holster on his own belt. "Twin to the one I carry every day. Had this as a spare for fifteen years. I can testify personally to the reliability and accuracy of the model."

I looked up at him. "Abner, I can't take this."

"I assure you, you don't need a license to open carry in this state."

"No, I mean I can't take a gift like this."

"This is partial payment for the dental work." His voice was firm. "Not a gift. A settlement of debt between men of equal standing. Will you accept?"

I understood immediately. A gift would have implied an obligation, it would have tipped the balance between us in a direction that would have made him uncomfortable.

But a debt settled was a transaction between equals. It preserved his dignity while allowing him to express his gratitude.

"I accept," I said. "Thank you, Abner."

He nodded once. The matter was closed.

"You know how to handle a firearm?"

"Took a class once, a long time ago. Never owned one."

"Cylinder release is here." He pointed without touching. "Push forward to swing out the cylinder. Loads six rounds. This fires both three fifty-seven Magnum and thirty-eight Special. Start with thirty-eight. Less recoil. Better for learning."

I lifted the revolver from the holster, keeping it pointed away from both of us. The weight felt substantial in my hand.

"Trigger pull is smooth. Double action, so you can fire without cocking the hammer, or cock it first for a lighter pull and better accuracy." He watched me handle it. His expression gave nothing away. "Clean it regularly. Oil lightly. Store it dry."

"I will."

"Holster took some time to make. That's why I'm bringing it now rather than sooner."

I examined the holster more closely. The leather was thick but not stiff, worked until it achieved a perfect balance between protection and accessibility. The stitching was tight and even. It hooked onto a belt, but the shoulder strap worn across the body distributed the weight for all-day carry.

"This is beautiful work, Abner. Did you make all of this yourself?"

"Indeed. Tanned the hide myself from a buck I took two winters back. Brain-tanned the traditional way. It takes longer, but the buckskin is more pliable that way. Lasts longer too."

I ran my thumb along one seam. Every stitch was precise.

"You do fine work."

"A man should know how to make what he needs." He stood, brushing off his canvas trousers. "Liberty will be along shortly. She knew I was coming today."

As if summoned by her name, Scout appeared at the treeline. She walked toward the cabin with that easy stride of hers, completely at home in her body and her surroundings. Her own pistol rode on her hips with its shoulder strap support, the buckskin shiny from use.

She climbed the porch steps and stopped when she saw me holding the GP100. Her blue eyes held mine.

"Looks good on you," she said.

"Your father's doing."

"He pays his debts." She turned to Abner. "I brought thirty-eight Special. Box of fifty."

Abner looked between us. His gaze lingered on his daughter for a moment, then moved to me. Whatever calculation he was making, he kept it to himself. He nodded firmly.

"The clearing by the pond," he said. "Face the hills when you shoot. Safer that way."

"I know, Father."

"I'm heading home. Goats need tending." He stepped off the porch, then paused and looked back at me. "Listen to her. She's a better shot than I am."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the trees with that silent woodsman's walk.

Scout watched him go. When she turned back to me, she was smiling.

"Ready to learn?"

"Lead the way."

We walked down to the pond. The afternoon light was golden now, slanting through the trees and dappling the grass. Scout moved ahead of me, her ponytail swinging with each step. I tried not to notice the way her canvas pants fit snug over her hips. Tried and failed.

At the pond, she turned left and led me to a clearing where the ground was flat and open, facing a hillside that rose steeply about twenty yards away. At the base of the slope sat an old stump, gray and weathered, about three feet tall.

"This is the place," Scout said. "Anything we fire goes into the hillside. No risk of a stray round going somewhere it shouldn't." She pointed at the stump. "That's our target."

I looked at the setup. It made sense. The natural backstop of the hill would catch anything that missed the stump.

"Looks good to me. You know what you're doing."

"Father taught me when I was eight." She turned to face me, all business now. "What do you know about firearms?"

"I took a class years ago. I thought about getting a concealed carry license but decided against it."

"Why did you decide against it?"

The memory surfaced. Sybil's face when she found the class certificate in my jacket pocket. The argument that followed.

"My wife got angry when she found out I took the class. She told me she wouldn't tolerate a gun in her house."

Scout's head tilted slightly. "You mean your house? Both of yours?"

I could only shake my head. "It was a difficult time."

She studied me for a moment, then nodded. "All right. Recite the commandments."

"The what?"

"The rules. The commandments of handling a firearm. You said you took a class."

I thought back. The instructor had been a retired Marine, gruff but patient. He'd made me memorize a few lines. I was surprised they came back to me so quickly.

"Treat every gun as if it's loaded. Never point the gun at anything you're not willing to destroy. Keep your finger off the trigger until you're ready to shoot. Uh, let's see now... Oh, right! Know your target and what's beyond it."

Scout nodded with approval. "Good. Most people forget at least one. You remembered all four."

"The instructor was memorable."

"It seems so. Those rules will keep you alive. Break any one of them and someone gets hurt or killed." She stepped closer and held out her hand. "Let me see it."

I handed her the GP100. She checked the cylinder with practiced efficiency, confirmed it was empty, then held it up so I could see.

"This is the cylinder release. Push forward like this." The cylinder swung out smoothly. "Six chambers. You load from this side, unload from this side. Always check all six. Never assume."

She demonstrated the loading process with imaginary rounds, then handed the revolver back to me.

"You try."

I mimicked her movements. Push the release. Swing out the cylinder. Check all six chambers.

"Good. Now close it."

I pushed the cylinder back into the frame. It clicked solidly into place.

"Never slap it closed. You'll damage the mechanism over time. Just push it firmly until it locks, then give it a little twist to make sure it is seated well."

We went through the basics for the next twenty minutes. How to hold it, how to stand, how to breathe. Scout was patient, specific, and technically precise. She never talked down to me, never made me feel stupid for not knowing something. She simply explained and showed and corrected.

"All right." She pulled a box of ammunition from her pocket and a pair of foam earplugs. "Time to shoot."

She handed me the earplugs. I rolled them between my fingers, compressing them before inserting them into my ears. The world went muffled and distant.

Scout loaded the revolver with six rounds, then took a stance facing the stump. Her feet were shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent. Both hands wrapped around the grip, arms extended but not locked.

She fired.

Even with the earplugs, the report was sharp and loud. The stump kicked up a spray of wood chips.

She fired again. And again. Six shots in steady succession, each one finding the stump. When the hammer clicked on an empty chamber, she lowered the weapon and turned to me.

"Your turn."

I took the revolver to reload. I fumbled the first round, nearly dropped the second, but got all six into their chambers without too much embarrassment.

"Take your stance."

I faced the stump. Feet apart. Knees bent. I raised the revolver and tried to remember everything she'd told me.

"Stop."

Scout moved behind me. Then she was pressing against my back, her arms reaching around to take my hands in hers. I could feel the warmth of her body through my shirt. The softness of her breasts against my shoulder blades. Her breath on my neck.

"Your grip is too tight." Her voice was low, close to my ear. "You're strangling it. Firm but relaxed. Like shaking hands with someone you respect."

She adjusted my fingers, repositioning them on the grip. Her hands were small but strong.

"Both thumbs on this side. Pointing forward. Never cross them behind the slide, or you'll get bit when it cycles." She paused. "This one doesn't have a slide, but it's a good habit anyway."

I was acutely aware of everywhere her body touched mine. The curve of her hip against my thigh. The press of her shoulder against my arm.

"Now. Sight picture." Her lips were inches from my ear. "Front sight goes in the notch of the rear sight. Level across the top. Focus on the front sight, not the target. The target should be slightly blurry."

I tried to concentrate on her words instead of the heat building in my groin.

"When you're ready to fire, take a breath. Let half of it out. Hold it. Squeeze the trigger slowly. Don't jerk. Don't anticipate. Just steady pressure until it breaks."

She released me and stepped back. The absence of her warmth felt like a loss.

"Whenever you're ready."

I lined up the sights on the stump. Front sight in the notch. Level across the top. I breathed in. Let half out. Held it.

Squeezed.

The revolver bucked in my hands. The report echoed off the hillside. Dirt kicked up three feet to the left of the stump.

"Breathe," Scout said. "Try again."

I fired five more times. The third shot nicked the edge of the stump. The fifth hit it solidly. By the time the cylinder was empty, my hands were steady and my breathing was calm.

"Reload."

We went through three more cylinders. By the end, I was hitting the stump more often than not. My accuracy was nothing compared to Scout's effortless precision, but I was improving.

"That's enough for today. We have reached the point of diminishing returns. You don't want to overdo it."

I lowered the revolver and checked the cylinder the way she'd taught me. Empty. I closed it and slid it into the holster.

"Thank you, Scout. That was a good lesson."

"You're a good student. Most men won't take instruction from a woman. They get defensive. You just listened."

"You know what you're doing. I don't. Seemed pretty straightforward to me."

She smiled at that. It was a real smile, not the guarded one she sometimes wore.

I put the revolver back into its holster and slung it over my shoulder, securing it at my hip the way Abner and Scout did. We walked back toward the cabin in the late afternoon light. Scout moved slightly ahead, her stride easy and confident. The light brightened her golden hair.

At the cabin, she stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and turned to face me.

"Thanks for the lesson," I said. "I mean it."

"It was my way of repaying you for helping with my tooth."

"There was no need to repay me. But I appreciate your help. And especially the gun from your father. That was generous of him."

"He likes you." She said it simply, as if stating an obvious fact. "He doesn't like many people."

"I'm honored."

She grinned. "You should be."

I remembered something. "You've still got that follow-up appointment, you know. Week after next."

"I know." She wrinkled her nose. "More poking and prodding."

"I seem to recall someone enjoying ice cream afterward."

"Mint chip this time." Her eyes sparkled. "And maybe pistachio."

"If you keep eating ice cream like that, you're going to need more dental work."

"I reckon it would be worth it."

We stood there looking at each other. The light was fading, the shadows growing long. Something changed in her expression, a decision being made.

She stepped forward and kissed me.

Her lips were soft against mine. I was surprised at first, frozen by the unexpectedness of it. Then my body relaxed and I kissed her back.

Her hands came up to rest on my chest. My arms went around her waist. The kiss deepened. Her tongue found mine and I felt electricity arc through my entire body. She pressed closer and I pulled her tighter and for a long moment there was nothing in the world but the two of us.

When she finally pulled back, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright.

"I've been wanting to do that for a long time," she said.

My heart was pounding. Blood was rushing in ways that made thinking difficult. Scout was beautiful. She was alluring. And she was so much younger than me.

"I'm glad you came to live in the same woods as me, Thomas Harmon."

She must have seen the doubt in my eyes, the flicker of hesitation. She kissed me again, softer this time. Lingering. A promise of things to come.

Then she stepped back and smiled.

"Goodnight."

I watched her walk away into the gathering dusk, moving through the trees with that silent grace of hers. She didn't look back. She didn't need to.

I stood on the porch for a long time after Scout was gone, the weight of the revolver on my hip, the taste of her still on my lips.


Chapter 22



The late afternoon sunlight spread itself across my property. Warm sun, cool breeze off the ocean, the smell of cedar and fresh growth everywhere. I walked down my driveway with my phone in hand, the Merlin app running, listening for birds.

The app caught a song. Spotted towhee. I'd seen plenty of those. Another chirp. Dark-eyed junco. Common around here. Then a third notification that made me stop walking.

Hairy woodpecker.

I looked up, scanning the trees on both sides of the driveway. The app said it was nearby, had picked up its call, but I couldn't spot it. The Douglas firs rose tall and thick, their bark deeply furrowed, a perfect habitat for woodpeckers. I stood still for a full minute, watching, waiting. Nothing. The bird stayed hidden.

Still. A new one for my life list. I smiled and kept walking.

At the end of the driveway, the dirt and gravel gave way to the county road. I noticed the tire marks where Grace had parked her RAV4. Two faint impressions in the soft shoulder. Like she promised, the marks were the only sign she'd been here. Not a single piece of trash or a food wrapper or any of the debris that careless campers left behind.

She'd been gone for three days now, back to her motel work. Tourist season was picking up, like she said it would. More rooms to clean meant more hours, which meant more money, which meant less time parked on my drive.

But summer also meant the rooms would fill and she'd need somewhere to stay between shifts. I knew I'd be seeing more of her soon.

I thought about offering Grace a spot closer to the cabin. The advantages were obvious. Running water, wifi, an actual toilet instead of the holes she'd dug.

But I knew she was wary. Whatever had happened to Grace before she arrived here had left marks that didn't show on the surface. She needed to move at her own pace. Trust had to be earned, not offered.

And she was pretty. I could admit that to myself. Black hair that caught the light, eyes that crinkled when she laughed at her own jokes. And underneath the bubbly exterior, a quiet strength that I recognized, the kind that comes from carrying weight alone for too long. The same strength I saw in Claire.

Two years of living alone, not a single date while living in the city. Then I move out here and suddenly I'm in bed with Aimee and kissing both Claire and Scout. Now a cute girl parks in my driveway and brings me donuts and bagels? Rural life is not what I expected it to be.

Grinning, I reached the mailbox and pulled it open.

Checking the mail had become part of my routine since I'd installed this box back in March. Every afternoon, the walk down the driveway, the satisfying creak of the metal door, the small pleasure of ownership. My mailbox. My driveway. My property.

Most days brought nothing but junk. Credit card offers addressed to "Current Resident." Flyers for pizza places in Sequim. Grocery circulars.

Today was different.

Mixed in with the usual junk mail was a registered letter. Official Notice from the county. I tore it open standing right there at the road.

The first paragraph made my stomach drop.

I read it twice, standing in the sunshine that suddenly felt less warm. The language was bland, bureaucratic... and gut-wrenching.

Underground electrical service lines from the county road right-of-way to the residence require immediate retrenching and replacement to meet current fire safety code provisions pursuant to County Ordinance 47.12.3. Due to the elevated fire risk classification of the subject property in protected Wooded Rural zoning, compliance is required within fifteen (15) days of the notice date. Failure to comply will result in the disconnection of electrical service. Estimated cost of compliant retrenching by county services: $33,400.

Thirty-three thousand dollars. That would consume most of my remaining cash.

I thought of Abner, sitting on my porch, telling me about the code violation he'd received fifteen years ago. The one that cut him off from the grid because he couldn't afford to comply.

Then I thought of Harlan Foster, telling me about easements and access roads and all the troubles a man could have with county regulations.

"Goddamn it," I muttered through clenched teeth.

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I found Marcus Webb. We'd worked together during my insurance years. He'd been a claims adjuster like me, then went to law school at forty and reinvented himself as a construction defect attorney. Now he handled property disputes all over Western Washington.

He answered on the third ring.

"Thomas Harmon? Been a while."

"Too long, Marcus. I need your help."

"What kind of help?"

"The property dispute kind." I looked down at the notice in my hand. "I bought property on the Olympic Peninsula back in February. Twenty-two acres with a cabin. Since then, I've discovered that the previous owner was being defrauded by a neighbor on multiple fronts. Now that neighbor seems to be coming after me."

"Tell me everything."

I described the situation methodically, the way I'd learned to present claims early in my insurance career. The fraudulent boundary documents. The well access fees collected on land that the neighbor didn't own. The recorded easement that appeared to be fabricated. And now this code violation notice, demanding compliance within fifteen days or disconnection.

Marcus listened without interrupting. When I finished, there was a long pause.

"The technical violation," he said slowly. "Is it real?"

"I don't know. The underground lines were installed when the cabin was built in the seventies. They seemed fine when I bought the place. No one mentioned any issues during the sale."

"That doesn't mean there isn't a legitimate code concern. Fire safety regulations have been tightened significantly in the last few years, especially in rural areas. It's possible your lines genuinely don't meet current standards."

"But the timing, Marcus. I've been here less than three months. No issues. Then I start looking into this neighbor's fraud and suddenly I get a fifteen-day compliance notice?"

"The timing and targeting do suggest someone with county influence is driving this. You said the neighbor has connections?"

"Deep ones, from what I've been told. He's been operating in this area for decades."

"Then yes. This has the smell of a manufactured emergency. Someone pulled your file, found a technical deficiency that probably exists on half the rural properties in the county, and decided to enforce it aggressively. The fifteen-day window is designed to pressure you into either paying the inflated county rate or losing power entirely."

"What are my options?"

"You don't have to use county services for the retrenching. You could hire a private contractor, potentially at a lower cost. But here's the problem. Any work on lines connecting to public utilities requires county permit approval. And if someone at the county is actively working against you, that approval could be delayed indefinitely."

"So they've got me either way."

"They've got you in a difficult position, not an impossible one. I can file for an extension based on procedural grounds. The notice should have included a technical specification of the alleged violation, not just a general reference to code. That's a defect in the notice itself. I can also request an independent inspection rather than relying on whatever county inspector flagged this."

"How long would all that take?"

"Weeks. Maybe months if they fight it."

I stared at the notice. Fifteen days.

"What happens if I just don't comply and they disconnect me?"

"You'd have to file for reconnection, which would require the retrenching anyway. Plus additional fees. Plus potential fines for the original non-compliance. The clock starts running the moment you miss that deadline."

"So there's no fast option that doesn't cost me most of my savings."

"Not that I can see. I'm sorry, Thomas. This is a pressure campaign. The goal is to make fighting more expensive than surrendering."

"I'm not surrendering."

"Good. Then email me everything you've got. The notice, your deed, and any documentation on the previous fraud. I'll review it and we'll figure out a strategy."

"I'll send it tonight."

"One more thing. You mentioned this neighbor made a previous visit. Made offers, implied threats. Document every interaction from now on. Dates, times, and what was said. If this goes to litigation, that pattern of harassment becomes evidence."

"Already doing it."

"Smart man. We'll talk soon."

I hung up and walked back toward the cabin. The charm of the afternoon was gone, replaced by the cold weight of what I was facing. The birdsong continued around me, but I barely heard it. My mind was churning through numbers, timelines, contingencies.

Inside the cabin, I went straight to my files and the folder I'd been building since I first discovered the boundary fraud. I added the notice, photographed it, noted the date and time of receipt. The pattern was now documented on three fronts. Boundary fraud. Well fraud. Manufactured code violation.

Three attacks from three directions. All pointing to the same source.

I needed to talk to Claire.

The walk to the James Farm was quick. The path was familiar now. I was getting to know the land. The afternoon light filtered through the canopy in bright shafts. Under other circumstances, I would have enjoyed it.

I found Claire and Scout in the small plot near the treeline, tending the fodder beets that Abner grew for his goats. Claire was on her knees in the dirt, pulling weeds. Scout stood nearby with a hoe, breaking up the soil between rows. Both women looked up as I approached.

"Thomas." Claire's smile faded when she saw my expression. "What's wrong?"

"Got something from the county today." I handed her the notice. "Fifteen days to retrench my electrical lines or they cut me off."

Claire read it, her face hardening. Scout moved closer to look over her shoulder.

"Thirty-three thousand dollars," Claire said quietly. "Thomas, that's robbery."

"My attorney says the technical violation might be real, but the enforcement is being driven by someone with county connections. Three guesses who."

Claire handed the notice back. She didn't look surprised. She looked tired, like someone who'd been expecting a blow and finally received it.

"He came here two weeks ago."

I stared at her. "Harlan?"

"Showed up on a Tuesday afternoon. Very friendly, very reasonable as always. He said he wanted to talk about the property, see if we could come to an arrangement that worked for everyone." Claire's jaw tightened. "He offered to buy the entire farm. Named a figure that was actually fair, which surprised me. Said he'd let us stay in the house for a year while we found somewhere else."

"And if you didn't sell?"

"He didn't threaten, not directly. He just mentioned how hard it must be, running a farm alone. How the tea market was unpredictable. How county regulations were getting stricter every year. How a single mother with a young son and an aging mother might find it easier to take the money and start fresh somewhere else."

"Implied threat."

"Clear as day." Claire stood up, brushing dirt from her knees. "I told him I wasn't selling. Not to him. Not ever. He asked why I was being so stubborn about it. I said I'd hired an attorney."

"What did he say to that?"

"Asked what I needed an attorney for. Said I was wasting money on legal fees when we could settle this like neighbors." Her voice hardened. "That's when I lost my temper."

"What did you do?"

"Told him I knew about the well rights. Knew about the tax abatement fraud. Knew he'd been cheating my father for decades while pretending to be his friend. I told him to get the fuck off my property."

"I wish I could have seen that," I said.

"His face." Claire shook her head. "He wasn't angry, he was offended. Like I'd violated some rule of politeness by calling him what he is. He left without another word. That was two weeks ago. I think that's why he's escalating now."

I took a deep breath. "Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

"I didn't want to worry you. You were dealing with your own problems. The septic inspection, your building projects. I thought I could handle Harlan myself."

"Claire. We're in this together now. Whatever he does to one of us affects all of us."

"I know." She looked down. "I know that now."

"Your attorney. What does he say about his visit?"

Silence. Claire's shoulders dropped.

"Claire?"

"I don't have an attorney." The words came out flat and defeated. "Not yet. I tried. Called every property lawyer on the peninsula. None of them would take the case."

"None of them?"

"They all said the same thing in different ways. Conflict of interest. Too busy. Not their area of expertise. One was honest enough to tell me the truth. Nobody around here wants to go up against Harlan Foster. He's got too many friends, too much influence. Taking his case means making an enemy for life."

"What about Seattle? Olympia?"

"I found someone in Bellevue. Young guy, hungry, willing to look at the documents. He said I had a strong case. Multiple instances of fraud, clear paper trail, potential for significant damages." She laughed bitterly. "Then he told me his retainer."

"How much?"

"Ten thousand to start. And he couldn't take it on contingency. Said property disputes like this take years to resolve. He'd need to be paid as we went."

"You don't have that kind of money."

"I barely have money for bills and chicken feed. This first harvest was good, but all the money went to debt. The tea harvest might change things next year, but right now?" She shook her head. "The attorney offered to write a stern letter, something to scare Harlan into settling. But I know Harlan. He'd see right through it. He'd know the letter was a bluff, that I couldn't afford to follow through. It would make things worse, not better."

"So you've got nothing."

"I've got nothing." Claire's voice cracked. "I'm sorry, Thomas. I told you I'd hired a lawyer... and I hadn't. I wanted it to be true. I wanted to have something to fight back with. But I failed. I tried my best and I just can't find anyone to help us."

I stepped forward and put my hand on her shoulder. "It's okay. I understand. You did what you could."

"It wasn't enough."

"It's not over yet. I've still got my attorney. Marcus Webb, out of Seattle. He's looking into this. Maybe he can help with the fraud issues, too."

"Can you afford him?"

"For now. And I've got other contacts from my insurance days. People who know how to dig into property records, trace ownership histories, find the bodies buried in the paperwork. Harlan's been operating for decades. That means decades of evidence."

Scout leaned on her hoe. "Harlan's been trying to push us off our land for fifteen years. That's how long my father and I have been living without grid power. He got the county to cite us for the same kind of violation you just received."

"Your father told me the whole thing," I said. "And now Harlan Foster is trying the same thing with me."

"You're new. You're connected to Claire. You bought the land he wanted." Scout's blue eyes were steady. "He is a scoundrel. He's going to keep coming until you either leave or make him stop."

I looked at these two women. Claire, exhausted and worried, carrying the weight of a farm and a family and a fight she couldn't afford. Scout, young and fierce, raised outside a system that had done nothing for her or her father.

"I'm not leaving," I said. "And I'm going to find a way to make him stop."

Scout nodded. "My father and I will help however we can. He knows things about Harlan that might be useful. Old history. Old grudges."

"I'll help too," Claire said. "Whatever you need. Research, paperwork, testimony. I'm so tired of being scared of him."

I looked at them both and felt something shift in my chest. For twenty-two years I'd worked alone, handled problems alone, faced setbacks alone. Even in my marriage I'd been alone in the ways that mattered.

Not anymore.

"We'll figure this out together," I said. "All of us."


Chapter 23



The credits rolled on the small screen, white text crawling up against black while the orchestral score faded. I reached for the remote and clicked off the TV, still processing what I'd just watched.

"You know, I wasn't expecting much from a movie made in 1931, but that was actually--"

I turned and the words died in my mouth.

Scout sat on the other end of the trailer's small couch, tears streaming down her cheeks. She wasn't sobbing, she wasn't making any sound at all. Just silent tears, her blue eyes fixed on the now-dark screen.

"Scout? What's wrong?"

She blinked and seemed to notice me for the first time. Her hand came up quickly, wiping at her face with the back of her wrist.

"Nothing. It's nothing." She stood abruptly, grabbing the popcorn bowl from the fold-down table between us. "The movie was just different from the book, that's all."

She moved to the small garbage can by the trailer's kitchenette and tipped the unpopped kernels and half-eaten pieces into it, her back to me. Her voice steadied as she talked, the way people do when they're trying to outrun an emotion.

"In the book, the monster is intelligent. Articulate. He teaches himself to read by watching a family through a crack in their wall. He reads Paradise Lost, Plutarch's Lives, and the Sorrows of Werther. He's not a grunting brute. He's a philosopher cursed with a hideous form."

"I didn't know that."

"Mary Shelley wrote it when she was nineteen. Nineteen years old and she created one of the most enduring stories in Western literature." She set the bowl in the small sink. "You should read it."

"You say that after every movie we watch. 'Read the book, Thomas. The book is better, Thomas.'"

"Because the book is always better."

"That's it, next time we're watching something that isn't based on a classic novel," I teased, trying to make her smile. "Maybe a western. Or even a movie with color. Imagine that!"

"Let's not be hasty."

Scout turned from the sink, and I could see she'd composed herself. The tear tracks were still visible, but her expression had settled into something more familiar. She glanced toward the trailer's small window.

"The days are lengthening. But it's starting to get dark. I should be leaving now." She hesitated at the door, her hand on the latch. "Would you walk with me?"

"Of course." I raised an eyebrow. "I'm not sure what protection I'd offer. You're the one with the Smith and Wesson on your hip."

"I don't want protection. I want to show you something."

I grabbed my jacket from the hook by the door.

"Lead the way."

We stepped out into the cooling evening air. The sky had turned that shade of deep blue that comes just before true darkness, and the first stars were showing themselves above the treeline.

Scout didn't head down the path toward her father's property. Instead, she turned north, toward the slope that climbed into the thickest part of the woods.

I followed her onto a trail I hadn't known existed. It was narrow, barely visible in the fading light, threading between Douglas firs that had been growing since before either of us was born. Scout moved through the forest as if she were part of it, her feet finding solid ground without apparent effort while I stumbled over roots and pushed through ferns that slapped against my jeans.

"The movie wasn't scary," she said after we'd walked in silence for several minutes. "That's not why I was crying."

"Then why?"

"It was tragic." She ducked under a low branch without breaking stride. "The monster suffered. He didn't mean to hurt anyone. He didn't understand what he was doing when he threw the little girl in the water. He thought she would float like the flowers. And for that innocent mistake, he was hunted down and burned alive by a savage mob."

I thought about the scene. The torches, the windmill. The creature's final screams.

"That's true," I said. "It is tragic when you think about it that way."

"The villagers never tried to understand him. They saw something different, something that frightened them, and they decided it had to be destroyed." She paused ahead of me, then continued moving. "He never had a fair chance. From the moment of his creation, his fate was sealed. Not because of anything he did, but because of what he was."

"Why did that affect you so much?"

The trail steepened. I could hear Scout's breathing change as she climbed, though her pace never slowed.

"It reminded me of my father."

I wasn't sure what to say to that, so I said nothing. Just kept climbing, kept following the sound of her movement through the darkening forest.

"He served for twenty-two years," Scout continued. "Did you know that? Twenty-two years in the Army. He went where they told him to go. Iraq, twice. Kuwait. Afghanistan for a short deployment early on. He built power stations in places where people were trying to kill him. He breathed smoke from burn pits that the military swore were perfectly safe."

A branch snapped under my foot, loud in the quiet woods.

"He believed in what he was doing. For a long time, he believed. He thought he was serving something noble, protecting something worth protecting. But the longer he served, the more he saw. Contractors getting rich while soldiers died. Officers lying about conditions to protect their careers. Big corporations profiting from wars that never seemed to end."

"I suppose that would discourage anyone."

"It broke something in him. Not his spirit, not his will. But his faith. His faith in institutions, in governments, in the idea that the people in charge were trying to do the right thing."

The trail leveled out briefly before climbing again. I was breathing hard now, my desk-job lungs protesting the exertion. Scout seemed unaffected.

"And then he got sick. The burn pits... they'd been burning everything over there. Batteries, medical waste, plastic, metal, and even human waste. And the soldiers breathed it in every day. When my father started having trouble breathing and started coughing up blood, he filed a claim. Do you know what they did?"

"They denied it?"

"They denied it." Her voice was flat and hard. "They said there was insufficient evidence linking my father's condition to his service. Twenty-two years. Two combat deployments. Exposed to toxic smoke every single day. And they said they couldn't prove it was connected."

"That's goddamn terrible. What did he do?"

"He appealed. They denied the appeal. He appealed again. Denied again. Eventually, he gave up. They gave him a small pension, the bare minimum they were legally required to provide, and told him he was no longer their problem."

The trees thinned slightly, and I could see Scout more clearly now. She'd stopped on the trail ahead and turned to face me.

"That's what made him a willing outcast. Not bitterness, though he has that too. Understanding. He understood that he could not trust the institutions that had used him and discarded him. He understood that the only way to be truly free was to step outside the system entirely. To build a life that didn't depend on anyone's goodwill or honesty or competence but his own."

"Like Frankenstein's monster," I said quietly.

"Exactly like that. Driven out of society simply for being what he was. A man who saw too clearly. A man who refused to pretend."

She started walking again, and I followed.

"I know you consider us abnormal," she said. "My father and I. The way we live. The things we believe."

"Scout, I don't think that."

"It's alright. You don't have to deny it. I know we're different. I know the way we live seems strange to people who grew up in houses with reliable electricity, running water, television and internet. I know my vocabulary is peculiar and my social skills are lacking."

"I've never thought--"

"Thomas." She stopped again, and this time when she turned, her eyes caught the last light of the day. "It's alright. Truly. I'm not wounded by it. I'm simply acknowledging what is."

I didn't know what to say, so I waited.

"I love the way I was raised," she continued. "I love this land. I love the freedom of it, the self-reliance, the connection to something real and lasting. I love knowing how to grow food, how to hunt game, how to build shelter and purify water. I love that my education came from books and experience rather than classrooms and tests."

"And your father?"

Her expression softened. "I love my father more than I can express. He gave me everything. Not things, not possessions, but knowledge. Skills. A way of seeing the world that cuts through all the noise and distraction and gets to what matters."

She turned and started walking again, faster now.

"And I think you might be the same as us, Thomas. Not yet, not completely, but the seed is there. I think you came here looking for something, even if you didn't know what it was. I think you're tired of the life you were living, tired of the compromises and the pretenses and the slow suffocation of working for someone else's profit."

"Maybe so," I admitted.

"That's why I wanted to show you this place. My place. Somewhere I've never shown anyone else."

The trail ended abruptly at a massive deadfall, a Douglas fir that must have been two hundred feet tall before whatever storm or rot or age brought it down. The trunk was enormous, covered in moss and ferns, clearly fallen for decades based on the vegetation growing from its bark.

Scout climbed over a lower section where the trunk had split, and I followed clumsily. On the other side, the forest opened up without warning.

We stepped out onto bare rock, a shelf of granite that jutted from the hillside like the prow of a ship. The trees fell away on three sides, and suddenly the world spread out before us in the gathering darkness.

My breath caught in my chest.

Below and to the west, the cliffs of Chasten Cove caught the last orange light of sunset. I could see the sea stacks rising from the water, the white lines of waves breaking against rock. Beyond the cove, the houses and streets of Port Chasten spread across the hillside, and as I watched, lights began flickering on in windows, streetlamps glowing to life, the town transforming from a collection of buildings into a blanket of warm yellow points.

And beyond that, the ocean. Vast and dark and endless, stretching to a horizon that was dissolving into night.

"I found this place when I was ten years old," Scout said softly. She stood at the edge of the rock shelf, her figure silhouetted against the fading sky. "I was exploring, wandering farther from home than I was supposed to. I pushed through that deadfall and stepped out here and I thought I had discovered the edge of the world."

I moved to stand beside her, careful of my footing on the bare rock. The drop beyond the shelf was steep, nearly vertical.

"I come here to think." She pointed to a spot behind us, and I turned to see a mound of soft ferns covered by a wool blanket, forming a rough bed. "I come here to read. Sometimes I just sit and watch the ocean for hours. I make up stories about the people down there, in Port Chasten. I imagine their lives, their loves, their sorrows."

"It's beautiful," I said, though the word felt inadequate.

"It's my favorite place in the world. The only place I feel truly at peace." She turned to face me. "And I've never shown it to anyone before."

The implications of that statement hung in the air between us.

"Thomas." Her voice was barely above a whisper. "I don't believe your arrival here was happenstance."

"No?"

"I believe you were meant to be here. At this moment. In this place. I believe there is a reason our paths crossed, a reason you bought that land, a reason you found your way to this corner of the world at this particular time. The mechanisms of the Universe conspiring to this moment."

I should have said something sensible. But standing on that rock shelf with the last light dying over the ocean and this strange, beautiful young woman looking at me with those fierce blue eyes, I couldn't find the words.

"I have deep affection for you," she said. "I don't know the proper words for it. I've never felt this way before, about anyone. But I know that when I'm with you, I feel more myself than I've ever felt. And I want to know you. Intimately. Completely."

Her hand found mine. Her fingers were cool and calloused and strong.

"Scout, I'm--" I swallowed. "I'm so much older than you. Twenty-four years. I could be your father."

"Age is of no matter." She stepped closer, and I could smell wood smoke and pine needles and the warm scent of her skin. "Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same."

Wuthering Heights. Catherine speaking of Heathcliff.

Scout rose on her toes and kissed me.

Her lips were soft and uncertain. I stood frozen like that first time she kissed me, my mind screaming objections, cataloging reasons this was wrong, this was inappropriate, this was...

She pulled back slightly, her eyes searching my face.

"Thomas?"

And something in me broke. Or maybe something finally reconnected. Here was this woman, this impossible woman who quoted Brontë on clifftops and carried a revolver and had never seen the inside of a shopping mall, offering me something I hadn't known I was missing.

I kissed her back. She opened her lips and drew my tongue in, our hands roaming each other's backs.

Scout took my hand and led me to the fern bed. We sat together on the wool blanket, the vegetation beneath us soft and springy, giving slightly under our weight. The last purple light of dusk painted her face as she turned to me.

I thought of Aimee. That afternoon in Chasten Cove, the seagrass beneath us, the salt air, her confident hands knowing exactly where to go. Aimee had been my age, experienced, clear about what she wanted and how to get it.

Scout was looking at me with something entirely different. Desire, yes. But underneath it, uncertainty. A wanting that frightened her even as it pulled her toward me.

I reached up and stroked her cheek with the back of my fingers. Her skin was cool from the evening air.

"Is this what you want?"

She nodded, her eyes never leaving mine.

"I want this very much." Her voice caught slightly. "I want you very much."

I kissed her again, slower this time, letting her set the pace. Then I eased her back onto the blanket, the ferns cushioning us as she settled onto her back. I leaned over her, my lips finding the curve of her ear, tracing along its edge.

She shivered as I moved to her neck, kissing the tender skin below her jaw. I cupped her breast and she gasped. The sound went straight through me.

Scout bit her lip as my fingers found the buttons of her denim shirt. One by one, I worked them open, spreading the fabric aside. Her breasts were full and firm, rising and falling with her quickened breathing.

I took a moment to look at her, taking in this gorgeous girl beneath me.

"Do you even know how beautiful you are?" I asked her. "That first time at the pond, seeing you naked in the water. It was like watching a nymph from a fairy tale come to life."

"'Nymph, in thy orisons / Be all my sins remember'd," she sighed. "Shakespeare. Hamlet."

"You're damned amazing, Liberty Scout Flint."

She sighed as I lowered my mouth to her breast, taking one nipple between my lips. I sucked gently, felt it harden against my tongue, then moved to the other.

Her fingers found my hair, threading through it as I kissed down the flat plane of her belly.

She raised her hips without being asked, and together we worked her canvas pants down her legs. I took them carefully, folding them and setting them aside on the rock. I knew she didn't have many clothes.

Her panties followed, revealing the golden curls between her thighs. I ran my fingers through them, marveling at their softness, how they matched the pale hair in her armpits. Everything about her was natural, unadorned, perfect.

"I love the way you're looking at me," she whispered.

"Looking at you is even better than that view." I gestured toward the darkening ocean, the lights of Port Chasten twinkling below.

She hesitated. "I don't know what to do."

"You've guided me through these woods since the day we met. Every trail, every hidden path." I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "Now it's my turn to guide you, Scout."

She nodded, something loosening in her expression.

"I trust you," she whispered.

I nodded and gently pressed her thighs apart and lowered my head between them. Her curls brushed against my cheeks, soft as silk, as I breathed in the scent of her virgin pussy. Clean sweat and the deeper, muskier scent of her desire.

My tongue found her center and she jerked at the contact. I licked slowly, exploring the folds of her, tasting the slick warmth of her arousal. She was already wet, her body responding even as her mind tried to process these new sensations.

I focused on her clit, circling it gently with the tip of my tongue, and her hips bucked upward. A small cry escaped her lips. I pressed my hands against her thighs, steadying her, and continued my licking. Slow circles, then faster. Light pressure, then firmer.

Her breathing became ragged. Her fingers gripped the wool blanket beneath us. I could feel her tensing, building toward something she'd never experienced with another person.

"Thomas." My name came out strangled, desperate. "Something's happening."

"Let it," I urged her. "Let it happen, Scout."

Her whole body shuddered. She cried out, a raw sound that echoed off the rock face behind us. Her thighs clamped against my ears as wave after wave moved through her. I kept my mouth on her, gentler now, easing her through it until the tremors subsided and she lay gasping.

I moved up to face her and kissed her deeply. Her tongue met mine and I knew she could taste herself on my lips.

"I've climaxed," she said, half-statement, half-question. "That's what it is, isn't it?"

I nodded, smiling down at her beautiful face.

"You look so perfect right now," I told her.

She kissed me again, hard, her hand reached down between us, fumbling at the front of my jeans. Her fingers were clumsy but determined as she worked the button free and tugged at the zipper. I helped her push my boxers down. My cock sprang up, rigid and aching.

She touched it tentatively, running one finger along its length from base to tip. Her eyes were wide with fascination.

"It's so hard," she breathed. "And so soft at the same time."

A bead of precum had gathered at the head. She dabbed her finger in it, brought it to her lips, tasted.

"Salty."

She looked at my cock, then back at me, concern on her face.

"I don't know if it will fit inside me."

"It will. But not tonight." I stroked her arm. "I don't have any condoms, and I know you're not on birth control. We can wait until I have what we need."

She considered this, then nodded.

"I want to pleasure you. The way you pleasured me." Her cheeks flushed. "Can you show me how?"

"Yes."

She shifted down, positioning herself between my legs. Her hand wrapped around my shaft, her grip too tight at first, then loosening when I guided her.

"Like this?"

"Just like that."

She lowered her head and her tongue darted out, licking the tip experimentally. Then she took me into her mouth. Too much, too fast. I felt her teeth scrape along the sensitive underside and flinched.

"I'm sorry!"

She pulled back, horrified.

"It's okay. Cover your teeth with your lips. Use your hand on what you can't reach. You're doing so well, Scout."

She tried again, more careful this time. Her mouth was warm and wet and eager. What she lacked in technique she made up for in enthusiasm, her head bobbing awkwardly as she worked to find a rhythm.

"That's good," I encouraged her. "Just like that. A little more suction."

She moaned around my cock and the vibration nearly undid me. I felt the pressure building, the familiar tightening.

"Scout. I'm going to cum."

She clamped her mouth over my cockhead just as I started. Her eyes went wide, bulging with surprise as the first spurt hit the back of her throat. She swallowed convulsively, more cum dribbling down her chin, but she didn't pull away. She stayed with me through every pulse until I was empty and softening.

She licked the globs of sperm from my lower belly, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Then she crawled up beside me and nestled against my chest, her head resting over my heart.

I stroked her hair as our breathing slowed. Above us, stars were emerging one by one, scattered across the darkening sky.

"Did I please you?"

I laughed softly. "The proof is in your belly."

She smiled against my chest. "I loved this. What we did. What you showed me."

She tilted her head up to look at me.

"I want more."

"There will be more." I kissed her forehead. "But there's no rush. We have all the time in the world."

She settled back against me, her body warm and soft. The lights of Port Chasten glittered far below. The ocean murmured against the distant rocks.

We lay there together, watching the stars rise over the far horizon.


Chapter 24



The cool water cradled me as I floated naked on my back, arms spread wide, staring up into a sky so blue it seemed painted. Not a single cloud, just that endless wash of blue stretching from horizon to horizon, broken only by the dark branches of the trees at the edges of my vision.

I realized I had looked up at the sky more in two months at this cabin than I had in twenty-two years in Seattle. Being out here stripped away the ceiling that city life puts over your head. Not just the physical ceiling of drywall and insulation, but the mental one. The constant awareness of walls and schedules and the next thing demanding attention.

Out here, the sky was just there. Waiting to be noticed.

I had found a rhythm in these woods that I never knew existed. The deep darkness after sunset, darker than anything I had experienced in the city, made the stars so bright they seemed close enough to touch. I slept better than I had in decades, waking before dawn feeling genuinely rested instead of just less exhausted.

And my body had changed. I could feel it even without a scale. The waistband of my jeans gaped where it used to pinch. My belt had migrated to a hole I had never used before. The soft padding around my midsection, accumulated over two decades of sitting at a computer investigating insurance claims, had burned away. In its place, I could feel the hard edges of muscle I had forgotten I possessed.

The work had done that. Hauling lumber for the roof repairs. Prying off rotted siding and nailing fresh boards in place. Clearing brush along the pond's edge with Scout and her goats. Bringing in Claire's first tea harvest, the leaves destined for processing and sale. She had gotten a good price for that first batch. Two more harvests to go before the season ended for the year.

But the work was not finished. The wood stove inspector had found problems with the piping. Nothing urgent since we were still in late spring, but it would need replacing before October brought the storms. The propane tank was running low. The septic system needed checking, though I had that scheduled.

And hanging over everything was the foolishness with the electricity.

My lawyer friend had looked into the county's threat. Marcus Webb said the regulation was real, some obscure requirement about minimum parcel sizes and utility connections that Harlan Foster had apparently unearthed and weaponized.

My friend was investigating how to fight it, but the timeline remained unclear. Losing power to the cabin would cripple me. My work as an independent Construction Defect Consultant and Expert Witness happened entirely online.

As long as I had internet, I could make a good living. The business was picking up, referrals coming in from old contacts who remembered my reputation. Just in time, too. The money from cashing out my 401k would not last forever.

A splash disrupted my thoughts.

I found my footing in the chest-deep water as Scout swam toward me. She stood up a few feet away, water streaming down her naked body, her wet blonde hair gleaming like spun gold in the sunlight.

She moved into my arms and we kissed, her breasts pressing against my chest, her legs tangling with mine beneath the surface.

"How are things going?" I asked when we broke apart.

"Put the pot to simmer about twenty minutes ago." She wiped the water from her eyes. "Should be ready in a few minutes."

I made a face I could not quite suppress.

"I'm still not entirely sure about eating raccoon."

"Slow-braised raccoon is delicious. You'll see."

"If you say so."

"I do say so." She wrapped her arms around my neck. "First, I cleaned and skinned it, removed all the fat and the scent glands. That's the part most people skip. They leave the glands in and wonder why it tastes musky." She wrinkled her nose. "Dilettantes."

"Scent glands. Noted."

"Then I soaked the meat overnight in salt water with a little vinegar. This draws out the gamey flavor. This morning, I browned it in bacon fat, added onions and garlic, then the root vegetables. Turnips, carrots, and potatoes from Claire's garden. Covered it all with beef stock and let it braise low and slow." She smiled up at me. "The meat falls right off the bone when it's done right."

"You make it sound almost appetizing."

"It's good to eat meat caught on your own land." Her expression grew serious. "Free animals. Not cooped up in cages, tortured by factory farms. This raccoon lived its whole life in these woods, eating what it wanted, going where it pleased. It had one bad moment at the end. That's more than most creatures get."

I pulled her closer, feeling the warmth of her body against mine despite the cool water.

"That's a fair point."

"My father taught me that. Respect what you kill. Use all of it. Waste nothing." She tilted her head, remembering. "Speaking of my father, the Dutch oven I'm cooking in has a story."

"Tell me."

"He traded deer skins for it, back when I was maybe eight or nine."

"Traded with who?"

"Old man Hendricks. He had a farm about five miles north of here that his relatives still own. Hendricks raised goats and chickens and kept mostly to himself. My father brought him two doe hides, both properly tanned and softened. Hendricks wanted them for a doeskin vest he was making. He said store-bought leather didn't have the same feel."

"A vest from two deer hides?"

Scout grinned. "Hendricks was a large man. Anyway, my father showed up with the hides and paid for them. Then Hendricks brought out this Dutch oven. Said his wife had used it for forty years before she passed, and he had no use for it anymore. Too many memories. He wanted it to go somewhere it would be appreciated."

"That's a nice story."

"It gets better. My father looked at the Dutch oven, looked at the deer hides, and the cash paid, and said the trade wasn't fair. The Dutch oven was worth more. He tried to give some of the cash back, and Hendricks got upset, said he didn't want charity, said his wife's pot was worth exactly two deer hides and some cash bills. They argued about it for nearly an hour. And then--"

"Hey there!" a voice called out from the edge of the pond.

I turned, startled, and saw Grace standing on the bank near the willow tree. She wore her usual hoodie despite the warm day, jeans rolled up at the cuffs, and she carried a paper grocery sack in her arms. Her dark hair was artfully mussed up.

"Grace." I shifted in the water, suddenly very aware of my nakedness. "Good to see you."

"I heard there was a special dish being prepared." She smiled, though I could see the fatigue in her face. Living in a car took its toll. "Room for one more at the table?"

Scout answered before I could. "There's plenty of raccoon for all of us."

"Music to my ears." She held up the grocery bag. "Didn't come empty-handed. Made a special treat for y'all."

"We're looking forward to trying it." Scout began wading toward the bank. "Head on up to the cabin. We will get dressed and join you."

Grace waved and headed toward the cabin, the paper sack crinkling against her hip.

I watched her go, then looked at Scout. "You invited her?"

"I did." Scout reached the shallows and stood, water running down her body in silver streams. "I stop by her car sometimes when I see it parked on your driveway. Just to check in."

"Thank you for that." I waded after her. "I worry about her. Living in that RAV4, working at that motel. It's not ideal."

"Grace Kim is tougher than she looks." Scout grabbed her towel from the branch where she had left it. "I respect her independence. It takes fortitude to live like that. Most people would have given up and gone home by now."

"Does she have a home to go back to? It didn't seem like it when we talked."

Scout shrugged, rubbing the towel through her hair. "She doesn't talk about it with me either. I don't push."

I climbed out of the pond and found my towel, drying myself quickly. The warm breeze felt good on my wet skin. I watched Scout as she dressed, pulling on her canvas pants and the patched but clean denim shirt she always wore. Her body was lean and strong, the product of a life spent outdoors, working with her hands, eating what the land provided.

We had been intimate several more times since that first night at her secret place. Oral sex, mostly. I had shown her things about her own body that surprised and delighted her.

Scout was still a virgin. There was no rush. She was enjoying the journey of discovery, and I was content to let her set the pace.

"So Hendricks just gave your father the Dutch oven?" I asked, pulling on my jeans.

"Traded. There's a difference." Scout grinned as she buttoned her shirt. "But yes. And that pot has cooked more meals than I can count. Venison stew, rabbit, squirrel, possum."

"Possum?"

"Tastes like pork if you prepare it right." She saw my expression and laughed. "I promise to ease you into that one."

We walked across the grass toward the cabin, the late afternoon sun slanting through the trees. I could smell the braised raccoon before we reached the porch, rich and savory, the scent of meat and herbs and root vegetables mingling together.

"Hendricks died a few years after the trade," Scout continued as we climbed the steps. "My father went to the funeral. He said there were only four people there, including the preacher. Hendricks had outlived everyone who knew him. The people who live there now are distant relatives."

"That's sad."

"That's the tragedy of the human condition." She pushed open the cabin door. "If you live a long life, you often end up alone. Unless you're fortunate."

The smell hit me full force as I stepped inside. My stomach rumbled loud enough to hear.

Grace was sitting at the kitchen table, a plate in front of her covered with small golden shapes. She looked up and smiled.

"The raccoon smells incredible. Seriously, my mouth has been watering for ten minutes."

"All as expected, truly." Scout moved to the stove and lifted the lid of the Dutch oven. Steam billowed up, carrying that rich aroma. "Another few minutes and we're ready to serve."

I approached the table and looked at what Grace had brought. The golden shapes were small pastries, flower-shaped, glistening with what looked like honey.

"What are these?"

"Yakgwa." Grace pronounced it carefully. "Korean deep-fried honey cookies. My grandmother's recipe. Flour, sesame oil, ginger, and honey. That's it. Simple ingredients, no oven required."

"No oven?"

"You fry them in oil, then soak them in honey syrup." She pushed the plate toward me. "They keep well. Which matters when you're living out of a car and don't have refrigeration."

I picked up one of the small pastries. It was heavier than it looked, dense and fragrant.

"Go on," Grace urged. "Try it."

I bit into it. The outside was crisp, almost like a cracker, but the inside was chewy and sweet. The sesame oil gave it a nutty depth, and the ginger added a subtle heat that lingered on my tongue.

"Grace." I stared at the half-eaten cookie in my hand. "This is incredible."

"Right?" she beamed. "My halmoni used to make them for every holiday. Said the recipe came from her mother, who brought it over from Korea."

Scout came to the table and took my yakgwa, biting into it thoughtfully. Her eyes went wide.

"Fantastical."

"Language," Grace said, grinning.

"This is truly amazing." Scout took another bite, chewing slowly. "What's in this again?"

"Flour, sesame oil, ginger, honey. A little rice wine to help the dough come together." Grace shrugged. "Simple stuff. The technique is what matters."

"These would make an excellent dessert after the raccoon," I said.

"That's the plan." Grace looked pleased. "I figured I should contribute something if I'm crashing your dinner party."

"You're not crashing anything." Scout returned to the stove. "You were invited. Thomas, can you grab the sun tea from the porch? The one made from Claire's leaves?"

I went to the front porch where a large glass jar sat in a patch of afternoon sunlight. The tea inside was the color of amber, clear and bright. Claire had given me a batch of her processed leaves to try, and I had been making sun tea with them for the past week. It was good, better than anything I had bought in a store.

I picked up the jar and turned back toward the cabin. Through the open door, I could see Scout and Grace at the stove, their backs to me. Scout was ladling braised raccoon into bowls while Grace held them steady. They were talking about something I could not hear, and Grace laughed at whatever Scout said, a genuine laugh that lit up her whole face.

I stood there in the doorway, holding the jar of sun tea, and took in the scene.

My small cabin, built by hands I would never know, repaired by my own. The table set, the smell of braised meat and root vegetables grown nearby. Two young women working together at the stove, serving food, their voices overlapping in easy conversation. The late afternoon light streaming through the windows I had cleaned and sealed against the coming winter.

Six months ago I had been sitting in an Airstream trailer in an RV park outside Seattle, my marriage broken into pieces. I was forty-five years old with nothing to show for two decades except a 401k I was about to cash out and a solid understanding of how things fall apart.

Now I had this. A cabin in the woods. Land that was teaching me how to care for it. Neighbors who had become something more than neighbors. A young woman who had shown me things about myself I had forgotten were possible. Another young woman who needed help, but was not ready to ask for it.

Life could change so fast. I had learned that lesson the hard way. And I was learning it again now, but in reverse. The same speed that could tear everything down could also build something new.

Grace turned and saw me standing in the doorway. "You okay, dude? You look like you're a million miles away."

"Just thinking." I stepped inside and set the sun tea on the table. "About how different things are now."

Scout brought two bowls to the table, the braised raccoon steaming, surrounded by chunks of caramelized vegetables. The meat was dark and tender, falling apart at the edges.

"Different good or different bad?" Scout asked.

I looked at her, then at Grace, then at the cabin around us.

"Different good," I said. "Definitely different good."


Chapter 25



The call ended. I stood on the porch, phone in hand, watching the evening light stretch across my land.

I had hoped for better news. Marcus Webb's referral had come highly recommended, a Seattle attorney who specialized in utility disputes and municipal regulations. A lawyer who knew where the bodies were buried in county bureaucracies.

He had looked over everything. The original notice and the follow-up letters. The county's stated justification for requiring the electrical infrastructure to be brought up to current code despite having been grandfathered in for decades.

His conclusion was straightforward and devastating.

The notice itself was procedurally sound. The county had the authority to require compliance. The fact that they had chosen to exercise that authority now, after years of leaving the property alone, was suspicious but not actionable. Municipalities had broad discretion over utility regulations within their jurisdiction.

Fighting it would cost more in legal fees than simply complying, and compliance meant tens of thousands of dollars to retrench and rewire the buried cables that ran from the road to the cabin. Permits would need to be obtained. Contractors scheduled. The entire process could take six months or longer.

The lawyer had been baffled by the county's aggressive posture. He asked, half-joking, if I had slept with the commissioner's wife.

No, I had told him. Even worse. I pissed off a rich man.

There had been a long pause on the other end of the line. Then he said he was sorry he could not be more help, and that I should call him if the situation changed.

I slipped the phone into my pocket and stepped off the porch.

The evening was cool and quiet. I walked the perimeter of the clearing, moving slowly, taking stock of what I had built here over the past months.

The woodshed stood solid, its posts repaired, its walls straight and true. I had replaced the rotted boards myself, working in the heat, swatting spiders off my clothes, learning as I went.

The Airstream still sat where I had parked it, now serving as my second shelter. The cabin itself looked better than it had when I arrived. New shingles on the roof. Windows resealed. The floor boards replaced where they had gone soft with rot. Porch steps replaced. A dozen other fixes, all requiring time and money and effort.

On the other side of the cabin, the 500-gallon propane tank squatted on its concrete pad. It was a quarter full, maybe less. Another expense was coming due.

I reached the pond and stopped at its edge. The water was still and dark, reflecting the last colors of sunset. The stream gurgled quietly.

I turned and looked back at the cabin, at everything I had done and everything that remained to be done.

So much work ahead. A section of the foundation sill had to be repaired. The wood stove pipes needed replacing. The septic system still had not been inspected and certified to meet the county's demands. I had plans for a proper workshop, for raised garden beds, for a dozen projects that would take years to complete.

How would I do any of it without power?

The despair rose in my chest like cold water. I had cashed out my 401k for this place. I had bet everything on a fresh start in these woods. And now Harlan Foster, a man I had met exactly once, was systematically dismantling that dream because I dared to buy land he believed was rightfully his.

I stood by the pond and let the despair wash through me.

Then I thought of Abner Flint.

Fifteen years. Abner had lived without grid power for fifteen years. He had solar panels and batteries and a comprehensive understanding of how to live outside the systems that most people took for granted. He had raised a daughter in those conditions, educated her, kept her healthy and strong and capable.

What Abner had done, I could do.

I did not have his knowledge or his experience. But I had his example. And I had Scout, who had been raised in that world and could teach me what I needed to know.

Scout. I thought about the way she looked at me. The way she talked about me to Grace, according to what Grace had told me. Scout held me in high regard. She saw something in me that I was not always sure existed.

I hoped I could live up to her view of me.

Movement on the path caught my eye. A figure approaching from the direction of the James Farm, walking with purpose through the evening light.

I raised my hand and waved. Claire waved back.

I left the pond and walked to meet her near the cabin. She was wearing jeans and a canvas jacket over a green tank top, her red hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. The last of the sunset caught the freckles across her nose and cheeks.

"Hey," she said as she reached me. "I was hoping to catch you. Did you hear back from the county about the electrical issue?"

"I heard back." I shoved my hands into my pockets. "Not from the county directly. From a lawyer a friend referred me to."

"And?"

"He says the notice is legitimate. The county has the authority to require compliance. Fighting it would cost more than just doing what they want."

Claire's face fell. "Thomas, I'm so sorry."

"Today's the deadline," I said. "Power's still on. Maybe nothing will happen."

"I hope you're right."

"Hope is all I got right now." I studied her face in the fading light. "What about you? Any luck finding a lawyer willing to take your case against Harlan?"

Claire sighed and shook her head.

"No. Everyone I've talked to either doesn't want to go up against him or wants a retainer I can't afford. One firm in Bremerton seemed interested until they found out Harlan's name. Then suddenly they had a conflict of interest."

"His reach is longer than I thought."

"His reach is everywhere." She crossed her arms over her chest. "He's been building influence in this county for thirty years. Donating to campaigns. Sitting on boards. Making himself useful to people who matter."

"What will you do?"

Claire's jaw tightened. "I'm not giving up. I don't care how long it takes or how hard it is. I'm going to get justice for myself and for my father."

She paused. A ghost of a smile crossed her face.

"I just really need the next two tea harvests to pay off so I can afford to hire someone who isn't afraid of him."

"You can count on me to help with the harvest," I said. "Whatever you need."

"I know."

She met my eyes, and something passed between us. Something that had been building since that day in her tea field when she kissed me.

"I know I can count on you, Thomas."

The moment stretched. The evening air was soft and cool, carrying the scent of cedar and the distant sound of birds settling in for the night.

I broke the silence before it could become something else.

"Come inside," I said. "I've got iced tea made from your leaves. The sun tea turned out great."

Claire blinked, looking almost flustered. "I'd like that."

We walked to the cabin and I held the door for her. She stepped inside and looked around, taking in the small space with fresh eyes.

"You've done more work in here," she said. "The shelves are new."

"Built them last week." I went to the refrigerator and pulled out the big glass bottle of sun tea. "Still figuring out where everything should go."

Claire took a seat at the kitchen table while I poured two glasses. When I set hers down in front of her, she picked it up and examined it with an amused expression.

"Seattle Mariners glasses?"

"Found them in Forks when I was getting lumber. They were sitting by the checkout aisle." I set my glass on the table and sat across from her. "I thought of DJ when I saw them."

"He would love these." Claire turned the glass in her hands, studying the logo. "He talks about you a lot, you know."

"Good things, I hope."

"He wants to know when you're going to take him to a game. I think he's mentioned it every day this week."

"I meant to talk to you about that." I wrapped my hands around my glass, feeling the cold through the Mariners logo. "I want to keep my promise. Take him to Seattle to see a game before the season ends. You and Bessie just need to tell me when you can go."

"We will." Claire's smile was relaxed now, lighting up her green eyes. "I'll hold you to that."

"Please do." I raised my glass. "Cheers."

She raised hers and we clinked them together. The sound was small and clear in the quiet cabin.

We held each other's gaze over the rims of our glasses. Claire's eyes were very green in the evening light coming through the west window. I had known how pretty she was, but in this moment it struck me once again, hard. The way her freckles scattered across her cheeks. The warmth in her expression. The strength in the set of her shoulders was earned through years of carrying more than anyone should have to carry alone.

Then the lights went out.

No drama, no warning. The overhead fixture simply stopped. The refrigerator's hum cut off mid-cycle. The cabin fell silent.

"Son of a bitch." Claire set down her glass.

I sat for a moment in the dimming cabin, watching the last of the day's sun paint the west wall in shades of orange and gold. Then I stood and went to the shelf above the wood stove.

The propane lantern was where I had put it days ago, brought in from the trailer against the possibility of exactly this moment. I checked the fuel level, turned the valve, and lit the mantle with a match from the box I kept on the shelf.

The cabin filled with light. Warm light, different from electric light. Softer, more alive somehow.

I set the lantern back on the shelf and sat back down across from Claire.

"Well, looks like the county is doing what it said it would. At least the propane tank will let me cook and have a hot shower." I managed a grin. "And I've already set up that small generator that can run the well pump. Won't be comfortable, but I'll manage."

Claire nodded slowly. Then she stood, came around the table, and kissed me on the cheek.

The touch of her lips was soft and brief. She pulled back just far enough to meet my eyes.

"What was that for?" I asked.

"I'm sorry." Her voice was quiet. "I'm sorry you're going through this. With Harlan. With all of it." She shook her head. "I'm the reason your power got cut off. If you hadn't bought this land from me, if you hadn't gotten involved in my problems with him..."

"That's not true." I reached up and touched her arm, keeping her from stepping away. "The only one to blame for any of this is Harlan. He's the one who decided to come after me. He's the one who's been cheating you and your father for years."

"Still."

"No still." I stood, let my hand rest on her arm, feeling the tension in her arm through the canvas jacket. "This is all on Harlan. But the kiss was nice anyway."

A small smile crossed her face. She hesitated, then leaned in and kissed me again.

This time on the lips.

Her mouth was soft and warm. The kiss started gentle, almost tentative, but then something opened between us and it deepened. Her hand came up to rest on my chest. I pulled her closer, my arm around her waist, and she made a small sound against my lips.

When we finally broke apart, she rested her head against my shoulder. Her breathing was unsteady. So was mine.

"I haven't stopped thinking about you," she said quietly. "Since that day at the farm. Since I kissed you in the tea field."

"I'm glad you kissed me again."

She laughed softly, her breath warm against my neck.

"It feels so nice to be held by a man again. I forgot what this was like." Her hand moved against my chest slowly. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

She was quiet for a moment, considering her next words.

"Have you been sleeping with Liberty?"

I considered how to answer. Scout's privacy was not mine to compromise. What had happened between us was between us.

"I won't answer that," I said.

Claire nodded against my shoulder.

"I understand." She did not sound hurt or upset, just thoughtful. "She's a remarkable young woman. I've known her since she was a little girl, running wild in these woods."

"She is remarkable. That's a good word for her."

"And she looks at you like you are the only man in the world."

I did not know what to say to that, so I said nothing.

Claire lifted her head and met my eyes. In the lamplight, her face was beautiful and sad.

"I thought I was too busy surviving to be lonely," she said. "Taking care of DJ. Taking care of my mother. Trying to keep the farm from going under. I didn't have time to think about what I was missing. I thought I wasn't missing anything at all." She touched my face, her fingers light against my jaw. "Meeting you proved that wrong."

"I never tried to keep you away, Claire."

"I know. I want to open up to you. I ache to. You have no idea how much." Her voice cracked slightly. "But I can't. Not now. Not with everything that's happening. With DJ and my mother needing me and Harlan circling like a vulture. It wouldn't be fair. To you or me."

"I understand."

"Do you?"

"Yes." I pulled her close again, holding her against my chest. "I understand what it's like to have your life in pieces and not know how to put them back together. I understand being afraid to start something when you don't know if you can see it through."

She kissed my chest through my shirt, a gesture so tender it made my throat tight.

"I'll do whatever I can to help you," she said. "With Harlan. With the power. With anything you need."

"I'll do the same for you."

She pulled back and looked at me one more time. So much passed between us in that look. An acknowledgment of what could be, of what we both wanted but could not have. Not yet.

"Goodnight, Thomas."

"Goodnight, Claire."

She crossed to the door and opened it. The night air rushed in, cool and smelling of pine. She paused in the doorway, silhouetted against the darkness, and looked back at me.

Then she stepped through and closed the door softly behind her.

I stood alone in my cabin, lit only by the propane lantern on the shelf. I listened to her footsteps on the porch, then on the path, growing fainter until they disappeared into the dusk.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, my eyes half-closed, my hands on my hips.

I walked to the window and looked out at the evening sky, at the pond to the south. I could not see it, but I knew it was there. The pond where Scout had first appeared. The brush I had cleared. The soil I had turned. The paths I had worn with my own feet.

Harlan Foster wanted to take this from me. He wanted to use his money and his influence to drive me out, to claim what he believed was rightfully his. He had cut off my power. He would try other things. I was certain of that now.

But I was not leaving.

I had spent twenty-two years living someone else's life. Working a job I did not value. Married to a woman who had stopped loving me long before I asked for a divorce. I had let myself be pushed and pulled and shaped by other people's expectations until I barely recognized myself.

Not anymore.

I was forty-five years old. I had maybe forty years left if I was lucky, fewer if I was not. I would not spend those years running from a man like Harlan Foster. I would not let him take what I had built here in the woods of the Olympic Peninsula.

I would learn to live without power if I had to. Abner had done it for fifteen years. I could do it too.

I would help Claire get justice for her father. I would help her save her farm.

I would be there for DJ, show him what it looked like when a man kept his promises.

I would figure out whatever this thing was with Scout, this unexpected connection that had bloomed between us despite everything that said it should not have.

I would protect Grace if she needed protecting, though I knew she was more than capable of protecting herself.

I had so much now. So much more than I had when I arrived here with nothing but an Airstream and a cashed-out retirement fund and a heart that needed mending.

I was determined to keep it.

All of it.


Coming Soon



The battle for the backwoods is just beginning.

Harlan Foster's threats have turned personal, and Thomas's peaceful fresh start is over. But as the danger outside grows, so do the undeniable bonds within the cabin. Scout is bolder, Claire is finally surrendering to her desires, and Grace is closing the distance between them.

Thomas built this life from the wreckage of his past, and he has no intention of letting Harlan Foster tear it down. He will protect his land, his home, and his women, no matter the cost.
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