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CHAPTER 1 
People say the mind protects you from the worst things you’ve done. 
I wouldn’t know – I can’t seem to forget.   

The silence of the mountain never sat right with me.
It swallowed sound, swallowed presence—swallowed people.
The snow had been falling all afternoon, thick and soundless, smothering the world outside in pristine white. From where I sat by the window, I could just make out the ski lifts in the distance, their skeletal frames vanishing into the fog rolling off the peaks. The sun had long since dipped below the horizon, and soon the mountain would belong only to the dark.
I sipped my coffee—lukewarm now—and glanced over my shoulder at Sunny. She was sprawled across the bed, golden hair spilling over the pillow in soft, tangled waves. Her eyes—dark, deep, consuming—flickered over the pages of a battered paperback she’d plucked from the resort’s shelf of forgotten books. She tucked her feet beneath her, lavender socks peeking out beneath the oversized sweatshirt she was drowning in. 
Even like this—messy, comfortable, utterly unposed—she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
"Do you ever think about how quiet snow is?" I asked, more to break the silence than anything else.
Sunny’s lips curved slightly, but she didn’t look up. "It’s peaceful," she murmured, “like the world’s been muted for a little while."
Peaceful.
That wasn’t how it felt to me. The silence wasn’t peace—it was pressure. A weight in my chest, pressing, pressing, pressing
We’d been here for three days. Three perfect days, on paper. Skiing down endless white slopes, clinking glasses at the ski resort, the warmth of the fire casting flickering shadows on the walls. Perfect.
And yet, the quiet never really left. It lingered just beneath the surface, creeping in when the music stopped, when the laughter faded, when the doors swung shut and left me alone with my thoughts.
Outside, the peaks loomed, dark and indifferent. Frostspire Peak, people called it.
Micah was the one who had convinced us to come out here—one last trip before he flew back across the country for his final year of grad school. Sunny had managed to get a week off university. I faked the flu to get off work. 
I had always told people I loved skiing, but the truth was, I liked everything else about it more. The before and the after—not the act of hurling myself down an icy mountain at full speed. There was something about the way the cold wind cut through you, the way the world blurred past, that made me feel too small, too distant.
I didn’t like feeling that way.
Sunny closed her book with a soft snap and stretched, arching her back slightly as she yawned. "You okay?" she asked, her gaze sliding to mine.
"Yeah," I said quickly. Too quickly. "Just thinking."
She raised a brow, “About?"
For a second, my hand twitched toward my ski jacket. The ring was there, hidden in the lining.
Tomorrow night. The terrace. The stars. The proposal I’d been rehearsing in my head for months.
But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I shrugged. "Nothing important."
Sunny gave me a sceptical look but didn’t press. I lifted my arms slightly, an invitation. "Hug?"
She narrowed her eyes, pretending to consider, "I don’t think Grumpy deserves a cuddle right now."
I smirked. God, I adored this woman.
"What can I do to deserve a hug?" I asked, tilting my head down, peering at her. I needed her close. I didn’t know why—it was irrational, intense, desperate. But I wanted to hold her, like some part of me knew that if I let go, I’d never get her back.
She stayed quiet for a moment, lips pursed in mock concentration. Then, slowly, a grin spread across her face, sharp and knowing.
"Weeeeell," she mused, "we could watch Titanic again,” she waved vaguely at the TV, “or we could play my favourite card game..." She pointed at her backpack.
Before she could finish, I reached out and yanked her into my arms. She let out a small, surprised squeak, and I felt her laugh against me, soft and warm.
It was easier this way—keeping her close, keeping her here.
"Or…" I murmured, my lips brushing against the curve of her ear, "we could do... the other fun thing."
Sunny chuckled, but there was a hint of nervousness in her voice. "Matt, Micah could see us."
I sighed dramatically, “so what if he does?" I teased, but the words felt hollow even as I said them.
Sunny didn’t answer right away. Instead, she studied me for a moment, her expression softening. She lifted her hand and lightly traced her fingers along my jaw.
"Fine, whatever you want, Sunshine," I muttered.
She scrunched her nose. "I hate that nickname."
I knew. That’s why I used it.
She pulled away from me, rolling onto her side, facing me on the bed but not touching me.
For a moment, I watched her. Then, without thinking, my gaze drifted to her neck.
The birthmark.
It was subtle, almost invisible in the dim light—a faint ridge running along her throat. Not a scar, not exactly. But something etched into her skin, like a memory.
I reached out, my thumb brushing it lightly.
Sunny stilled, “are you sure you’re okay?" She asked again, softer this time.
I nodded, still tracing the line along her skin.
She studied me, dark brown eyes full of quiet questions. When I didn’t speak, she exhaled and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, "I’m going to freshen up."
She disappeared into the bathroom, and the second the door clicked shut, the silence came rushing back.
I turned to the window. 
The ski lifts were gone, swallowed by the storm.
The snow continued to fall in heavy, smothering waves—thick, endless, soundless.
It was as if the world wasn’t just disappearing; it was being erased.
And when the storm passed, it would begin again. The same blank slate. 

The lobby was warm, the crackling fire in the massive stone hearth throwing flickering shadows onto the wooden beams overhead. The air smelled of pine and melted wax, the kind of scent meant to trick you into feeling safe.
Sunny and I sat by the fire, a half-empty bottle of wine on the table between us. She had been quieter than usual tonight. Absentmindedly stirring her drink, gaze flickering between the flames and the condensation forming on her glass.
I watched her, fingers tapping idly against my knee. There was something about the way she held herself—more reserved, a little too distant. Her hand kept drifting to her neck, brushing the faint scar along her skin like a habit she wasn’t even aware of.
I took a sip of wine, letting the warmth coat my throat.
"Another drink?" I asked.
Sunny nodded without looking at me. "Yeah, sure."
I poured for her, watching as she wrapped her fingers around her glass but didn’t take a sip.
Across the room, Micah was still at the bar.
He was leaning forward, speaking to the bartender, his dark brown hair falling messily over his forehead. His posture was relaxed, his easy-going grin in place. But something felt… off.
I frowned.
His eyes darted toward Sunny.
It was quick—barely noticeable. A glance. A hesitation.
It sent something crawling up the back of my neck.
I turned to Sunny, studying her profile. The firelight softened her expression, but there was a tightness in her shoulders, a small crease between her brows. Like she was thinking too hard about something she wasn’t saying.
I should have asked her. Brushed her hair back. Asked what was wrong. But I didn’t. I let the silence stretch while Micah’s glance burned at the edge of my vision.
After a few more moments, Sunny set her glass down. "Be right back," she murmured, rising to her feet.
I nodded, watching her disappear toward the bathrooms.
Micah was still at the bar. Talking, laughing. But now, I was watching him.
The glass was cool against my palm as I swirled the last sip of wine at the bottom, the liquid clinging to the sides like congealed blood.
It wasn’t the first time Sunny had disappeared for a few minutes. She had a habit of vanishing for a while, slipping into her own head before coming back like nothing happened. I had learned not to take it personally.
But tonight, the absence sat heavier.
I kept my eyes on the bathroom door, my grip firm around my glass.
Micah shifted in his seat. His gaze flicked toward me—briefly—then down to the table.
Or rather, to Sunny’s empty seat. Something about the way he stared at it made my stomach tighten.
I leaned forward, clearing my throat. "So," I said, forcing casualness into my voice, “how’s the thesis coming along?"
Micah blinked, like I had caught him off guard. Then, lazily, he smirked—thumb brushing the rim of his glass, like he always did when he was thinking too hard.

"Oh, you know. A whole lot of pretending I’m working when I’m really just staring at my laptop and waiting for inspiration to strike,” he tipped his drink toward me, “why do you ask? You looking to get advice on how to procrastinate?"
I chuckled, shaking my head, “if you’re the expert, I’ll take your advice. I’ve been slacking on everything lately."
"Same here, I guess."
"Yeah. I guess."
Silence.
Micah took a sip from his drink. His blue eyes flicked to Sunny’s seat again. This time, he wasn’t subtle.

"Matt," he said after a beat, leaning back into his chair, “you sure everything’s okay?"
I frowned. "What do you mean?"
He shrugged, stirring his drink, "I don’t know. You’ve been off since we got here. If something’s on your mind, you know you can talk to me, right?"

The way he said it—too careful, too knowing—made the hairs on the back of my neck stand.
He couldn’t possibly know. Could he?
I hadn’t told Micah about my plan to propose to Sunny. Maybe I should have, but I didn’t. I hadn’t told anyone. And I wasn’t going to tell anyone until she was wearing that ring on her finger.
"I’m fine."
Micah watched me for a moment, his ocean-blue eyes narrowing. His fingers tapped against the base of his glass—deliberate, rhythmic. Like he was measuring something. It felt like he was reading me, like he could see through the mask I was putting on.
A fleeting, unspoken emotion lingered between us. Then he leaned forward, bringing the drink the bartender had offered him to his lips once more.
"So..." he dragged the word out, his voice taking on a teasing edge, “how’s everything with you and... her?"
I froze.
The shift in my posture was subtle—so small it was barely there. But Micah caught it immediately.
"You know what I mean,” he waved a hand vaguely, "your girlfriend?"
The question made my pulse jump. I had to force myself to swallow.
"Yeah," I said, maybe a bit hastily. "Why wouldn’t it be?"

Micah’s grin wavered. His eyes stayed locked on me, sharp as ever, like he was waiting for me to slip up. 
"I don’t know," he said, his voice quieter now, “you’ve just got this... thing. With her. The way you kind of close off sometimes."

What was he implying?
I forced a smile, “she’s happy," I hoped it sounded convincing, “and so am I. We’re fine."
Micah’s eyes flickered toward the bar, then back to me.
He didn’t buy it. But he wasn’t pushing anymore.
"Alright," he said, nodding. "Just keeping an eye on things."
I wanted to believe it was just that—Micah being Micah. But a feeling crawled under my skin, uneasy and persistent.
I had known him long enough to recognize the way he asked questions without really asking them, the way he got under your skin without realizing it. But what bothered me more than anything was that Sunny had been gone too long.

I glanced toward the bathroom again, my grip tightening on my glass. The weight of Micah’s gaze stayed on me, like he was still watching. Waiting. Supervising, almost. 
Then, casually—too casually—he reached for the glass in front of him. Sunny’s glass. He took a sip without hesitation, like it was his all along.

I felt my stomach drop.
The movement was effortless. As if he wasn’t even thinking about it. As if it was just another drink on the table.
But it wasn’t.
It was hers.
The stem of the glass rested between his fingers for only a second before he placed it back down, his focus shifting to the bartender.
I glared at him.
My fingers curled against my knee, heartbeat hammering. 
I wanted to say something—wanted to call it out. But the words died on my tongue.
Micah didn’t seem to notice my reaction. He simply stretched, rolling his shoulders before standing from his chair, “wine’s too dry for my taste. Want something else too?”
His voice was so normal. So easy. I hated it. 
I forced a nod. “Yeah. Sure.”
He strode toward the bar, effortlessly slipping back into the hum of the room. 
I just sat there, motionless, staring after him.
A restless pressure clawed at my ribs, cold and raw, threatening to spread—until the sound of the bathroom door swinging open cut through my thoughts.
I turned just as Sunny walked back into the lobby.
She smiled, sliding into the seat beside me, her warmth pressing into my side. I forced myself to exhale, to sink into the familiarity of her touch.
Her warm lips landed a soft kiss on my cheek, and a rush of comfort engulfed me immediately, fighting back the creeping darkness that threatened to colonize my senses again. 

Everything would be fine.
It had to be.
But the truth was, something had already gone wrong.
And I was the last one to see it.


















CHAPTER 2
The sun rose reluctantly over the jagged peaks, casting the snow-covered slopes in a pale, golden haze. I squinted against the brilliance as I adjusted my gloves, the cold biting at my exposed skin. 
The last day of the getaway had arrived, bringing with it a bittersweet cocktail of excitement and unease.
Sunny was in high spirits, as usual. Her laughter danced around us, a buoyant sound that seemed to melt the frost in the air. She was chattering about how perfect the snow looked, tossing a casual remark toward Micah, who stood a few feet away, fiddling with his skis.
"Bet you're going to wipe out before me!" She teased, her voice carrying easily over the quiet murmur of others preparing for the lifts.
I chuckled at her tone, unable to suppress a grin. But as my laughter echoed, Micah turned to me, his face tight with frustration. His ski bindings weren’t locking into place—a problem he’d been dealing with since high school, but one he stubbornly refused to fix.
"What's so funny?" His voice was flat, his question sharp enough to slice through the otherwise light-hearted moment.
I blinked, the grin faltering as I searched for a response. "Oh, nothing," I said quickly, gesturing vaguely at the horizon so as not to incriminate Sunny's joke. "Just... thinking about something."
Micah didn't look convinced, but he let it go, returning his focus to his gear. I glanced at Sunny, who was oblivious to the exchange, her attention on adjusting her goggles.
The cables groaned overhead, the sound deep and unnatural, like the mountain itself was exhaling. Sunny leaned close to me, her warmth cutting through the chill. She pointed at a group of snowboarders below, laughing softly at their antics. I nodded, distracted, my thoughts elsewhere. My mind wandered to the ring tucked safely in my bag, the weight of the planned proposal pressing against my chest.
I wanted this moment—this day—to be perfect.
At the summit, the world seemed to expand. The slopes stretched out endlessly, beautiful and inviting, while the distant peaks loomed like silent sentinels. Sunny secured her helmet and shot me a playful look. "Ready to leave them all in the dust?" She asked, her eyes sparkling.
I nodded with a smile, "absolutely."
Micah was already heading toward the edge of the slope, his movements precise and practiced. He glanced back, his expression unreadable.
"Try to keep up," he told us. 
Without waiting for a response, Micah pushed off, carving a swift, confident path down the mountain.
Sunny laughed, shaking her head. "Show-off." She steadied herself and followed, her movements graceful and fluid.
I hesitated for a beat, watching them both disappear over the first crest. Then I took a breath and plunged after them.
The wind rushed past me, stinging my face as I picked up speed. The snow beneath my skis was powdery and forgiving, each turn smooth and effortless. For a brief moment, everything felt right. The rhythm of the descent, the sharp, clean air, the thrill of speed—it all aligned, anchoring me to the present.
Ahead, Micah veered off to the left, cutting through a cluster of trees before emerging back onto the main path. He glanced over his shoulder, a mischievous grin flashing across his face. "Come on!" He called out to Sunny and me, "think you can catch me?"
My competitive streak flared, and I leaned forward, pushing myself to go faster. Sunny was just ahead of me, her laughter ringing out as she tried to keep up with Micah, the wind tossing the sounds of her laughter as if it were coming from different directions along the slope. She turned back briefly, her cheeks flushed a gorgeous red, and shouted something teasing that was lost in the wind.
I looked away from her for just one moment. Then it happened.
Sunny's ski caught an edge, and she tumbled, her body rolling awkwardly before disappearing over a small ridge.
My heart leapt into my throat. "Sunny!" I shouted, my voice cracking with panic.
I veered sharply, snow spraying around me as I skidded to a stop near the ridge. Peering over the edge, I spotted a figure sprawled in the snow below. Without hesitation, I pushed off, descending carefully but quickly toward her.
"Sunny?" I called again, my voice trembling. "Sunny?!"
The figure stirred, rolling onto their side, and my heart sank.
It wasn't Sunny.
The woman looked up at me, her face partially obscured by her goggles and snow. She was dressed similarly to Sunny—a bright blue jacket, black pants—but the resemblance ended there.
"Are you okay?" I asked, my voice tight with confusion.
The woman nodded, laughing softly. "Yeah, yeah, I'm fine. Sorry if I scared you," she glanced uphill, then cleared her throat, "not the best skier in the world, unfortunately. I'll be fine. Thanks."
I turned, my pulse pounding in my ears.
I caught a glimpse of Sunny further down the slope, her figure unmistakable as she waved at me. Her voice carried faintly in the wind, "hey, what's taking you so long, slowpoke?"
The woman beside me chuckled. "Uh-oh, I really did frighten you, huh?"
I mumbled a response, barely registering her words. I launched forward, chasing after Sunny, my thoughts swirling.
The snow blurred around me while I picked up speed, the slope growing steeper as I raced to catch up.
Sunny's snickers and chuckles echoed faintly, guiding me forward.
We skied down together, the rhythm of our descent smoothing my nerves. Her presence steadied me, her effortless joy filling the spaces where my doubts liked to linger. We didn't speak, but we didn't need to. She was here, with me, and that was enough.
We reached the bottom of the slope, our skis carving satisfying arcs into the snow before we came to a stop near the ski hut. The warm, golden light spilling from its windows was a welcome contrast to the crisp air outside. Micah was already there, leaning against the railing with a mug of something steaming in his gloved hands. He looked up as we approached, raising a brow.
"Everything okay?" he asked, his tone neutral but his eyes sharp.
"Yeah," I replied, unclipping my skis and propping them against the hut's exterior. "Some girl fell pretty badly up there. Took a second to make sure she was alright."
Micah exhaled through his nose, his breath fogging in the cold. "For a second, I thought you were going to throw yourself off the cliff so you wouldn't have to admit to losing so badly," he said, half-joking but with a strange intensity in his tone.
I blinked at him, caught off guard by the dark-humoured comment.
"What? No," I said with a short laugh, brushing the snow off my gloves, "just thought she'd taken a bad fall. It looked worse than it was."
I turned toward Sunny without looking at her, still working on the straps of my gloves. "Want a drink?"
Micah's voice broke in before Sunny could answer. "Sure, I'll take another one. Mulled wine sucks."
Sunny chuckled softly and shook her head. "I'm fine," she said, her voice calm and steady. "I'll grab some water at the bar."
Together, the three of us headed inside the lodge bar attached to the ski resort, the warmth wrapping around us like a heavy blanket. The air buzzed with the hum of skiers' conversations, the clinking of mugs, and the faint crackle of fire.
We found a table near the corner, away from the louder groups. I sank into the wooden bench after fetching our drinks, letting my feet drop to the floor with a dull thud. Sunny moved toward the bar with a wave, her steps light and effortless. Micah, meanwhile, sat back in a chair, stretching his arms out like he owned the place.
The scent of spiced mulled wine mingled with the earthy aroma of damp wood as my eyes wandered towards Sunny who was smiling and nodding at one of the ladies sat at the bar.
I took a long sip of my non-alcoholic beer, savouring the fresh bitterness as it washed away the dryness in my throat. Micah's eyes flicked to the bottle in my hand, and he raised an eyebrow, "still off the hard stuff, huh?"
"Yeah," I said, shrugging. "Haven't been drinking much of anything lately, just some wine last night and that god-awful cocktail you got me." I hesitated, then added, "not much else, not even my, uh...my pills."
A curious smile tugged at the corner of his lips, "what brought that on? Feeling better?"
I shook my head, "just needed a break. Felt like everything was starting to... I don't know. Blur together."
Micah studied me for a moment, his gaze sharp and searching, before he dropped it with a casual shrug, "fair enough," he drummed his fingers on the table, his gaze drifting toward the window where snowflakes swirled lazily in the pale afternoon light. "Big day today, huh?"
My stomach clenched, and my grip on the bottle tightened. "What do you mean?" I asked, my voice a touch too sharp.
Micah glanced at me, his brows furrowing slightly, "it's our last night here before I head back to reality. You know, normal life," he grinned fondly, "gotta finish that damn thesis before it eats me alive."
Relief coursed through me, though it was quickly replaced by a prickling unease. I forced a laugh, brushing a hand through my hair. "Yeah, big day."
Micah leaned forward suddenly, his voice dropping into a conspiratorial tone, "so, for old times' sake..." he pulled a small, unmarked container from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table, "thought we could have one last hurrah before I bury myself in textbooks for a year."
I glanced at the container, my heart sinking. Inside were a few pale, round tablets—nothing flashy, nothing that would draw attention if anyone happened to look our way.
"What is it?" I asked cautiously, my voice low.
"Something new," Micah said, his grin widening, "a buddy of mine swears by it. Makes time feel like it's slowing down, you know? Real mellow, like the world's moving but and you're completely relaxed."
I hesitated, the weight of the moment pressing down on me. 
The last thing I needed was to lose control, not today, not when everything had to go perfectly. But Micah was watching me, his expression expectant and edged with something that felt dangerously close to disappointment.
"Come on," he urged, his tone coaxing. "One last ride. For old times' sake," he repeated.
My fingers hovered over the container, my mind warring with itself. Sunny's giggles floated over from the bar, light and carefree, grounding me for a brief moment. I glanced in her direction, and she caught my eye, raising her glass of water in a playful toast.
I took a deep breath and turned back to Micah.
I hesitated, my fingers brushing against the edge of the small container. Micah leaned forward, "you're overthinking it, man. Just one. We'll ride the wave together then call it a night. Trust me."
Trust. 

That word hung in the air, weighted and fragile. Micah had been my best friend for years, and yet, in that moment, I wasn't sure if I trusted him—or myself. But I was tired of second-guessing, tired of the constant hum of unease that had followed me since... since everything.
I picked up one of the tablets, feeling its chalky texture against my skin. "Just one," I echoed, more to myself than to Micah. He nodded, his expression triumphant as I popped the pill into my mouth and chased it down with the bitter tang of my non-alcoholic beer.
Micah followed suit, then tilted his head back in his chair with a satisfied sigh, "see? Easy." He closed his eyes, a languid smile spreading across his face.
At first, I felt nothing.
The noise of the hut swirled around me—the clinking of glasses, bursts of laughter, and the low murmur of conversation. But then, slowly, everything began to shift. 
The sounds became muffled, like I was hearing them from underwater, and the room seemed to stretch and contract in waves. My limbs felt heavy, my movements sluggish. Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl, each second stretching out into infinity.
I blinked, trying to focus on something, anything.
My gaze landed on the bar, where Sunny was sipping her water, her silhouette bathed in the warm radiance of the overhead lamps.
She looked so... distant, like she was a part of some other world, separated from me by an invisible veil. 
I tried to call out to her, but my voice caught in my throat. I closed my eyes, gripping the edge of the table as the drug's effects deepened.
I blinked my eyes open. 
Sunny was still at the bar, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass. But the liquid inside... it wasn’t moving. No ripples, no swirls. Like time had stopped. Like she was caught in a still frame, a picture instead of a person.

I turned away for a second. When I looked back—
She was gone.
The stool empty, the glass vanished.
Feeling my breath hitch in my throat, my eyes shut forcefully again, and when I opened them once more, Sunny was standing beside me. Her sudden presence made me jolt, my heart lurching in my chest. 
"Hey," she said softly, leaning down to kiss my cheek. Her lips radiated gentle heat, holding me in that fleeting moment. "I'm heading to the bathroom," she added, her voice clear despite the haze enveloping my mind. She glanced at Micah, a teasing smirk on her lips. "Take care of Matt while I'm gone, okay?"
Micah didn’t respond, a serene smile settling on his face as if he were lost in complete bliss. He was obviously having a different reaction than that of mine.
Sunny lingered for a second, her hand brushing my shoulder—somehow colder than before—then turned and disappeared into the crowd.
I watched her go, the world around me moving in disjointed fragments. 
Time seemed to slow even further, each movement exaggerated and dreamlike. With his eyes half-lidded, Micah swirled the last of his beer in its bottle then chugged it down.
As the minutes stretched on, anxiety began to creep in, and every second seemed to stretch for an hour. 
I glanced at the bar, expecting to see Sunny returning with that easy smile of hers. But the space she had occupied was filled now, just a cluster of strangers laughing and chatting.
"She's been gone too long," I muttered.
He stirred; his expression relaxed but curious. "What?"
"Sunny," I said, louder this time, sitting up straighter. The room seemed to tilt, and I pressed a hand against my knee to steady myself. "She's been gone too long."
Micah frowned, his gaze sharpening slightly, "Matt... Come on man, don't let that ruin the mood."
"No, you don't get it," I said, my voice rising. The periphery of my sight lost its clarity, and my pulse quickened, pounding in my ears like a drumbeat. "She wouldn't just leave like this. Something's wrong."
Micah straightened in his chair, concern flickering across his face. "Matt, listen to me. It's fine. You're just—" He hesitated, glancing around the room as if searching for the right words. "You're just feeling it. It's messing with your head a little."
"No," I snapped, cutting him off. "You don't understand. I need to find her." I pushed back my chair, the sound of its legs scraping against the floor echoing unnaturally in my ears. Micah reached out, his hand gripping my arm. "Matt, stop. You're not thinking straight."
I shook him off, stumbling to my feet. The world swayed around me, the warm lights of the hut now glaring and oppressive.
"She's been gone too long," I repeated, my voice trembling.
Micah stood as well, his movements careful, like he was afraid of startling me, "Matt, you're not making sense. Just sit down, okay?"
"Where is she?!" I shouted, cutting him off.
Heads turned in our direction, curious and disapproving glances pinning me in place. I ignored them, my focus narrowing to one singular thought: I had to find Sunny.
I stumbled toward the bathroom; my footsteps unsteady and loud against the wooden floor. The corridor leading to the restrooms felt impossibly long, the walls closing in around me as I moved.
When I reached the door to the ladies' room, I hesitated for only a second before pushing it open. The small space was empty, the stalls all ajar, revealing nothing but cold, sterile tiles.
"Sunny?" I called out, my voice cracking.
No response.
Panic clawed at my chest as I backed out of the bathroom, my breaths coming in shallow gasps. I turned and made my way to the reception desk, my movements frantic and jerky. 

The receptionist, a middle-aged woman with a pleasant, practiced smile, looked up as I approached.
"Excuse me," I said, my words tumbling out in a rush, "have you seen a woman? About this tall, blonde hair, brown eyes, blue jacket? She was at the lodge bar, and now she's gone, and I—"
"I don’t recall anyone like that. Sir," the receptionist interrupted gently, her smile faltering. "Please calm down. Are you feeling all right?"
"I'm fine," I snapped, though the quaver in my voice betrayed me, "I just need to find her. She's been gone too long."

The receptionist's gaze shifted, her expression hardening slightly, "Sir, have you been drinking?"
"No," I said quickly, shaking my head. "I mean, yes, but not—not really, no."
Her eyes narrowed, and she leaned closer, her voice dropping to a warning tone. "Sir, if you're causing a disturbance, I'll have to call security."
"No!" I shouted, slamming my hands on the desk. 
She flinched, her hand moving toward the phone.
I backed away, my heart hammering erratically.

The world spun around me, the sounds of the lobby blurring into an incomprehensible cacophony. I turned and stumbled toward the exit, the cold air outside hitting me like a slap as I pushed through the door.
The snow crunched beneath my ski boots as I stumbled into the night, the icy air slicing through the drug-induced haze in my mind. My breath escaped in ragged bursts, forming clouds that vanished almost as quickly as they appeared. I stood there, just beyond the lights of the entrance to the resort, staring up at the mountain.
It loomed over me, dark and menacing against the sky.
The peaks seemed sharper now, their razor edges cutting into the clouds. I felt the same heaviness I'd felt when we first arrived—the suffocating weight of its vastness, its unrelenting cold. 
It wasn't just a mountain.
It was a graveyard.
An accusation.
A secret too big to stay buried in its mysterious, icy grandeur.

I hated it. 
Every ridge, every slope, every snow-covered crevice. I hated it with a force I couldn't explain.

My chest tightened, and my knees buckled slightly. The shadows seemed to grow, reaching for me, whispering things I couldn't quite hear but felt deep in my gut.
A scream tore from my throat before I realized I'd made a sound. It was raw, primal, and it echoed off the trees and the cliffs, bouncing back at me like a taunt. I clutched my head, the noise of my own thoughts deafening.
"Matt!" Micah's voice cut through the chaos. He was suddenly there, grabbing my arm, pulling me back toward the light. "What the hell are you doing?" he asked, his voice urgent but soft enough to avoid drawing more attention, "come on, let's go inside."
I shook my head, trying to pull away. "No, no, I need to find her. She's been gone too long."
Micah's grip tightened, his eyes searching mine. "Matt, listen to me. Just calm down.”
"You don't understand!" I growled, my voice breaking. "She wouldn't just leave like this! Something's wrong. She’s missing!"
Micah's jaw tensed and his face flickered with something I couldn't quite read—pity, maybe, or fear. Regret, even. For coming here. For giving me the pills. For thinking I was doing better.
He nodded slowly, his tone measured. "Yeah, Matt. She's been gone a long time. But it's gonna be okay. You hear me?"
Before I could respond, a burly man in a security uniform appeared behind Micah, his flashlight catching the frost in the air between us, "is there a problem here?" the man asked, his tone sharp as he glanced between Micah and me.
Micah held up one hand in a calming gesture, "no problem," he said smoothly, "my friend just had a little too much to drink. We're heading back inside."
"I'm fine," I muttered, but my voice wavered, and the security guard's gaze narrowed.
"You sure about that?" The guard asked, shifting his attention to me, "because if you're causing a disturbance—"
"We're good," Micah interjected quickly, his voice steady, "he's good. You’re good. Right, Matt?"
I nodded weakly, my vision swimming. The mountain loomed behind the guard, taunting me.
"We need to find her," I whispered, the words slipping out before I could stop them.
The guard frowned. "Find who?"
"Sunny," I said, louder now. "Sonnet Shepherd. She's been gone too long. We need to look for her."
Micah's hands clamped down on my shoulders again. "Matt, stop. It's fine. She'll..." He hesitated, glancing at the guard and speaking through clenched teeth, "she'll be back."
The guard looked unconvinced, his grip tightening on the flashlight, "if there's someone missing, we can—"
"No one's missing," Micah said quickly, cutting him off, "it's fine. We'll go back inside now."
I wasn't listening anymore. The pounding in my head and wave of nausea that washed over me drowned out everything else. The mountain seemed to shift in my vision, its shadows curling toward me like grasping hands. I stumbled back, my legs threatening to give out beneath me.
"Matt, hey!" Micah's voice sounded far away. I felt his hands on my arms, steadying me, but the world was spinning too fast. Or too slow. I couldn't tell.
"We need to find her," I mumbled again, my voice slurring. “Why aren’t we looking for her, Micah? She was right here.”
Micah hesitated. And then—
“Matt, please don’t start this again.”
It was barely a whisper, but it felt like a gunshot.
I stared at him. My clothes suddenly felt too small, too tight. The air, suffocating.
“She’s been gone a while,” I whispered, my voice barely audible, even to myself.
Micah’s expression didn’t change. He responded, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying, as if he was speaking in a slow, foreign language. 
Everything swayed violently. The lights from the entrance blurred into streaks of gold and orange. The voices around me twisted into warped, incomprehensible sounds.
My knees buckled.
Micah’s arms caught me before I hit the floor. 
The last thing I saw before the blackness swallowed me whole was his face.
Calm. Composed.
Like he had been expecting this.
Like he’d been waiting for me to fall apart.
And then, nothing.
















CHAPTER 3
When I woke up, the world was still spinning.
My head throbbed. Dull. Relentless. The air smelled wrong—sharp and sterile. 
Where was I? 
The smell clung to my throat, sharp and antiseptic, so different from the cold. From the mountain. 
The mountain—
I tried to sit up, blinking against the harsh fluorescent lights above. For a second, I wasn’t sure if I was awake or still drowning in some fever dream. My limbs felt like they’d been replaced with dead weight, my skin buzzing with that strange static-like sensation you get after lying still for too long. Everything inside me felt out of sync.

I tried to sit up, only to feel a warm hand press gently against my shoulder.
“Don’t move too quickly, sweetheart. You’ve had a rough night.”
Her voice hit me like a shockwave, simultaneously soothing and disorienting. I flinched—like I’d been caught in something I wasn’t supposed to be doing.
I turned my head, and there she was: my mom.
She sat in a stiff plastic chair next to the bed, her expression a perfect blend of concern and exhaustion. Her green-grey eyes, so much like mine, searched my face for signs of something I wasn’t sure I could give her.
“Mom?” My voice came out rough, barely above a whisper.
“I’m here,” she said softly, her hand still resting on my shoulder. Her touch felt steadying, but it didn’t stop the whirlpool of questions spinning in my mind.
“Where… where am I?” I managed, wincing at the effort it took to form the words.
“You’re at the resort’s infirmary,” she explained. “The security guard said you had some kind of… episode last night. I drove up as soon as I could.”
“Episode?” I repeated, trying to piece together fragmented memories.
Snow.
Cold.
Sunny…
Sunny wasn’t there.
Panic clawed at the edges of my mind. “Where’s Sunny?”
Her expression faltered for a fraction of a second, but it was enough. I saw the shadow of doubt in her eyes before she replaced it with something carefully neutral. “She… wasn’t there when you collapsed. Matt, what’s going on?”
The question felt like a spotlight turned directly on me, and suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. I pushed myself upright, ignoring the dizziness that swept over me. “She’s missing,” I said, my voice rising, “mom, she’s missing. We have to find her.”
“Matthew,” she said, her voice calm but unwavering, “you need to slow down. Just tell me what happened.”
I opened my mouth, but the words refused to come out. How could I explain something I didn’t fully understand myself? The image of Sunny flashed in my mind: Her golden hair catching the firelight—
No, wait. That wasn’t right. That was another night. Another time.

She was here. She had to be here. I had just seen her. I was just with her for four consecutive days. 
“She’s out there,” I said finally, gesturing vaguely toward the window, “I know she is. She wouldn’t just leave.”
Mom reached for my hand, her grip firm but not unkind. “Sweetheart, listen to me. The staff said you were… confused last night. They said you might have…” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully, “you might have imagined some things.”
“No, I did not,” I snapped, pulling my hand away. The anger in my voice surprised even me.

Her shoulders sagged slightly, and she let out a slow breath, “Matthew, I’m just saying you’re exhausted, and you’ve been through a lot lately. Sometimes… sometimes our minds can play tricks on us when we’re under too much stress.”
“I’m not crazy,” I said, the words tasting bitter on my tongue.
“I didn’t say you were,” she replied quickly. “But you need to rest. Let’s take it one step at a time, okay? First, we’ll get you feeling better. Then we can talk about Sonnet.”
I wanted to argue, to tell her she didn’t understand, but the weight pressing down on my chest made it impossible to speak. Instead, I sank back against the pillows, closing my eyes to shut out the fluorescent lights and my mom’s worried gaze.

But even in the darkness, I couldn’t escape.
Images of Sunny swirled in my mind, vivid and fleeting, like fragments of a dream I couldn’t hold onto.
Her laughter. Her touch. The way she had looked at me at the bar. And then, her voice, distant and echoing: “Take care of Matt while I’m gone.”
Gone.
The word rippled through me, leaving a hollow ache in its wake.
I didn’t know how long I lay there, trapped between reality and the memories I couldn’t let go of. 
The soft knock on the door was followed by the quiet creak of it opening. I turned my head, blinking in the direction of the sound. Micah stepped into the room, his tall frame looking slightly awkward as he glanced between me and my mom.
“Hey,” he said, his voice low, almost tentative. “How are you feeling?”
I didn’t answer right away, my mind still stuck on the conversation with my mom. When I finally spoke, my voice was sharper than I intended, “what are you doing here?”
Micah raised an eyebrow, a small, humourless smile tugging on his lips, “came to check on you. Thought you might want to see another familiar face.”
“I’m fine,” I muttered, looking away. The truth was, I didn’t want to see anyone. Not Micah, not my mom. The only person I wanted to see was Sunny.
“You didn’t seem fine last night,” Micah said, his tone gentle but pointed. “What happened out there, Matt?”
My chest tightened, the weight of his question pressing down on me. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “Everything just… got out of hand.”
Before I could say anything else, my mom stood up, “I’m going to grab a coffee,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. Her voice was calm, but I could see the tension in her eyes. She didn’t want to leave me, but I knew she needed a moment to collect herself.
“Take your time,” Micah said, stepping aside to let her pass. 
Micah stayed where he was, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. His gaze was steady, but there was something cautious in the way he looked at me, like he was trying to gauge how far I’d unravelled. 
He stayed silent for an uncomfortable stretch of time, as if he was waiting for me to say more. When I didn’t, he gave up.
“Look, man, I’m not here to give you a hard time. I’m just worried about you. We all are.”
“Who’s ‘we’?” I shot back.
Micah sighed, “your mom. Me. The people who care about you.”
I glanced at him, my frustration simmering just beneath the surface, “if you care so much, why aren’t you helping me find Sunny? Where is Sunny?”
For a moment, Micah didn’t respond. Then, he rubbed the back of his neck like he was weighing his words.
“‘Matt…” Micah’s jaw tightened, “What if you’re looking at this the wrong way? What if—" He stopped, exhaled through his nose, “what if it’s not Sunny who’s lost?’”
The words hit me like a slap, and I sat up straighter, ignoring the dizziness that threatened to pull me back down, watching him for a long moment.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Micah turned back to me, his expression unreadable, “I think you need to take a step back and figure out what’s really going on here. With you.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me,” I snapped, my voice rising, “Sunny is missing, and you’re all just sitting here acting like it doesn’t matter. Did someone even contact the police?”
“I didn’t say it doesn’t matter,” Micah said evenly. “But you…” He hesitated, squaring his shoulders. “You’re not yourself, Matt. You haven’t been for a while.”
His words twisted something inside me, sharp and jagged. 
I pushed myself further upright, gripping the edge of the bed, “don’t talk to me like you know what I’m going through,” I said, my voice low and dangerous. “You don’t know anything.”
Micah’s eyes stayed steady, calm in a way that only made me angrier. “I know enough,” he said finally, “I know you’re not thinking straight right now, and I don’t want to see you do something stupid.”
“Stupid?” I repeated, the word catching in my throat like broken glass. “I’m trying to find Sunny, Micah. How is that stupid?”
“I just think you—”
“Stop thinking for me!” I cut him off, loudly. 
Micah opened his mouth, but then shut it again. 
For a long moment, we stared at each other, the tension between us coiling tighter and tighter. Finally, he let out a slow breath and straightened up.
“Just... don’t do anything reckless,” he said, his tone quieter now, “I’ll be around if you need me.”
And with that, he turned and walked out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Or maybe it wasn’t my thoughts—it felt more like a storm, a swirling, chaotic mess that I couldn’t untangle.
I sank back onto the bed, my hands gripping the sheets so tightly my knuckles turned white. The anger that had burned so brightly a moment ago was fading now, leaving something colder and more dangerous in its place. 
Micah didn’t understand. My mom didn’t understand. The hotel staff didn’t understand. Apparently, the police didn’t understand. No one did.
The room felt impossibly quiet. I just sat there for what seemed to be a long time, staring at the door, my thoughts circling like vultures. The words he had said replayed in my mind, each one hitting me harder the more I thought about them.
You’re not yourself, Matt.
What did that even mean? Of course I wasn’t myself. How could I be? Sunny was missing. The one person who made everything make sense, who made the chaos bearable, was gone.
I stood up and paced the room, the motion giving me something to focus on besides the storm in my head. My gaze kept flicking to the window, to the mountain outside. The snow was still falling, heavy and endless, blanketing everything in sight. It looked peaceful, but I knew better. I knew how cold and unforgiving that mountain could be.
The sound of footsteps in the hallway made me pause. At first, I ignored them, assuming it was just someone passing by. But then they stopped right outside my door, and I heard muffled voices. I held my breath as I strained to listen.
“…keeps saying… missing …”
The next words were swallowed by silence.

I pressed my ears against the door, squeezing my eyes shut.

You imagined that. You imagined it.

Then, a whisper—so quiet I could barely hear it.

“…since it happened…”

I lurched back from the door, my pulse hammering in my throat. My breath was fast and uneven. I didn’t realize my hands were shaking until I saw them clench into fists.
My stomach churned, a nauseating mix of anger and dread rising within me. 
Were they talking about me? About Sunny? 
My mind raced, filling in the gaps of what they might be saying.
I couldn’t stay here. 
The walls felt too close, the air too thin. I needed to get out, to clear my head, to do something other than sit and wait for answers that no one seemed willing to give me.
I grabbed my jacket and bag that had been sitting near the bed. My hiking boots were stationed by the door, still damp from the short walk of the morning before. I slipped them on, my movements quick and jerky, like a marionette being yanked by invisible strings.
When I opened the door, the hallway was empty. The voices were gone, leaving only an eerie silence behind. 
I stepped out, my boots thudding softly against the carpeted floor. Each step felt heavier than the last, as if the weight of what I was about to do was pressing down on me, trying to hold me back.
The lobby was quiet when I reached it, the fire in the stone hearth reduced to a faint glow. A few guests lingered near the reception, their laughter muted, their faces blurred by my tunnel vision. I kept my head down, moving quickly toward the exit. 

The cold blast of air struck as I stepped outside, a shock to my system, but I welcomed it. It felt real, tangible—a reminder that I wasn’t trapped in my own head.
My breath fogged in the air as I started walking. 
I didn’t have a plan, not really. All I knew was that I couldn’t sit in that room any longer. Sunny was out there, and I had to find her.
Each step felt like a rebellion against the doubts that had been planted in my mind. Against Micah. Against my mom. Against whatever was creeping into my skull, whispering that I was wrong. 
I wasn’t wrong. 
She was here. 
I just had to find her.







CHAPTER 4 
The cold didn’t gnaw—it devoured.
It sank past fabric, past flesh, straight into the marrow of my bones.
Each step sent a dull ache through my legs, the snow swallowing my boots, crunching underfoot like brittle bones. The mountain loomed around me—endless, merciless, indifferent. Fear sat heavy in my chest, winding itself tighter with every gust of wind. I told myself I wasn’t afraid.
That was a lie.

The sky was a suffocating grey, the snow relentless, swallowing sound before it could exist.
My breath vanished before I could chase it.
The wind howled through the trees, skeletal branches creaking like something alive. Behind me, the resort had disappeared into the storm. I was alone now and the only thing keeping me moving was her. Sunny.
I glanced over my shoulder, half-expecting to see someone following me, but the trail was empty. Just me and Frostspire Peak.
The first hour blurred past in a haze of aching muscles and ice-stiffened clothes. The trail sharpened, steeper, crueller. I had no destination—only motion. Only Sunny’s voice, floating through my mind like a half-forgotten song.
I could still hear her voice—soft, certain, distant.
Take care of Matt while I'm gone.
The words clung to me, sharper than the cold.

My fingers were numb, the gloves doing little to protect me. I paused to catch my breath, leaning against a rock as I scanned the horizon. The visibility was worse now, the storm thickening around me. But I thought I saw something—a flicker of movement up ahead.
"Sunny?" I called.
There was no answer, only the mournful wail of the storm. Still, I pushed forward, my heart pounding in my chest.
The trail narrowed, the drop on either side plunging into a sea of white. One wrong step and I'd be swallowed whole, just another casualty of the mountain. My footing was unsteady, the ice slick beneath the snow. I gritted my teeth, focusing on each step, each breath.
One misstep. A heartbeat too late.
The ice cracked—a whisper of betrayal beneath me.
And then I was falling.

The world spiralled—sky, snow, sky, snow—before my body slammed against something hard. Pain detonated up my ribs.

For a moment, I just lay there. 
The world settled. The cold seeped through my clothes. The storm howled above me.
I tried to move, but my body protested, every muscle screaming in agony.
My head spun, everything a dizzying blur. 
Panic clawed at my throat as I realized how far I'd fallen. The trail was nowhere in sight, and the storm was growing worse.
I closed my eyes, forcing myself to breathe.
In, out.
In, out.
In, out.
The rhythm steadied me, giving me something to hold onto. Slowly, I pushed myself up, wincing as pain lanced through my body.

I was alive. And I was lost.
The realization hit me like the frost.
I staggered to my feet and tried to orient myself. My breath came in ragged gasps, each one burning in my throat.
I forced myself to think—where had she gone? If she was out here, she’d need shelter. She’d need warmth. 
"Sunny!" I screamed, my voice sore and broken. The name tasted desperate on my tongue, a lifeline that felt thinner with every passing second. I spun in a slow circle, my boots sinking into the snow. 
I couldn't see her. I couldn't see anything.
My vision swam as exhaustion and panic clawed at me.
I stumbled forward, my arms outstretched as if I could reach her, pull her back from wherever she had gone. My thoughts spiralled, frantic and fragmented.
She's here. She has to be here.
A shape flickered in the storm. At first, nothing more than a shadow. But then it breathed.
No. Not breathed—moved.
My heart slammed into my ribs.
"…Sunny?"

She stood just ahead—or maybe it was just the wind, twisting the snow into something familiar. 
No. 
No, it was her. 
Still as death, her hair lifted by the wind like a ghost’s veil. The snow curled around her, a cocoon of light.
But she didn’t turn. 
She didn’t blink. 
She didn’t exist.

"Sunny!" My voice broke as I reached out, my gloved hand trembling. "I'm here! I'm right here!"
She didn't turn. 
She didn't move. 
I took another step.
And then she vanished.
Gone. 
As if she had never been there at all.
"No..." I whispered. My legs gave out, and I sank to my knees in defeat, the cold wrapping around me like an unrelenting Specter, its sharp tendrils piercing through every layer of little remaining warmth. "No, no, no."
I clenched my fists, the snow slipping through my gloves as I pressed them into the ground. Everything seemed to close in on me. I tried to stand, but my body wouldn't listen. I drew short, panicked breaths, and for a moment, I thought I might pass out right there in the snow.
Get up. 
The thought cut through the haze, sharp and commanding. 
You can't stop. She's waiting for you.
With a groan, I forced myself to my feet, swaying like a man on the edge of collapse. The trail was gone, swallowed by the storm, but I stumbled forward anyway, each step a battle against the elements. My head pounded as the cold and exhaustion waged war against my body.
I didn't see the drop until it was too late.
My foot slipped, and the world tilted violently. I fell backward, sliding uncontrollably down the slope. Snow sprayed around me, the ground a blur of white as I tumbled. My arms flailed, grasping for something, anything, to stop my descent. The impact when I hit the bottom was bone-jarring, knocking the air from my lungs. I lay there, gasping, the cold biting into me like teeth of a rabid, vengeful creature.
I couldn't move.
The snow was too heavy, the exhaustion too deep. My eyes fluttered shut, on the brink of breaking, of letting the tears fall.
A shadow loomed over me.
I blinked, vision hazy, unsure if I was seeing something real or another trick of my mind. Then—movement. A boot planted itself in the snow beside me. A heavy presence. A gloved hand.

"Dead yet?”
A pause. 
“No? Then get up.”

The voice was rough, edged with dry amusement. My pulse stuttered. My lips cracked as I tried to speak, but my throat was raw.
"You're lucky I found you," the man said, gripping my arm and hauling me up like I weighed nothing. "This mountain doesn’t like to give people back."
"Who..." My voice cracked, barely audible. "Who are you?"
"Elias Crowe," he said simply. "And you look like you've had a rough day."
My legs wobbled, threatening to give out beneath me, but he steadied. His face was hidden by a hood and scarf, but his eyes—sharp, onyx, and piercing—met mine with an intensity that sent a shiver through me.
"Come on," he said, his tone leaving no room for argument., "you're not gonna last out here much longer."
I didn't have the strength to protest. Letting him guide me, I stumbled after him, each step a battle against the snow. The storm seemed to ease slightly as we walked, the wind less sharp, the white less blinding. It was as if the mountain itself had decided to spare me—for now.
Elias led me to a small hut nestled against the side of the mountain, nearly invisible beneath the layers of snow. It looked ancient, the wood dark and weathered, but it felt like a sanctuary. He pushed the door open and gestured for me to step inside.
The warmth encompassed me like a wave, the fire crackling and casting flickering shadows on the walls. The interior was sparse but functional, with a cot pushed against one wall and shelves lined with supplies. 
Elias shrugged off his coat, revealing a lined, bearded face framed by greying hair and an unkempt auburn beard. 
"Sit," he said, motioning to the cot, "before you fall over and break something."
I hesitated, but my body made the decision for me.
I sank onto the cot, the exhaustion crashing over me in waves. Elias moved around the room with practiced ease, stoking the fire and setting a kettle on to boil. 
For a while, neither of us spoke, the silence broken only by the howl of the wind outside.
"You're lucky I found you, clumsy," Elias repeated firmly. 
"I didn't fall on purpose," I muttered.
"Didn't say you did," he replied, his gaze steady, "but I've seen enough people come up here chasing something they shouldn't."
I stared into the fire, the flames blurring as my thoughts twisted and tangled.
Sunny was still out there.
I had to find her.
No matter what it took.
My fingers tingled painfully as the blood began to circulate again, and I winced, flexing them against the cot's coarse blanket. Elias worked in silence; his movements deliberate as he poured steaming water from the kettle into two mugs. The earthy aroma of herbal tea filled the small hut, grounding me in the present.
He set a mug on the makeshift table beside me and took a seat across the room. For the first time, I got a better look at him. His face was worn, lines etched deep into his skin, but his eyes... his eyes burned with an intensity that made me uneasy. They seemed too alive, too sharp, as if they could peel away layers that I didn't want exposed.
"You got a name?" he asked after a long pause, sipping from his mug.
"Matt," I croaked, my voice barely audible. My throat hurt from the cold air, and I had to clear it before speaking again. "Matt Cain."
Elias nodded slowly, like he was committing it to memory. "Good for you, Matt Cain. Most people who wander off the trail don't get a second chance."
I didn't respond to his repetitive comment, staring into the tea I hadn't touched. My mind was already wandering, back to the snow, back to the vision I'd seen.
"I'm not lost," I said finally, my voice firmer than I expected. I glanced up at Elias, daring him to challenge me, "I'm looking for someone."
He raised an eyebrow, but his expression didn't change, "and who might that be?"
"My girlfriend," I said, gripping the mug tighter, "she's missing."
Elias sighed in what seemed to be resignation, then leaned back in his chair, studying me with a gaze that felt too knowing. "This mountain's seen its fair share of missing people," he said slowly, his words weighted, "most of them stay missing."
"She's not like the others," I snapped, my frustration boiling over, "she's alive. I know she is."
He didn't flinch at my outburst. Instead, he nodded, as if he'd been expecting it, “I heard that before.” 
His calm response only made me angrier. I set the mug down hard, the tea sloshing over the rim, “you don't believe me."
"Doesn't matter what I believe," Elias said simply, "what matters is whether you really believe it."
The words hung in the air, their simplicity cutting through the chaos in my mind. I didn't know what to say, so I said nothing. 
The crackle of the fire filled the silence, its warmth doing little to ease the chill that had settled between us.
I wasn't sure how long I was in the hut.
Time felt slippery, each moment bleeding into the next. Elias didn't press me for answers, and I didn't offer any. He busied himself with small tasks—sharpening a knife, repairing a pair of old snowshoes—while I stared into the flames, lost in thought.
But eventually, the stillness became unbearable.
I stood abruptly; my movements jerky as I reached for my bag.
"Where do you think you're going?" Elias asked, his tone more curious than concerned.
"I can't stay here," I announced, slinging the bag over my shoulder, "I have to keep looking."
He didn't try to stop me, but his expression darkened, "if you leave now, you won't make it through the night."
"I'll take my chances."
Elias rose to his feet, his presence suddenly imposing in the cramped space, "Matt Cain. Kid. This mountain doesn't care about you or your girlfriend. It'll take you both if you let it."
I hesitated, his words cutting through my determination like a sword. But then I thought of Sunny—her laugh, her touch, the way she had smiled at me last night in the lodge. She was out there. She had to be. 
"I'll be fine," I said, my voice steadier than I felt.
Elias's sharp eyes pinned me where I stood, unflinching. He crossed his bulky arms and let out a long, measured sigh. "Fine," he said slowly, “you're determined, I'll give you that. But let me ask you something, Matt. What exactly happened? Tell me why you're so sure she's up here."
"I saw her," I said quickly, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. "Last night, she was at the bar, and then she said she was going to the bathroom... and she never came back. I... I think she wandered off. Maybe she got lost, or—"
Elias raised a hand, cutting me off, “slow down," he said firmly. "Start from the beginning."
I swallowed the knot in my throat, my thoughts tangling as I tried to piece them together. The memory of last night blurred with flashes of something older, something I'd buried.
"It was at the bar lodge," I began, my voice quieter now, "we... we were drinking, I think I took… something. I don’t know, doesn’t matter. Sunny said she was going to the bathroom. But she didn't come back. I went to look for her. I checked the bathroom, the reception, everywhere, but she was gone. And then..."
My lips tightened, the words catching. Images from years ago flickered in my mind: Sunny laughing under the stars, the way the snow had seemed endless that night. Jealousy. Heart-wrenching, sickening jealousy.
Elias's expression shifted, the faintest flicker of curiosity breaking through his calm exterior. 
"And then?" he echoed.
My hands clenched into fists at my sides, “we were here with my friend Micah, and..." I trailed off, the words too heavy to speak aloud.
"And?" Elias prompted, his voice even but insistent.
"And we can't find her," I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper, “she couldn't have just..." My breath hitched, and I shook my head.
Elias let the silence, his gaze unwavering. When he finally spoke, his voice was lower. 
"Matt," he said, watching me too carefully, "I’ve seen a lot of people chase ghosts up here,” he gestured toward the window, where the storm swallowed the world whole, “it never ends well. Pulled a man off the cliffs just a few months ago. He swore he saw his woman, but she’d been dead for three years."
"You don't know her," I said, my voice rising. "She's strong. She's smart. She... she could..."
"Matt," Elias interrupted, his tone sharper now. "Think about it. If she wandered off, where would she go? What's up there for her?"
I opened my mouth to argue, but the words refused to form.
My mind raced, searching for answers that didn't exist. Elias’s words settled over me like a weight, each one chipping away at the certainty I’d clung to so desperately.
"Listen," Elias said, softening slightly, "if she's out there, she wouldn't have gone up. People don't go up. They go down. Toward the villages. Toward safety."
"The villages?" I repeated, the word feeling foreign on my tongue.
He nodded, "there are a few scattered around the base of the mountain. Small places, but close enough to get to if someone's lost and thinking straight. If she's anywhere, it'll be there."
I stared at him, my mind a whirlwind of doubt and determination.
Could he be right? Had I been looking in the wrong place?
Or was he wrong? Was everyone wrong?
"I'll take you down in the morning," he said.
I wanted to fight him. 
I wanted to tell him he didn’t understand—Sunny was here, I had seen her.
But my body betrayed me.
I slumped onto the cot, hesitantly taking the mug he’d prepared in my hands.
Outside, the wind howled. 
A voice rose with it—thin, distant.
A whisper. A laugh. A giggle—high and lilting, like someone telling a secret. 
Right outside the door. 
And though I knew I wasn’t imagining it, maybe it was nothing at all. 







CHAPTER 5
Winter, five years ago – Part 1
The smell of burnt espresso lingered in the air as I stepped into the coffee shop, the bell above the door jingling faintly behind me. My shoes squeaked against the tiled floor, damp from the rain that had been falling steadily all morning. The whole city seemed caught in a giant grey cloudy haze; the kind that made everything feel slower, heavier.
I tugged my hood down and stuffed my hands into my jacket pockets as I joined the line, glancing around the room without much thought. The shop wasn’t anything special—cracked floor tiles, scuffed wooden tables, and a counter that looked like it had seen better days. It wasn’t a place I would have picked, but it was close to work, and the coffee was cheap enough to keep me coming back.
The faint lull of conversation filled the room, blending with the hiss of the coffee machine and the occasional clatter of cups on saucers. People sat at tables, hunched over laptops or talking quietly with friends, their faces lit by the muted glow of the overcast light filtering through the windows.
I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, trying to shake off the lingering chill from outside. I wasn’t fully awake yet—hadn’t been, really, since I left my apartment that morning—and everything felt hazy, like I was going through the motions without really being there.
When it was my turn, I stepped up to the counter and glanced at the menu out of habit, even though I always ordered the same thing. “Black coffee. No sugar, no cream, please,” I said, pulling my wallet from my back pocket.
The barista nodded without looking at me, her movements efficient but detached, like she’d done this a hundred times today alone. 
I swiped my card and moved to the side, tucking my wallet away as I waited for my drink.
That’s when I saw her.
She was standing a few feet away, waiting for her order. I almost didn’t notice her at first. 
Her hair was the first thing I noticed. It wasn’t exactly blonde, and wasn’t exactly copper—it was somewhere in between, like the colour of sunlight breaking through clouds, or freshly moulded gold. It shimmered under the fluorescent lights, shifting with her every movement.
She wasn’t doing anything special. She wasn’t laughing too loudly, wasn’t trying to be noticed. But she shifted her weight from foot to foot, like she wasn’t completely at ease either. And yet, I couldn’t look away. 
It wasn’t just her hair—the way it caught the sunshine and disappeared into it, like she was made of it. It was something else. Something just slightly off-kilter, something that made me forget where I was. 
 
I felt my chest tighten, though I couldn’t explain why. There was no reason for it. She wasn’t even looking at me. But I couldn’t take my eyes off her.
The barista called out a name—hers, I assumed, though I didn’t catch it. She stepped forward to grab her drink. For a moment, she glanced around, her dark eyes sweeping the room like she was searching for something—or someone.
She didn’t see me. But suddenly, nothing else existed. The low murmur of conversation, the clatter of cups, the faint hum of the espresso machine—it all faded, like the world had dimmed itself just for her.
I stood there, frozen, as she pushed the door open with her shoulder, balancing her cup in one hand. The bell above the door sung a soft chime just for her, and then she was gone.
I blinked, feeling like I’d just come out of a trance. My hands were still stuffed in my jacket pockets, my coffee forgotten on the counter behind me.
“Sir,” the barista called, her voice sharp enough to snap me out of it.
I turned quickly, grabbing my cup and mumbling a quick “thanks” before stepping outside. 
The rain was lighter now, just a faint mist hanging in the air, but the street was empty except for a few hurried commuters with umbrellas.
I stood there for a moment, scanning the sidewalk like she might still be there, just out of sight. But there was nothing.
She was already gone.
I don’t know how long I stood there, staring at the space where she’d been. 
Long enough for my coffee to cool in my hands. 
Long enough to feel ridiculous for even thinking about it. 
She was just a stranger—a girl waiting for her coffee, someone I’d probably never see again.
But that didn’t stop her from lodging herself in my mind, like a splinter I couldn’t pull out.
I didn’t expect to see her again. Not in a crowded house, not surrounded by strangers. But fate had other plans.

The party wasn’t my idea.
Micah had talked me into it the way he always did—persistent, loud, and annoyingly sure of himself. He’d leaned against my doorframe with that smug smirk, like he already knew he’d won. It only reinforced my regret over giving him a key to my new apartment when I moved in a few months ago.

“You’ve been holed up in your apartment for weeks, Cain. I’m not saying you’re turning into a hermit, but the signs are there.”
“I’ve been busy,” I’d said, though we both knew that wasn’t true.
“You’re not busy tonight,” he shot back, tossing me a jacket before I could argue, “come on, it’ll be fun. Drinks, people, music—you might even talk to someone who isn’t me for once.”
He had a way of making everything sound like a challenge, like saying no would be proof that I couldn’t keep up. So, I went. Not because I wanted to, but because it was easier than staying home and listening to him call me boring for the next month.
The house was already packed by the time we arrived, every window lit with a gentle light that spilled into the crisp night air. The music was loud enough to feel in my chest, a steady bass line that thrummed through the walls and floorboards. Laughter and shouting poured through the front door as someone stumbled onto the porch, red cup in hand.
Inside, it was even worse. The air was thick with the smell of spilled beer, sweat, and that faint metallic tang of a party that’s already gone too far. People were crammed into every room, leaning against walls, sitting on counters, or clustered around the keg someone had set up in the kitchen.
Micah was in his element immediately. 
Within minutes, he’d found a group of friends—or strangers, I wasn’t sure—and joined their conversation like he’d been part of it all along. He turned back to me, raising his cup in a silent toast before vanishing into the crowd.
I stayed where I was, leaning against the wall near the door with a cup of something vaguely alcoholic that I didn’t actually plan to drink. The music was too loud to think, and I wasn’t in the mood to make small talk with anyone.
I was already thinking about leaving—already pushing through the noise, ready to tell Micah I was done— and then she was there.
At first, I thought I was imagining it. The dim lights, the swirling movement of too many bodies, the noise that came and went in waves—it all blurred together. But then she moved, stepping into the glow of the string lights, and the rest of the room lost focus, like she was the only thing that had ever mattered.
She stood near the kitchen, one hand wrapped around a red cup, her head tilted slightly as she listened to the person talking to her. Her hair was loose, tumbling over her shoulders in soft waves that gleamed gold and copper under the lights. She wasn’t smiling, not fully, but there was something about the way she held herself—calm, confident, like she didn’t have to try to stand out.
I couldn’t move. 
My chest clenched—sharp, breath-stealing. Like my body knew something my mind hadn’t caught up to yet.
She wasn’t just an image in my memory anymore. She was real, and she was here, and for some reason, she was standing in a house full of strangers, just a few feet away from me.
The person she was talking to said something that made her laugh—a quiet, soft sound that I could hear even over the music. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her eyes glancing around the room.
I didn’t know what to do. Part of me wanted to walk away, to leave before I embarrassed myself, but the other part—stronger, louder—told me that I couldn’t let this moment slip away again.
Before I could stop myself—before I could even think—I was already moving. Not walking. Not choosing. Just something pulling me forward. Like I was following a path I didn’t remember stepping onto. Like a current in deep water, like a shift in gravity. Drawn forward as if a tether had wrapped around my ribs and was pulling me towards her.

The crowd felt like an ocean I was wading through, every step harder than the last. Someone bumped into me, spilling beer down the front of their shirt and muttering an apology, but I barely noticed. 
When I was close enough to see her clearly, I froze.
She turned slightly, her doe-like eyes catching the light as she glanced over her shoulder. For a moment, I thought she saw me, but her gaze moved past me, landing on something—or someone—behind me.
I hesitated, my pulse hammering in my ears. 
What if she didn’t remember me? What if she did? What if it didn’t matter to her?
The memory of her in the coffee shop flashed in my mind—the way she’d walked out the door without even noticing me, the way I’d stood there like an idiot, staring after her.
I shook the thought away and took another step closer.
“Hey,” I said, my voice louder than I intended.
She turned, her eyes meeting mine for the first time, and I felt the rest of the room fall away. Her gaze was steady, curious, like she was trying to place me.
“Hi,” she said, tilting her head slightly.
I opened my mouth to say something—anything—but my mind went blank.
“You look familiar,” I finally blurted, “have we met before?”
Her lips curved into a small smile, her eyes narrowing slightly in amusement, “I don’t think so.”
“No, we have,” I said quickly, desperate to fill the silence, “at a coffee shop, a couple of weeks ago. You were... I mean, I saw you there. You ordered—uh—a latte, I think.”
She laughed softly, and the sound sent a shiver down my spine, “you remember what I ordered?”
“It’s not every day you see someone like you walk into a place like that,” I said, and immediately regretted it. 
Too much. 
Too soon. 
Too weird.
But she didn’t seem put off. If anything, her smile widened, and she leaned in slightly, her voice lowering like we were sharing a secret. “Someone like me?”
I nodded, swallowing hard. “Yeah. You’re... hard to forget.”
Her smile lingered, soft but sharp, like she was trying to decide whether I was being genuine or just trying too hard. I could feel my heart pounding, loud enough that I was sure she’d hear it if she got any closer.
“So,” she said after a moment, taking a sip from her cup, “are you always this nice, or is this a special occasion?”
I laughed, the sound awkward and rough in my throat, “I think I left my niceness at home tonight.”
She giggled lightly, a sound that somehow made the noisy room feel quieter. She shifted her weight, tilting her head slightly as if she were sizing me up. “I’m Sonnet, by the way,” she said, offering her hand.
I blinked, caught off guard, “Sonnet? Like... the poem?”
“Yeah,” she said, rolling her eyes, but not in a way that seemed annoyed. “My parents were really into literature when I was born. Guess I got stuck with a name that sounds more like a homework assignment than a person.”
I shook my head, smiling as I took her hand briefly, “I don’t know, I kind of like it. It’s... unique.”
“Unique’s one way to put it,” she replied, “everyone just calls me Sunny, though. It’s easier, and apparently, I ‘light up the room’ or whatever cheesy thing people say when they don’t know how to describe you.”
I couldn’t help but grin, glancing at her hair, “Sunny works,” I said, “your hair definitely helps sell the nickname. It looks like sunshine.”
She raised an eyebrow at me, her smile turning playful. “That’s your angle? Complimenting my hair?”
“It’s not an angle,” I said quickly, though I could feel my face heat up, “It’s just... the truth.”
Her gaze softened, and for a moment, I thought I saw something shift in her expression, like she wasn’t used to hearing things like that and wasn’t sure how to respond. She took another gulp from her drink, her eyes still on me.
“Well,” she said after a moment, her voice quieter now, “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“Good,” I replied, feeling a small surge of confidence. “You should. I’m Matt, by the way.”
“Matt,” she repeated, as if testing it out. “Nice to meet you, Matt.”
“Nice to meet you too, Sunny,” I leaned slightly against the counter to steady myself. My hands were warm around the cup, but I didn’t bother drinking from it. I didn’t want anything to distract me from this moment, from her.
“So, Matt,” she said, tilting her head, a strand of her hair shifting over one shoulder, “what’s your story? Did you come here for the music, the cheap drinks, or are you just as lost as the rest of us?”
I hesitated for a second, caught off guard by how easily she asked. Most people at parties like this didn’t bother with questions like that. “Uh, none of the above, actually. My friend dragged me here. Apparently, I don’t get out enough.”
Sunny smiled faintly, “let me guess—you’re the ‘reluctant guest’ type? The one who gets dragged out but secretly hopes the night turns out better than you expected?”
Her words hit closer to the truth than I wanted to admit. 

“Something like that,” I shrugged, “I figured I’d make an appearance, drink something questionable, and call it a night.”
“Well, is it living up to your expectations so far?”
I paused, searching for an answer that didn’t sound completely stupid, “I guess it depends on what happens next.”
She smiled. A beautiful smile. One that made it impossible to look away. 
There was something about her—something magnetic, like she wasn’t trying to draw me in, but I couldn’t help leaning closer anyway.
We stood there for a moment, the noise of the party fading into the background. I wanted to keep her talking, to find out more about her—where she was from, where she lived, what she liked.
“So, Sunny,” I said finally, loving the taste of her mouth on my tongue, “what about you? Are you a party regular or is this a rare appearance?”
She laughed softly, her fingers tapping lightly on the edge of her cup. “Rare. Definitely rare. I’m not usually... this kind of person. But I guess I wanted to try something different.”
“Different’s good,” I said, trying to keep the conversation going, “sometimes.”
“Sometimes,” she echoed, her smirk lingering for just a moment longer before her gaze shifted.
It was subtle, but I noticed it. The way her expression changed slightly, the way she glanced toward the doorway as if expecting an arrival.
Her voice softened, “actually, I should probably...” She trailed off, her fingers tightening around her cup as she straightened up.
“Probably what?” I asked, not ready to let the moment end.
She hesitated, like she was weighing her words carefully, “I should probably go. I’m actually here... meeting someone tonight.”
The words hit like a switchblade to the gut—sharp, unexpected, too deep to react to right away.
No, worse than that—like someone had pulled the rug out from under me while I was still finding my footing. 

My heart, which had been pounding just moments before, seemed to falter mid-beat, leaving a hollow ache in its place. The thought of her walking away to find whoever she was here for, made me clench my teeth, but I forced myself to nod like it didn’t matter. 
“Oh,” I said with a tight smile, “right. Of course.”
Sunny’s eyebrows furrowed slightly, like she hadn’t meant for the conversation to take this turn, “it was nice meeting you, Matt,” she rested a light hand on my shoulder, her eyes deep and expressive. Then, with a small nod, she turned and stepped away.

The crowd swallowed her in an instant—one second there, the next gone. 
Like a flicker of light in a storm. 
Like a name you almost remember. 
Like she had never been there at all.


CHAPTER 6
The morning came quietly, the storm having dulled into a steady, whispering snowfall. I wasn’t sure what had woken me—whether it was the pale light creeping through the frosted window or the sound of Elias moving around the hut. 
Pain stitched through every muscle, a bone-deep ache. My thoughts felt just as heavy, slipping in and out of focus, like the weight of exhaustion had finally caught up to me.
“Finally awake,” Elias said, not turning from the fire. His voice was rough but calm, like gravel underfoot. “Took you long enough.” 
“Barely,” I muttered, forcing myself to sit up. My ribs hurt, the bruises from yesterday’s fall sharp and unforgiving.
“Alright,” he said, straightening and glancing in my direction. “We’ve got a long walk ahead of us, and I’m not in the habit of babysitting.”
I ignored the jab, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. The warmth of the fire had done little to chase away the heaviness that clung to me like a second skin. 
“You said we’d start with the villages,” I said, my voice hoarse.
Elias nodded, tossing the bag over his shoulder, “three of them, spread out near the base of the mountain. We’ll head to the closest one first—Hollow Ridge. It’s a small place, but if she made it down, someone would’ve seen her.”
I got to my feet, wobbling slightly as a wave of dizziness hit me. Elias watched me carefully, his expression unreadable.
“Here,” he said, tossing me a thick scarf. “You’ll need this. The wind’s calmer, but it’ll cut through you all the same if you’re not careful.”
“Thanks,” I muttered, wrapping it around my neck.
The hut seemed to shrink as we prepared to leave, the silence between us thick and uneasy. Elias moved with purpose, his every action deliberate, while I fumbled with my gloves and hiking boots, my thoughts spinning in a chaotic loop.
We stepped into the morning, the cold biting sharply at my face despite the layers I’d thrown on. The storm had passed, leaving the world hushed yet just as unforgiving. It had smoothed the jagged terrain into soft, deceptive mounds of snow, and the mountain felt alive in a new way, as if it were watching us. 
Elias moved ahead of me, his boots crunching through the fresh snow with a confidence I couldn’t muster. He didn’t look back to see if I was following, but I stayed close, afraid of losing sight of him.
The wind was softer, but it still carried an edge, slipping through the gaps in my jacket and slicing into my skin. My breath came in short, visible bursts, misting the air in front of me. Every step sent a dull ache through my body, but I gritted my teeth and pushed forward.
“You’re quiet this morning,” Elias said, breaking the silence without turning around. His tone was conversational, but there was an undertone I couldn’t place.
“I’m tired,” I said simply, my voice muffled by the scarf.
“Tired, huh?” He glanced back, his sharp, dark eyes meeting mine for just a second before he looked ahead again, “you sure it’s not something else?”
I didn’t answer.
He didn’t press me, but his words lingered, dense in the cold air.
The trail was easier now, sloping downward in a series of winding switchbacks. The trees grew thicker as we descended, their snow-laden branches forming a canopy overhead. The shadows stretched long and thin across the path, the sunlight barely breaking through.
“How far is it to Hollow Ridge?” I asked, breaking the silence.
“A few hours,” he said without looking back. “Maybe less if we keep up the pace.”

The trail widened as we moved lower, the dense trees giving way to clearer stretches of snow-dusted ground. My boots sank deeper with every step, the powder light but unrelenting, and I had to focus on placing each foot carefully to avoid slipping. Elias didn’t seem to struggle—his boots moved through the snow like he belonged here, like the mountain couldn’t touch him.
I didn’t know how long we were into the descent, but it was a long while when Elias slowed slightly, his head turning as if he’d spotted something in the distance. “You know,” he said casually, his voice cutting through the quiet, “there’s a ski hotel on the other side of the mountain. A lot of people head there this time of year—less stormy, better amenities.”
I didn’t answer.
My chest tightened, but I kept my eyes on the path ahead, pretending I hadn’t heard him. The thought of the hotel—of what I’d left behind—felt like a weight pressing down on me. I wasn’t ready to think about it. Not yet.
Elias didn’t seem to notice my silence, or maybe he just didn’t care. He kept walking, his gaze scanning the horizon. “I’ve been there a few times,” he added after a moment. “Decent food. Decent company, if you’re into the resort crowd.”
The words hung in the air, but I didn’t bite. My throat felt too tight to speak, anyway.
The truth was, I didn’t feel like I’d just left a hotel. I felt like I’d escaped something—like I’d broken out of a prison I hadn’t even realized I’d been locked in.
The trail curved sharply ahead, revealing a new stretch of the mountain. The trees were thinner here, the snow-dusted branches giving way to open air and a view that stretched far below. For the first time, I could see a glimpse of civilization—a ski stop halfway down the slope.
It was a small structure, simple but functional, with a wooden roof and a series of benches for skiers to rest. Brightly coloured signs marked the paths that led away from it, each one pointing toward gentler trails. A few people stood near the edge, their voices faint in the distance, their skis angled into the snow.
Elias stopped beside me, his gloved hands resting on his hips as he surveyed the scene. “There’s the halfway mark,” he said, nodding toward the ski stop. “If your girl made it this far, someone would’ve seen her.”
The mention of Sunny jolted me back to the present. I stared at the ski stop, my eyes scanning the small cluster of skiers for any sign of her.
But there was nothing.
No flash of a bright blue jacket. No familiar shape moving through the snow.
Just strangers, their laughter drifting back to me, faint and unsettling on the wind.
“You think she made it down here?” I asked, my voice low.
Elias shrugged, his expression unreadable, “if she was thinking clearly, she would’ve headed toward the signs. Most people do.”
I didn’t respond.
The thought of Sunny alone in the cold made my stomach clench. I tried to picture her—fighting through the storm, stumbling into this ski stop, waiting. But something was wrong. The image wouldn’t settle. It wouldn’t fit.
We trudged toward the stop, the air growing lighter as the altitude dropped. The sounds of the skiers grew louder, voices blending with the sharp clack of skis against icy snow and the hiss of boards carving into the slopes. It felt foreign, almost surreal, to see people laughing and chatting like this was just another day—a stark contrast to the storm and isolation that had swallowed me the day before.
Elias walked ahead, his posture relaxed, but I caught the way his eyes scanned everything. He carried himself like someone who’d spent years navigating places like this, knowing when to blend in and when to move on.
When we reached the edge of the stop, I paused, unsure whether to step forward or hold back. There were only a handful of people gathered—most of them tourists bundled in expensive jackets, their faces flushed with cold and effort.
Elias didn’t hesitate. He approached a group standing near a wooden bench, his presence commanding enough to draw their attention without him needing to say much.
“Morning,” he said, his voice calm but carrying over the wind. “How long have you been here?”
One of them, a man with a thick scarf wrapped up to his nose, glanced up from adjusting his skis. “Couple of hours,” he said, his words muffled, “why?”
“We’re looking for someone,” Elias spoke, “a young woman. Mid-twenties. Blonde, brown eyes. Last wearing a blue jacket. Would’ve been out here during the storm.”
The man frowned, shaking his head. “Haven’t seen anyone like that,” he said, “storm was nasty. Most folks stayed put.”
“Or didn’t make it out at all,” someone else muttered, their voice low but not low enough.
A heavy weight settled in my chest, and I tightened my hands into fists, my gloves creaking under the pressure.

“You sure? Try to remember. Blonde, brown eyes, blue jacket. If she came through here, someone saw her.” They shook their heads. 
The air felt thinner suddenly, the weight of another dead end pressing down on me. I swallowed hard, resisting the urge to press them further, to demand they rethink their answers.
Nothing.
Elias turned to me, his expression carefully neutral, “let’s keep moving.”
I wanted to argue, to ask if we should check again, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, I nodded and followed him as he led me past the group, toward the far end of the stop where the trails splintered into different directions.
The wind picked up again as we walked, carrying snippets of conversation from the skiers behind us.
“Did you hear about the guy who went missing last year?” One of them said, their voice just loud enough to reach my ears.
“Yeah,” another replied. 
“They never found him. People say the mountain took him.”
I forced myself to keep walking, though the words lingered, gnawing at the edges of my thoughts.
Elias stopped at a signpost, his gloved hand brushing away the frost that had settled on the wooden board. The arrows pointed to various trails; each one marked with a color-coded difficulty rating.
“This way,” he said, nodding toward the trail that sloped downward into a dense cluster of trees, “it’s the fastest route to Hollow Ridge.”
I followed without question, though my legs felt heavier with every step. The farther we went, the quieter the world became. 
The ski stop faded into the distance; its cheerful noise swallowed by the stillness of Forstspire Peak.  
My mind raced with half-formed thoughts, each one looping back to Sunny.
The trail seemed to stretch endlessly ahead, the weight of the snow and the cold sinking deeper into my bones with every step.
Then, I saw her.  
She was there—golden hair flickering in the weak light, shifting like fire in the wind. Half-turned. Waiting.

“Sunny!”
She didn’t move.
I ran.

“Matt!” Elias’s voice snapped through the cold.
I barely heard him. Sunny was ahead, moving up toward the treeline. 
Too far. Too fast. 
“Sonnet!” I screamed again, my chest burning with the effort. My breathing was uneven, the cold tearing at my lungs. She was just out of reach, always just out of reach.
“Stop!” Elias’s voice was closer now, pounding footsteps closing the gap between us.
But I couldn’t stop. Not now. 
She was right there, waiting for me.
The ground tilted sharply as the path gave way to a slope, and I slipped, barely catching myself before tumbling forward. My gloves scraped against the ice as I scrambled to my feet, my eyes fixed on her. She was moving further up the mountain, her steps light—too light. Like she wasn’t touching the snow at all.
“Matt, stop!” Elias’s voice was right behind me, and then I felt it—a force slamming into my side, knocking me to the ground.
I hit the snow hard, the air rushing out of my lungs in a painful gasp. I twisted, trying to shove him off, but Elias’s grip was like iron. 
He pinned me down, his weight crushing against my chest as the snow soaked into my clothes.
“What the hell are you doing?!” I shouted; my voice raw with frustration.
“What the hell are you doing?” Elias snapped back, his face inches from mine. His dark eyes burned with an intensity that cut through the haze in my mind. “You’re going to get yourself killed, kid!”
“She’s right there!” I yelled, struggling against him. My arms flailed uselessly, my strength no match for his. “Let me go!”
Elias’s grip tightened, his voice a sharp, urgent growl. “That’s not her! That’s not anyone! It’s the goddamn mountain messing with your head!”
I thrashed against his grip, but it was like trying to fight against stone. I twisted, using my entire body weight to shove him off, and finally, finally, his grip loosened just enough for me to stagger free. 

“Why are you stopping me?!” I shouted, “why don’t you want me to find her?!” 
Elias stared at me, his jaw tight as he slowly rose to his feet, “because she’s not there, Matt.” 
“I saw her,” I spat, my chest heaving, “she was right there—I know it.” 
“You’re not listening,” Elias seethed, stepping closer, “this place—it messes with your mind. It makes you see things. Feel things. Things that aren’t real.” 
“That’s easy for you to say,” I snapped, feeling my eyes regrettably sting with the sensation of tears, “you don’t care about her. You don’t know her. You don’t—” 
“You think I don’t get it?” Elias exhaled sharply, his breath a cloud of white in the cold. He looked at me, teeth clenched tightly. 

A beat. 

A pause. 

“I lost my wife on this mountain.” 
The words hit me like a slap, a sudden shock against the numbing cold.

Elias’s face was blank, but his voice was steel. “I chased her just like you’re doing right now,” he swallowed, “I lost myself. And I never found her.”
I opened my mouth, but no words came out. 
Elias shook his head, his voice dropping to a near-whisper, “if you keep going like this, you won’t find her. You’ll end up just like her.” 
Just like her how?
“She’s alive,” I whispered, the words trembling in the air, “she has to be.” 
He didn’t answer. He turned and started back toward the trail, his steps heavy in the snow. I stood there, staring up at the slope where I’d seen her, where I’d been so sure she was waiting for me. 
The mountain loomed above, silent and unyielding, its shadow stretching long and dark. 
“She’s alive,” I repeated, reassuring myself. “She’s out there.” But even as I said it, doubt crept in. 
The mountain didn’t answer. It never did.
But it was watching. I could feel its presence, pressing in on me, suffocating me.

Maybe Elias was right.
The mountain wasn’t just a place.
It was something darker.
Something alive.

And it knew. 
It knew everything.
CHAPTER 7 
The descent into Hollow Ridge was slow and gruelling. The deeper we went, the thicker the trees grew, their branches heavy with untouched snow. It was a different kind of quiet here—not like the howling silence of the mountain peak, but something deeper. More settled. As if the world had been holding its breath for a long, long time.
Elias moved as if the terrain had long since become second nature to him. 
Like he belonged here. 
Like the mountain had let him in after it took his beloved.
I hated it.
There was something about the way he carried himself—like he knew something I didn’t. Like he had already figured out how this would end.
The trees hung low, their branches bending under the weight of the snow, creating tunnels of white and shadow. The wind had died down, but the air remained sharp.
We had been walking for hours when something caught my eye.
At first, I thought it was just another trail marker—one of the wooden posts marking the path towards civilization. But as we got closer, I saw the paper. Faded, curling at the edges, clinging to the wood by rusted nails.
I slowed.
My breath hitched.
A missing person poster.
My stomach twisted.
I took another step forward, my boots slipping slightly. Maybe it was the ice, maybe it was the trembling of my legs. 
The ink was weathered, but the face on the page—her face—was still clear.
Sunny.
Her eyes stared back at me, bright and full of life, frozen mid-smile. It wasn’t the kind of picture you’d expect on a missing poster—no sombre ID photo, no grainy candid taken in a rush. It was beautiful. The kind of picture someone took when they wanted to capture her exactly as she was.
And I knew this picture.
Her birthday. Three months ago. She’d worn that soft green blouse, the one she always said made her feel cozy. I remembered standing next to her that night, watching as someone—Micah, maybe—snapped the picture, catching her at just the right moment. She had been laughing. Alive. Beautiful. And now, somehow, it was on a missing poster.
I forced myself to read the name below it, even though I didn’t need to.
Sonnet Shepherd.
I inhaled sharply.
My gaze darted over the rest of the details, searching—desperate—for a date. But it wasn’t there.
The paper was brittle at the edges, warped slightly from moisture and cold. It looked like it had been out here for weeks. Maybe longer.
This wasn’t new.
This had been here. Long before I got here.
No, no, no.
Something inside me curled in on itself, convulsing, as my eyes lost focus and threatened to shut, the world tilting around me in confusing blurs of memories. 
I would have seen this.
That was the thought that slammed into me, loud and certain.
This wasn’t some random side path— I knew this path. I remembered this post. I remembered passing it on the way down last winter, on our way to town. It had been covered in old stickers, maybe some trail maps. 
But not this. 
Not her. 
Not this goddamn poster.
But now, there it was.
A missing poster. Sunny’s missing poster. Appearing as if it had survived a whole season out here. Maybe even two seasons. Or three. Or four. Or– 
“This…this can’t be right,” my voice was barely more than a whisper.
Elias had stopped beside me. I could feel him watching, his presence heavy even though he hadn’t spoken yet.
“You okay?” His voice was flat.
I swallowed the painful knot in my dry throat. “This wasn’t here before.”
Elias studied me carefully, his eyes flickering between me and the poster. 
“Before?”
I hesitated, “I mean—” My voice cracked, “it’s Sunny, I… it must be new.”
His gaze moved over the faded ink, the peeling edges. A frown crept onto his face.
The silence stretched, thick and suffocating.
Elias took his time. He didn’t rush to respond, didn’t immediately dismiss or confirm what I was saying. Instead, he reached out, brushing his gloved fingers against the corner of the poster, his brow still furrowed.
“It’s been here a while.”
His words made something crawl under my skin.
“It can’t have been,” I shot back, my voice coming out too sharp, too fast. “That photo—it’s recent.”
He didn’t look at me. His focus stayed on the paper, his fingers tapping idly against the wood. He wasn’t questioning whether it was old. He already knew. And that realization made me despise him.
I took a step closer, pressing my palm flat against the paper as if that would somehow change what I was seeing.
“You’re sure this wasn’t here before?” Elias asked.
I bristled. “I would’ve seen it.”
“Would you?”
I clenched my jaw. “Yes.”
A long, oppressive pause.
Elias exhaled through his nose. “Then tell me this—when exactly did she go missing?”
My pulse stuttered.
“What kind of question is that?” I snapped.
His eyes flicked toward me, dark and unreadable. “A simple one.”
I opened my mouth—then hesitated.
Because I knew the answer. 
I did. 
Of course I did.
She had gone missing two days ago. 
I remembered it all so clearly—the ring, the panic, the way I had searched for her, over and over, retracing my steps, screaming her name into the howling wind, Micah, the drugs, the receptionist, the security guard, my mom—and yet… 
The poster. The brittle paper, the curled edges. The way it didn’t look like something freshly stapled to the wood, but like it had been waiting there for a long time.

Elias watched me carefully, his expression shifting from neutral to something more intense. Suspicious.
“You hesitated,” he said.
I scoffed. “No, I didn’t.”
“You did.”
“I know when she went missing.”
“Then say it.”
“Two days ago,” I spat out.
Elias was quiet for a moment, then reached out and peeled the poster from the post, turning it over. He ran his fingers across the back, as if searching for something.
I forced myself to breathe evenly, to stay still, but everything in me was screaming.
Finally, he turned it around and held it up between us.
“Then why does this look like it’s been here for years, Matt?”
His voice was calm, but there was something behind it—something edged, pressing.
I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe the ink faded fast in the cold.”
Elias raised an eyebrow. “That’s your theory? The cold?”
I didn’t answer.
Because I didn’t have a theory.
I had a certainty—one I refused to let go of.
“This doesn’t mean anything,” I insisted. “She’s still out here. We need to keep looking.”
Elias sighed, rolling the poster into a loose tube and tucking it into his jacket. “Alright. We’ll keep looking.”
Something about the way he said it put me on edge. Not because he was giving up, but because he wasn’t arguing. Because he didn’t believe me. Or because he looked like he pitied me. I couldn’t decide which one was worse. 
We kept walking, the path sloping further downward, the trees beginning to thin. The sky overhead had lightened to a pale, washed-out blue, the sunset creeping with quiet indifference. And yet, I felt like the ground beneath me was unsteady. Like reality itself had started to shift in ways I couldn’t understand.
A missing poster. Of Sunny. One that had been here long before I had even arrived, with a recent picture of her.

I couldn’t make sense of it.
I didn’t want to.
We walked in silence for a while, the only sound the occasional gust of wind. My mind kept looping back, over and over, to the poster, to Elias, to the night Sunny went missing. 
And then—
“What the hell do you mean, you didn’t call the police?”
I blinked, dragged out of my thoughts by Elias’s sudden words.
I turned to him, confused. “What?”
Elias had stopped walking, his expression unreadable again, but there was something simmering beneath the surface. Something controlled, restrained, angry.
“You said earlier,” he continued, “that if this poster was new, you would’ve seen it. So, if you were looking for her right away, and you were panicking, then tell me—why didn’t you call the police?”
A strange, sickening wave swept over me, threatening to churn my stomach.
I had asked Micah if anyone had called them. Back in the resort, when everything was spinning, when nothing felt real. But I hadn’t called them myself.
I hadn’t even thought to.
The realization landed like a punch to the ribs.
"I—I don’t know," I said, but the words felt foreign in my mouth. 
I should have called them. I should have called them the second I realized she was gone. But I didn’t. 
I hadn’t even thought about it. 
Why? 
Why not? 
The answer lingered, just out of reach, like something I was too afraid to touch.

Elias didn’t blink. “You don’t know?”
“I was in shock,” I said quickly. “I thought Micah, my friend, that he had—”
“So you just assumed someone else would handle it?” His voice didn’t rise, but it carried weight.
An unseen forced constricted around me like a vicious anaconda waiting to swallow me whole. 
“That’s not what I’m saying,” I snapped.
“Then what are you saying?”
I exhaled sharply, “what does it matter? The cops wouldn’t have done anything. It was a blizzard. They would’ve told me to wait. To go back inside and hope for the best.”
Elias was quiet for a long moment.

And then, softly— “Or maybe you didn’t want them involved.”
My breath caught.
I turned sharply. “What?”
Elias tilted his head slightly, like he was studying me.
“You heard me.”
For the first time, there was something in his expression that made my skin prickle. Something I had felt before but hadn’t been able to place.
Doubt.
“You think I didn’t want to find her?” I said, stepping closer to him, “that I—that I just let her disappear?”
Elias didn’t move, “I don’t know what I think.”
Tension locked my muscles as a wave of heat rose through me, “you don’t know anything about me.”
“I know that people act strange when they’re afraid,” Elias said. “And you’re afraid, aren’t you?”
I let out a short, bitter laugh, “I’m afraid because she’s missing, hello!”
“Are you?”
I stared at him, the words hitting something raw inside me.

I wanted to hit back. To tell him to go to hell. To prove to him that he was wrong.
But before I could say anything, I saw it.
Just past the thinning trees, tucked between the remains of an old fence—
The village.
Hollow Ridge.
And just like that, the fight between us didn’t matter anymore.
We had arrived, and I didn’t care what he thought, even if I had to actively suppress a feeling that whatever we found there would be worse than a missing poster.

The village was smaller than I expected. A cluster of dark wooden buildings, their roofs sagging under the weight of age and snow, the chimneys breathing thin plumes of smoke into the sky. It didn’t look abandoned, but it didn’t look particularly lived in either.
A single main road ran through the centre, half-covered in packed-down ice. Faint tire tracks cut through the air, but there were no fresh footprints. No movement. No sign of Sunny.
Elias adjusted the strap of his bag, his eyes sweeping over the quiet buildings. “We’ll ask around. I guess.”
I forced myself to nod, ignoring his last remark and the gnawing sense of wrongness that consumed my thoughts. 
I followed Elias as he moved toward the nearest building—a small shop, its wooden sign half-buried in snow. The windows were dark, but as we got closer, I saw movement inside.
Elias knocked twice, firm but not aggressive.
A moment later, the door creaked open just enough for a face to appear—a man in his thirties, with sharp features and an expression still untouched by time. His gaze flicked between Elias and me, cautious.
“We’re looking for someone,” Elias said before the man could say anything, “young woman, mid-twenties. Blonde, brown eyes. Might’ve come through here after the storm.”
The man’s expression didn’t change.
“You with the resort?” he asked, his voice rough.
Elias shook his head. “No.”
The man paused then exhaled slowly. “Haven’t seen her,” he said. The door inched closer to shutting.
I stepped forward before he could. “Are you sure? She was wearing a blue jacket, might’ve looked lost. It was two nights ago,” I insisted, unwavering. 
The man frowned. “Storm was bad two nights ago. No one was out.”
“That’s not true,” I said quickly, heart pounding. “She could’ve made it down before it got worse. If she stopped here, someone had to have seen her.”
The man's gaze shifted, just for a second. Not enough to be obvious, but enough that something inside me tensed.
He knew something.
“Look, I can’t help you,” he announced finally, “if she came through here, I didn’t see her. Good day.” 
The door shut with a thud.
My jaw went rigid, my breath quick and unsteady.
He was lying. I knew it.
Elias stood still for a moment, then turned away, already moving toward the next building. “Come on,” he said.
I didn’t move. “He knew something.”
“Maybe,” Elias said, not looking back. “But he’s not telling us, so come on.”
My whole body itched with frustration. 
She was here. 
She was here, and someone knew, and they weren’t saying anything.
We kept moving.
The next place we tried was a guesthouse, old and wooden, but lit. The windows flickered with dim light, and when Elias knocked, a woman answered—older, bundled in a thick shawl, her eyes shadowed by exhaustion.
She gave us the same answer. No, I haven’t seen her.
Another door. 
Another no.
Another lie.
The weight of it built with every step we took. Every door we knocked on. Every half-second pause before an answer, every glance that lasted just a little too long.
As we made our way through the village, Elias stopped at another house—a squat, weather-beaten structure with frost creeping along its windowpanes. He knocked twice.
For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, slowly, the door cracked open, just enough to reveal a woman. Her sharp eyes flicked to me first, Elias second, then remained on me.
And then she froze.
Her gaze lingered on my face, something shifting in her expression. Unease, a shadow of something she didn’t want to acknowledge. 
Elias fished out the poster of Sunny from his jacket lining this time. “Have you seen her?”
The woman’s gaze drifted to the image, and the reaction was immediate. Her lips parted, just slightly. A flicker of something in her eyes, a memory surfacing against her will.
“That girl…” she whispered.
But before the words could fully form, she caught herself. Her jaw tightened, her shoulders squared, and whatever had momentarily slipped through her expression vanished behind a hardened mask.
“I don’t know anything,” she said abruptly, her voice flat.
Then, with a sudden, almost frantic motion, she yanked the door shut. A second later, the shutters slammed closed, the sound rattling through the air like a final warning.
I let out a slow breath. “She knew something,” I muttered.
Elias didn’t answer right away. His gaze lingered on the now-shut blinds. Then, after a pause—
“She looked at you like she’d seen a ghost.”
A thread of unease pulled tight in my chest. I wanted to scoff, to say so what, but the words never came. The way she had stared—rigid, breath hitched, like I was something unnatural—had struck something deeper than fear. 
A cold pulse moved through me.
I wasn’t sure why, but my blood ran like ice in my veins. 
Had I been here before?
The thought came uninvited, slipping through the cracks before I shoved it back where it belonged. 
No. Of course not. 
I cut through the thought before it could take root. 
I kept walking, forcing my thoughts into silence.
By the time we reached the centre of the village, my chest felt like it was going to cave in from the pressure.
“They know something,” I muttered. “They all do.”
Elias let out a slow breath. “Maybe they do, maybe they don’t.”
I turned to him sharply, “so why the hell aren’t you pushing harder?”
“Because it won’t help,” Elias said evenly, “you come at them like a threat, and they’ll just close up more. These are small village people. They don’t want us here to begin with, let alone some mysterious missing girl running around their village for God knows how long.”
I exhaled sharply, my hands shaking.
This was wrong. All of it.
I knew she was here. 
I knew she had made it down. But everywhere we went, the doors were shutting in our faces.
We were overlooking something.
And then I saw it.
A church.
The only building that stood apart from the others, its steeple rising like a skeletal finger against the muted sky.
A raw, uneasy pull gripped me from within.
I didn’t know why, but I moved toward it, feet sounding over packed ice. Elias didn’t stop me, he just followed.
The wooden door groaned as I pushed it open.
Inside, it was empty. Dust drifted through the air, caught in the faint shafts of light that slipped through the stained-glass windows. There were no candles burning. Only a few footprints in the thin layer of snow that had blown in through cracks in the doorframe.
But there was something on the far wall.
A board.
A community board.
Old notices, faded flyers—weathered posters.
My breath caught in my throat.
The one at the very edge, barely hanging on, almost covered by others, was hers.
Another one.
I moved before I could stop myself, my fingers grasping the paper, peeling it away from the board.
It was the same photo. Her birthday. Three months ago. The same bright eyes, the same soft laugh caught mid-movement.
And at the bottom—
A date.
My vision blurred for a second. 
I couldn’t focus. 
The numbers didn’t make sense.
My brain tried to fill in the gaps, tried to make it fit.
202_?

The last digit was distorted, maybe a five? A three?
It had to be recent. It had to be.
Maybe it was a misprint. That happens, right? A typo?
I blinked hard, my breath quick and shallow. My fingers curled tighter around the paper, the edges brittle beneath my grip.
No.
I was reading it wrong.
The numbers fuzzed at the edges, warped by age, by moisture, by something. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. Maybe the ink had bled, stretched in a way that made it look older than it really was.
It wasn’t possible.
Sunny had been missing for two days. Two days. And yet. The poster felt like it had been here for years.
“Matt.”
Elias’s voice was low. Measured.
I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Because the more I stared at the date, the harder it was to ignore the truth pressing in from all sides.
It wasn’t this year, 2025.
It wasn’t last month. 
It wasn’t the previous week.
It wasn’t two days ago.
The last digit was faded, almost unreadable—but it was there. A three. Or maybe a two?
My stomach twisted. My lungs clenched tight in my ribs.
No.
I dropped the paper and took a step back from it, shaking my head hard enough to send a fresh spike of pain through my skull.
No, no, no.
This was wrong. 
The date was wrong. 
The paper was wrong. 
This entire village was wrong.
“Matt.”
Elias again. Closer now. His voice was softer, like he was talking someone down from a ledge.
Like he knew.
I turned to him, my hands shaking, “this isn’t right.”
His expression didn’t shift. Not at first. He just watched me.
And then, slowly—he exhaled through his nose, like he’d been waiting for this moment.
Waiting for me to see what he already knew.
The walls of the church felt too narrow, too close. My pulse slammed against my skin, my head spinning.

I needed out.
I shoved past Elias, and stumbled toward the door. The cold slapped against my skin as I shoved my way back outside, gasping in air like I’d been drowning.
The thought of the date latched onto my ribs like a vice.
It wasn’t possible.
I was just with her.
I had just held her. 
Just smelled her.
I had just been here with her, standing in the snow, making plans, laughing, drinking, kissing—
My vision blurred.
No, no, no.
This wasn’t real.
I braced my hands on my knees, sucking in a lungful of icy air. Everything was shifting, tilting beneath and above me, the fabric of the world coming undone at the seams.
I felt his presence before I saw him.
I turned to Elias slowly then took a step toward him. My voice came out hoarse, raw.
“I...Sunny…”
Elias didn’t move.
I felt it before he even said the words.
Like a crack in the ice, a fault line that had been there the whole time, just waiting for pressure to break it wide open.
“You’re not ready,” he said finally, voice quiet.
My breath caught.
“What?”
Elias tilted his head slightly, like he was weighing his next words. “You don’t want the truth, Matt.”
I stared at him. My body started to numb. 
Something was wrong.
Something had been wrong the entire time.
And I hadn’t seen it.
“Elias,” I whispered, my own voice barely recognizable to my ears.
He held my gaze. 
“What aren’t you telling me?”
He didn’t blink. Didn’t look away.
And then—
The church bell rang.
The deep, hollow sound echoed over the village, vibrating through the air, through me, shaking me to my core. It carried weight, like it was summoning something. Or remembering something.
It was the first sound I had heard from Hollow Ridge that didn’t come from us or the people we asked. It shouldn’t have sounded so loud. Not in a place this quiet.

Elias stiffened. His head turned slightly, like he was listening for something else.
The sound pressed into my skull, too deep, too full, like it was vibrating in places it shouldn’t be. 
I didn’t know why, but a familiar dread curled beneath my skin, the kind that came when you stepped into a room and forgot what you were looking for—only to realize it had never been yours to find.
His lips parted, just slightly—like he was about to say something.
But before he could, the door to the church creaked behind us.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
I turned, my entire body planting into place. 
There—standing just past the threshold, barely illuminated by the faint, colourful light filtering through the stained-glass windows was as a man.
A figure.
Not old, not young—just there.
His silhouette was dark, his features just beyond recognition. But something about him—the way he stood, the way he stared at me—
He knew me.
He smiled.
My body lurched back before I realized I had moved. My heel caught on the stone step behind me, and I had to fight to keep my balance.
“I was wondering when you’d come back,” he said. 
His voice was smooth. 
Knowing. 
Final.
“You look worse than last time.”

CHAPTER 8
The man didn’t move right away. 
He just stood there, watching me. Watching Elias. Like he was waiting for something. 
Then he let out a slow, thoughtful breath and turned away.
“Come. You always need a drink after this part.”
This part? 
Elias didn’t argue. He glanced at me once, then followed the man without a word.
I hesitated.
There was something off about all of this. Something I deeply and instinctually resented.
But I didn’t want to stand there in the cold.
So I followed.
The tavern was small, muted, and tense. The kind of place where everyone knew each other. Where strangers weren’t welcome.

A few heads turned when we stepped inside.
Eyes flickered toward me.
Then away.
Quick. Like a reflex.
I felt it again before I could name it—recognition.
The man led us to a quiet table near the back. He didn’t speak until we sat down.
“You made it further much quicker than last time,” he said, tipping his head toward me.
I stiffened. “What?”
His mouth curled, not quite a smile. “Nothing.”
I didn’t believe him.
Then, to Elias, “should’ve kept him on the mountain longer.”
I froze. 

They know each other? 

Elias’s expression didn’t change. “I tried.”
“Well, obviously, Crowe, you didn’t try hard enough.”
Something in Elias’s jaw ticked, but he didn’t respond.
I leaned forward. “Alright, enough with the cryptic bullshit. What are you talking about?”
The man didn’t answer at first. He just sat there, elbows resting on the table, fingers interlocked, looking at me like he was trying to solve a puzzle. Or maybe like he had already figured it out, and was waiting for me to catch up.
Elias exhaled sharply, “you wanted a drink, Lazaro. So, get one.”
Lazaro didn’t move. His gaze flicked between us, then, with a slight bob of his head, he gestured toward the bar.
“You’re buying this time.”
Elias muttered something under his breath but pushed back his chair and stood. He glanced at me once before heading toward the bar.
The second he was gone, Lazaro moved his shoulders forward. Not much, but enough that the air between us felt shared. 
I didn’t like that. I didn’t like any of this, but something kept me. 
“I don’t like this part,” he announced quietly. “But you don’t give us much of a choice, do you?”
My pulse quickened. “What the hell does that mean?”
He studied me for a long moment, then sighed like someone settling into something inevitable.
“Tell me something,” he cocked his head to one side, “how long has she been missing?”
The way he asked it sent a flicker of unease up my spine. 
I hadn’t told him about Sunny yet. 
I swallowed. “Two days.”
He didn’t react right away. Then, almost lazily, he pattered a hand against the table. “And how sure are you about that?”
I frowned, “what kind of question is that?”
“A simple one.”
I clenched my jaw. 
That sounded familiar. I was sure it did, I just couldn’t place where I’d heard it before with all of the thoughts rushing through me.
“I know when she went missing,” I said.
He made a soft, noncommittal noise in the back of his throat. Like I had just given him the wrong answer.
A chair scraped against the floor. Elias was back, setting down three drinks—one in front of each of us.
“Drink,” he muttered.
I didn’t move.
Neither did the man.
He just tapped the side of his glass once, then turned his attention to Elias. “How much do you want him to know?”
Elias went still.
A long silence stretched between them.

It was Elias who spoke first, voice low. “You already know what I want. I’m getting real tired of this.”
The man exhaled sharply, pulling his small-framed shoulders to a shrug, “and yet here we are. Again.”
His eyes moved to me, unreadable. Then, without another word, he picked up his drink and took a slow sip.
I clenched my fists under the table. “You’re talking about me like I’m not here.”
Lazaro smirked. “Yeah. I know.”
I stared at him, frustration simmering hot beneath my skin. “Then talk to me. Stop with whatever this is.”
He let the silence linger, swirling the drink in his glass before setting it down with a quiet thunk. 
“Do you hear me?” My heart pounded against my ribs, aggravated by his continued silence. “Why is no one telling me anything? I’m supposed to be out looking, not getting drunk in some small-town tavern. Why am I here?”
The stranger took one last swig of his drink, then set it down, “you’re not asking the right questions.”
Frustration curled in my chest, “then tell me, what is the right question?”
He studied me, then tilted his head slightly, considering.
“Not why you're here,” he murmured, “but how many times you've been here."
The air left my lungs.
“What?"
I barely got the word out.
“Drink up. It won’t get any easier from here.”
“What are you trying to say?”
His deep grey eyes scanned my face, like he was looking for something, “how many times have you been here, Matthew Cain?”
My mouth went dry. 
“What?”
How did he know my name? 
His fingers continued to drum restlessly against the tabletop, but he didn’t repeat himself. He just waited. 

I shook my head. “I—this is my first time in Hollow Ridge.”
He huffed out something that might’ve been a laugh. “Sure.”
I bristled. “I’m serious.”
Elias shifted beside me, his fingers tightening slightly around his glass. The movement was small, barely noticeable. But I caught it.
Lazaro did too.
He sank back against his chair, “so you don’t remember? At all?”
My pulse jumped again as I forced a laugh, but it came out wrong. Tight. “Remember what?”
He stared at me for a long moment. Then he turned to Elias. “He never does, does he?”
Elias looked out into the distance. Like he was bored of this. Like he wanted it to be over, now. 
I looked at him. Helpless. Lost. “Elias?”
He wouldn’t look at me.
“What is he talking about?” I demanded, my voice coming out sharper than I meant it to.
Elias still didn’t speak.
I turned back to Lazaro. “Tell me.”
His gaze flicked between us. Then, finally, shook his head. “Not here.”
“Why not?” 
“Because you don’t want to make a scene. They already don’t like you.”
They already didn’t like me. 
His words made my blood turn to ice.
I looked around the tavern again.
The people inside weren’t watching us outright. But I could feel it.
That gleam of recognition.
They knew something.
Something about me.
The man stood. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s take a walk.”
Elias didn’t move right away.
He let out a slow breath, then drained the rest of his drink in one go before standing.
I hesitated.
Everything in me was screaming to stay put.
But I couldn’t.

I pushed back my chair and followed them into the night.
The streets were even quieter now. The buildings dark, windows shuttered tight.
It didn’t feel like a village.
It felt like a place that had emptied itself out.
I quickened my pace until I was beside Elias.
“You want to tell me what the hell is going on now?”
He continued to avoid eye contact with me. Any contact at all, for that matter. 
“Elias,” I grabbed his arm. “Elias, please.”
He tensed but didn’t pull away. 
Lazarous who had been just ahead of us stopped walking.
His breath curled in the air as he turned slightly, his face blank.
“We’re almost there,” he said.
I tightened my grip on the man I thought I somewhat knew, then let him go but said nothing.
We walked in silence the rest of the way.
Until, finally, Lazaro stopped in front of a house at the edge of the village.
I hesitated, eyeing the darkened windows.
It was old, just like the other buildings in Hollow Ridge, the wood weathered and warped by years of cold and snow. 
The door was unlocked and Lazaro pushed it open then stepped inside.
Elias followed.
I lingered.
This all felt so… wrong. So very, very wrong. 
Then, from inside, the man spoke.
“You want answers?”
I swallowed.
Then I stepped into the darkness.

The inside of the house was warmer than I expected. Not comfortable, but warmer. A fire burned low in the hearth, sending flickers of orange against the walls.
Elias closed the door behind me and stood stiffly near the entrance.
Lazaro shrugged off his coat, tossed it over a chair, and walked deeper inside.
I hesitated, then followed.
And that’s when I saw it.
The wall.
I stopped dead in my tracks.
My pulse roared.
My thoughts dimmed. 
Because it wasn’t just a wall. It was a collection.
Photographs. Newspaper clippings. Pages torn from journals, stapled and pinned and taped in some chaotic map of information. Strings of red connected different pieces, webbing outward in ways that didn’t make sense.
And in the centre of it all—
Sunny.
Her face stared back at me from half a dozen pictures—some familiar, others not.
Images of her in places I remembered, and some I couldn’t recall.
Smiling, walking, laughing.
My breathing started to become uneven.
“What the hell is this?”
Lazaro studied me; his expression neutral. Then he gestured toward the wall. “Go ahead. Take a good look.”
I stepped closer, every fibre of my being telling me not to. Telling me to turn around. Telling me not to believe them. Telling me to run.  

Some pictures and papers were old. Weathered edges, curled from time. Some were newer, printed on glossy paper that caught the firelight just enough to make my vision swim.
And then—
Then I saw my own face.
Not just in the background. Not just in passing.
A photo.
Of me.
Standing in Hollow Ridge.

I blinked hard. 
No. 
No, that didn’t make sense. 
I had never been here before. I had never—
“You recognize it?” the man asked.
My skin felt clammy. 
The photo was black and white. Not old, but printed that way—like someone had stripped away all the colour. I was standing in front of the church, my expression unreadable, my shoulders hunched against the cold.
It was unmistakably me.
Elias hadn’t moved from the doorway. He wasn’t looking at the wall. He was watching me.
“I—I don’t understand,” my fingers hovered over the edge of the photo.
“This isn’t the first time you’ve come looking for her.”
I felt like I was suffocating, like the walls had closed in.
I shook my head. “No...” But the words cut off when I noticed something else.
Pinned beside the photo of me— a list of dates.
Each one written in the same slanted handwriting that I was definitely sure didn’t belong to me.
Each one spaced apart.
The most recent… was two days ago.
I reached out before I could stop myself, my fingers skimming over the paper.
Beneath the most recent date—there was another.
Six months ago.
My stomach twisted.
Another.
One year ago.

Another one—
I shut my eyes tightly. 

The blood drained from my head.
I staggered back.
"What… is this?"
Lazaro watched me, quietly. Then he flicked his gaze toward Elias, “he’s gonna spiral.”
Elias took one step closer to me, “Matt, breathe.”
I shook my head harder, my breath coming short and fast.
"No. No, I don’t—I don’t understand. Why are these here? Who—who made this?"
The man’s face darkened, all previous sarcasm and amusement leaving him. 

“You did."
Everything stopped.

The fire crackled. 
The walls pressed even closer.
I stared at him, my body feeling like it was shutting down.
Elias stepped forward. “Matt—"
I backed away.
“I—I don’t remember this. I don’t remember ever being here. This is some kind of trick—"
“It’s not.”
Lazaro’s voice was steady. Firm.
“You’ve done this before, Matt.”
I looked at Elias, my hands trembling. “Tell me he’s lying.”
He didn’t answer. Which was an answer. 
He just stood there. Stiff. Silent.
But something glinted in his expression—something tired. Something like regret.
Not fear. Not confusion. Not shock.
Elias already knew.
He’s always known.
But for the first time, I thought I saw it—the regret, the weight. Like he was sorry he had ever found me in the snow, sorry for what it had brought upon himself.
“Elias.” My voice cracked. “Tell me he’s lying.”
He remained silent, his eyes fixed on the floor, as if he had already lived through this moment many times before.
Like he had already watched me break—over and over and over again.
“Elias, tell me—”
“You’ve done this before, Matt. You’ve been doing this for three years.” 
The world around me started bending, twisting, warping under the weight of what Elias had just said.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. My tongue felt too thick, my throat too dry.
I tried to remind myself to breathe. It didn’t work.
My pulse slammed against my ribs like a trapped bird beating against bone, trying to escape.
You did.
You’ve done this before, Matt.
You don’t remember.
The walls were closing in. The fire burned too hot. The room felt too small, too tight, too wrong.
I took a step back. My legs barely held me up. My body didn’t feel like mine anymore.
None of this felt real.
It’s not true.
It’s not true.
It’s not true.
Something inside me snapped. 
The scream tore out of me before I could stop it. 
Raw. 
Broken. 
Animal.
It shattered the quiet, rattled the windows, shook the walls. The fire in the hearth flickered wildly, shadows stretching and twisting like something alive.
Elias flinched.
Lazaro didn’t.
I lurched forward, tearing at the wall, my fingers shredding brittle paper and photographs, claws digging into the remnants.
My breath came in ragged, broken gasps, my throat raw from screaming.
The papers wouldn’t tear fast enough.
The strings wouldn’t snap easily enough.
I needed them gone. 
I needed them to stop existing. 
If they weren’t there, they weren’t real.
If they weren’t real—
Then neither was this.
My knuckles scraped against the wooden planks beneath the collage, the skin splitting open. Pain bloomed hot and sharp, but I barely felt it.
I grabbed a rusted pin from the board—sharp, cold, buried deep in the photo of me standing outside Hollow Ridge. I ripped it out so fast it sliced my thumb open. Blood smeared across the dates—
Two days ago.
Six months ago.
One year ago.
Two years ago.
Two and a half years ago. 
The numbers blurred. I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.
My vision wavered. 
I stumbled back—hit the table—something crashed, maybe a chair, maybe a glass, I didn’t know. I didn’t care. 
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe. 
I felt sick.
Like I was choking on something that wasn’t there.
Like my own memories were trying to crawl up my throat and kill me.
No!
No, no, no, no, no!
My own voice in my head loudly exclaimed. 
No, no, no!
It deafened everything else. 

Take care of Matt while I’m gone.
Sunny’s voice interjected. 

What if it’s not Sunny who’s lost?
Micah’s voice. 

Sometimes our minds can play tricks on us when we’re under too much stress.
My mom. 
No! No! No!
Mine. 
A memory surfaced, sharp as a blade. 
Snow. The mountain.
Why? 
Sunny’s voice again. 
I spun to Lazaro, my vision a flurry of red.
I didn’t know what I was going to do—hit him, scream at him, break something, break myself—
But before I could move, Elias grabbed me.
I fought him.
Shoved, thrashed, nearly knocked us both to the ground.
But he was stronger—a lifetime on the mountain had made sure of that.
His arms locked around me like a cage.
Matt!”
I fought harder. 
“Matt, stop!”
I couldn’t. I couldn’t. I couldn’t. 
“You have to breathe!” 
I gasped like a drowning man breaking the surface.
But the air wasn’t enough.
It would never be enough.
I wasn’t in my body anymore. I wasn’t anywhere.
I clawed at my scalp, at my arms, like I could tear the truth out of me.
Like I could bleed it out.
A wave of nausea slammed into me, sudden and brutal.
“You’ve done this before. This isn’t your first time. How many times have you been here?”
Lazaro’s voice drifted through the chaos, calm. Distant. 
I wanted him to shut up.
I wanted all of it to stop.
“It’s hitting him now.”
I squeezed my eyes shut.
“He’s there again.” 
I collapsed.
My knees hit the floor. The room spun violently.
Elias crouched beside me, still holding my arms.
Not to hurt me. To keep me from hurting myself.
“How many times have you been here, Matt Cain?” 
My body trembled. I couldn’t move. I didn’t even know which one of them asked that or if the sound came from my skull.
I couldn’t breathe.
I opened my mouth, but no sound came out.
I was sinking. Sinking into something too deep to crawl out of.
My fingers dug into the wooden floor.
Two days ago.
Six months ago.
One year ago.
My heartbeat roared in my ears.
Memories I didn’t know I had started creeping back.
Flickering. 
Warped.
Dangerous. 
A voice.
A laugh.
A giggle.
Her giggle.
From somewhere behind me.
Right behind me.
Cold air ghosted over my neck.
I stopped breathing.
Slowly—so, so slowly—I turned my head.
The room was dark. Very dark. The shadows stretched unnaturally long, twisting and bending against the firelight, reaching for me like hands.
There was nothing there.
But something was there.
The air turned cold. Very cold. The kind of cold that didn’t belong in a room with a fire still burning.
My breath came fast. Very fast. 
The world tilted. 
My ears rang, loud and sharp, like a distant bell.
The fire crackled.
The shadows breathed.
Elias must have seen my face, because his grip tightened.
"Matt," he said, low and urgent, “stay with us this time. Just once. Please.” 
I couldn't move. I couldn't move. I couldn’t move. 
Because in the flickering light—
A shape peeled itself from the darkness.
Not Elias.
Not Lazaro.
Something else.
Something watching.
Something waiting.
The voice came, too close, too light, too wet. Like breath against glass. Like something slithering through my mind.
You found me.



CHAPTER 9 
Spring, four years ago 
It had rained earlier. I could still smell it—sharp and clean, like something had been washed away but not enough. The air was thick with it, clinging to the pavement, to the metal chairs still damp from the downpour. The outdoor tables were mostly empty. But Sunny had wanted to sit outside.
“Fresh air helps me think,” she’d said. 
Now she just sat there, staring at her untouched drink, sleeves pulled over her hands like she could disappear inside them.
She’d been talking for the last ten minutes.
Not about anything I wanted to hear.
“He doesn’t mean to,” she was saying, “it’s just—sometimes I think he forgets I have feelings too.”
I let my coffee burn against my palms. I didn’t trust myself to speak.

She sighed, her nails tapping against the cup, restless. “Maybe I expect too much. I know he’s not the best at talking about things, but—God—I just want him to see me, you know?”
“I see you.”
It slipped out before I could stop it.

She looked up at me, somewhat startled. Then she smiled, but it wasn’t the kind that reached her eyes. It wasn’t even the kind that acknowledged what I was really saying.
“I know you do.”
But she didn’t. Not the way I wanted her to. Not the way I saw her.
Because if she did, she’d know this wasn’t fair.
That should’ve meant something.
But it didn’t. Not enough. Not for her.

She glanced away again, watching people pass by, their voices drifting light and distant through the warm spring air. Like they belonged to a different world. A better one.
I wanted to tell her. I wanted to say—
Then why are you with him?
Why do you keep going back when he makes you feel like this?
Why am I the one sitting here, listening to this, instead of him?
Why don’t you see me? 
But I said none of those things.
Because if she turned to me now, if she saw me differently, if she let me have that part of her—then what?
She’d be mine.
And I didn’t know if I could handle that.
Sunny let out a small breath and rested her chin on her palm. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m overthinking everything.”
She always said that. Like her feelings were a burden. Like she had to apologize for having them.
I shook my head. “You’re not.”
She gave me a small, tired smile. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
For a moment, we just sat there. The space between us felt small, like the whole world had faded to this one table, this one moment. I watched her pick at the edge of her sleeve, watched the way the afternoon light caught the strands of her hair, turning them gold.
It hit me then.
How badly I wanted to reach out and touch her.
Not in the way I had before—friendly, casual, like it didn’t mean anything.
But really touch her. Hold her hand, tuck a piece of hair behind her ear, trace my fingers along the soft skin of her wrist just to see if she would shiver.
I swallowed hard and tore my gaze away, staring down at my drink like it had the answers to every terrible thought in my head.
She sighed again, tilting her head back, “I just… I don’t know. I feel like I’m running in circles with him. I want things to be easy. I want things to just make sense for once.”
My grip tightened around my coffee cup.
She wanted easy.
She wanted something that made sense.
I could be easy. I could make sense.

The words climbed up my throat, pressed hard against my teeth. 
Just say it. Just—
I swallowed them down.
I opened my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.
Because I knew what would happen.
If I told her—if I let her see what was right here, waiting—she’d run.
Not because she didn’t care.
But because she already knew.
Because deep down, she felt it too.
And she didn’t want to.
She reached for her cup, taking a sip. Her lips pressed together, like she was lost in thought.
And then, softly—
“You think he loves me?”
I stared at her.
At the way she asked it so gently. It didn’t sound like she was even sure she wanted the answer.
I could’ve lied. I could’ve told her what she wanted to hear.
But something ugly and sharp twisted in my chest.
“I think he likes knowing you’ll always be there.”
She blinked, caught off guard.
For the first time, I saw a subtle glimmer behind her eyes. Something that almost looked like realization.
Then she shook her head and let out a breathy laugh. “God, that’s sad, isn’t it?”
She didn’t sound sad.
She sounded resigned.
And that—that was worse.
Sunny ran a hand through her hair, fingers tangling in the strands before she let out a soft chuckle. But it wasn’t real. It was the kind of laugh people used to fill silence—to convince themselves they weren’t drowning.
“I mean, it’s not that bad,” she said, shrugging like this wasn’t the worst conversation we’d ever had, “all relationships have ups and downs, right?” 
I stared at her.
She wasn’t asking me.
She was asking herself.
Trying to believe it.
Why was she always convincing herself?
I could have told her the truth. That love shouldn’t feel like trying to outrun something you couldn’t see. That she shouldn’t have to talk herself into staying, over and over again.
But I didn’t.
Because that wasn’t what she wanted from me.
She didn’t come here for answers. She came here because she knew what I’d say. 
She knew I’d listen. That I’d look at her the way he never did.
And maybe—maybe that’s why she picked me for this part.
Not because she wanted me.
But because I was safe.
I felt something crack inside me, deep and low.
“I guess,” I muttered, forcing myself to take another sip of my coffee. It tasted stale now, like something left too long in the air.
She smiled, that beautiful, easy smile of hers—but it didn’t reach her eyes. It never did, not when she was talking to me.
And just like that, she moved on.
Started talking about something else. A class she hated, a paper she was late on, a song she had stuck in her head.
It was always like this. She’d let me see the cracks, but she’d never let me touch them.
And I let her.
Because that was the way it worked.

She gave me just enough to keep me here. 
Just enough to make me believe, maybe one day, she’ll look at me the way I look at her.
And I let her.
I always let her.
Even though, deep down, I knew—
She never would.

Not like I did. 
Not like I wanted.




CHAPTER 10
The fire had burned low. Its light barely flickered anymore, sending weak shadows stretching along the walls. The air smelled like scorched wood, stale alcohol, and the sharp tang of sweat.
I sat slouched on the floor; my back pressed against the base of Lazaro’s stupid wall of photographs. The papers I had ripped down still surrounded me, crumpled and torn, but never destroyed enough. They were still here. Still real.
My hands ached, knuckles raw, nails jagged from where they had scraped against the wood. But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered.
I wasn’t here.
I wasn’t anywhere.
Elias was still crouched beside me, his hand on my arm. Not restraining. Just keeping me there. Holding me down like he thought I’d float away if he let go.
His voice had been quiet for a while now. 
Just watching. 
Waiting.
For what?
For me to come back?
For me to remember?
He was going to be waiting a long time.
From across the room, Lazaro let out a sharp breath, the sound heavy with boredom. He shifted where he sat by the table, the scrape of his chair cutting through the quiet.
"Well," he muttered, "that was dramatic."
Elias shot him a look, "Laz—"
"I mean, don’t get me wrong," Lazaro continued, stretching his arms behind his head, “it’s always entertaining. But you gotta admit, it’s a little exhausting at this point, no?" His voice was dry. Somewhat amused, but mostly irritated. 
Elias didn’t say anything. 
“Figured I’d go ahead and make the call,” Lazaro then announced, tipping his chair back on two legs, “let Micah know he’s here.”
The words barely registered.
Micah.
“He already called to ask,” Lazaro continued. I heard the soft clink of ice in a glass, the lazy slosh of liquid as he poured himself a drink, “family member’s always gotta be the one to do it, right?”
Elias sighed, rubbing a hand down his face, “he’s not family.”
Lazaro let out a low chuckle, “might as well be.”
Silence.
Then—softer, lower, like they didn’t think I was really listening:
"You think this’ll be the time?"
Elias exhaled through his nose. "No."
A pause. Then Lazaro let out a small, knowing laugh. "Yeah. Guess not."
The quiet stretched.

“He’ll be back,” Elias said wearily.
“How far did he make it last time?” Lazaro mused. “Was it the church? Or did he even get that far?”
Elias sighed. “Does it matter?”
I could hear the grin in Lazaro’s voice. “Maybe not to you.”
My pulse spiked. 
Last time. 
Like I’d done this before. 
Like they knew how this would end.
A slow, suffocating pressure began to build inside me, and I wanted to open my eyes, wanted to respond. But I didn’t.
Elias sighed, heavier this time. "Just like last time. And the time before that. And the time before that." 
Lazaro hummed. "Wonder how long we’ve got before he completely loses it. Or his life."
"You’re a bastard," Elias muttered.
"Sure," Lazaro said, “but I’m not wrong, am I? Surely he can’t keep doing this forever."
Another silence.
Then Elias mumbled something too quiet for me to hear.
Lazaro laughed again—low and restrained.
"See you in a few months, Matt."
The words settled deep within me, shaping into something dark and ugly that would not leave.
See you in a few months, Matt.
Like I was a problem they’d already solved.
Like I was predictable. Expected.
Like I wasn’t there. 
I’m not here. I’m not anywhere.
I need to be anywhere.
Elias had shifted beside me, no longer holding onto my arm, no longer watching me as closely. He thought I was gone. Not physically, but mentally. Lost in the fog of it all. Unconscious. Consumed by what had happened. 
That’s why they weren’t paying attention.
That’s why I could hear Lazaro snicker and pour himself another drink like this was a regular night at the bar.
That’s why Elias leaned his elbows onto his knees, rubbing his hands over his face, already tired of me.
That’s why I moved.
It was slow at first. Just a breath, a shift, a test.
No reaction.
I pushed myself onto my knees, hands planted against the floor. My head spun; my limbs shaky—but I was moving.
Lazaro turned away from me.
Elias exhaled, pressing his fingers into his temple.
Before I knew it, my body was moving.
No.
Not just my body.
Me.
But what if they were right?
What if this time was like all the others?
The thought slithered in before I could stop it.
What if I never really left?
What if I never could?
No. 
Not this time.
I wasn’t letting them decide for me anymore.

I ran. 
Fast. Sudden. Unexpected.
A chair clattered to the ground behind me, and then—
"Shit—!"
Elias lunged. This time, he grabbed me.
His hand caught my wrist, iron-tight, yanking me back so hard I nearly lost my balance. My breath slammed out of me in a choked gasp.
"Matt," Elias gritted, his voice low and urgent. "Don’t—"
I didn’t think. I just reacted.
I twisted—hard—driving my shoulder into his chest. He stumbled back just enough—enough for me to wrench my wrist free.
I bolted.
Lazaro swore. Something crashed behind me—another chair, a glass, I didn’t know. I didn’t care. My boots skidded against the wooden floor as I shoved the door open, the hinges screeching, the cold outside swallowing me.
Then—a heavy thud.
I barely had time to register the sound before Elias slammed into me from behind.
We hit the porch. My shoulder cracked against the wooden planks, a burst of pain flaring through my body.
I kicked, struggling, trying to get my arms under me. Elias had me half-pinned, his breath hot against the back of my neck.
"Stop—"
I threw my head back. It connected.
A muffled curse—Elias’s grip loosened—and I was up.
Running.
Running before my body even knew what was happening.
I sprinted down the road, the breath burning in my lungs, the wind cutting through my jacket like I wasn’t wearing anything at all. The snow beneath my boots was uneven, treacherous—I slipped once, barely catching myself, nearly sprawling flat on the icy ground. 
"Matt!"
Elias was still behind me.
I pushed harder.
My heart slammed. My lungs screamed. My legs weren’t moving fast enough. My body was already protesting, muscles locking up, but I couldn’t stop. Not yet. Not now.
I tore past the church, past the empty tavern, past every locked door where I knew they’d looked at me like they had seen a ghost. 
My legs weren’t moving fast enough. 
Somewhere behind me, Lazaro's voice ripped through the night—louder than I’d ever heard it.
Not mocking.
Not bored.
Something closer to rage. To surprise. A warning. 
"You won’t break the cycle, Matt! Not like this!"
I ran until the houses gave way to trees.
Until the light of the village dimmed behind me.
Until I was deep in the dark.
The wind howled through the branches, a frozen breath ghosting along my neck. I didn’t stop. I didn’t even think.
The ground sloped unevenly beneath me; patches of ice hidden underneath the snow. My foot skidded—just for a second, just enough to send my heart slamming into my ribs. I threw my arms out, barely catching my balance.
Keep running. Keep running. Keep running. 
I couldn’t tell if the footsteps behind me were real or if I was imagining them. Every time I let my mind focus, I swore I heard them. A crunch in the snow. The shift of weight.
My name.
No. No, that was in my head. Right?
Branches slapped at my face, snagged my jacket, whipped against my arms. The cold was worse here—deeper, heavier, pressing in from all sides. The world blurred.
I was slowing down. I could feel it. My legs weren’t obeying me anymore, my lungs fighting for air that didn’t seem to be there.
No. Keep going. Don’t stop.
My chest ached. My throat burned. Every breath scraped through me like something broken. The snow wasn’t solid anymore—it felt like quicksand, dragging me down, trying to bury me.
I staggered. My vision flickered black at the edges.
I swore I saw something ahead—movement. 
My stomach dropped. 
Had they circled around? Were they waiting for me?
But no. No, it was just the wind in the trees.
What if I made a mistake?
The thought hit fast and brutal, almost as painful as the air. 
They had fire. They had warmth. I have nothing.
No. I couldn’t think like that.
I forced my legs to keep moving.
Keep running. Keep running. Do not stop. 
My boot caught.
I pitched forward. My arms flew out, but I was too late. My body crashed forward, weightless for a moment before—
The tree slammed into me.
The impact knocked the breath out of me.
Hot pain exploded through my ribs, my side. My knee cracked against the frozen ground. The world swayed—wavered—spun—
For a moment, I couldn’t move.
Get up. Get up, get up, get up! 
I coughed, gasping, sprawled in the snow, my body heaving with the effort of moving.
I twisted onto my back, chest rising and falling too fast.
I tried to push myself up. My arms trembled. My fingers curled into the frozen earth, useless.
Nothing. My body refused to cooperate with me anymore. And there was nothing I could do about it. 
I listened.
Were they still behind me? 
Was Elias still chasing me? 
Was Lazaro still yelling?
Silence.
No voices.
No footsteps.
No Elias.
No Lazaro.
Did I make it? 
My head turned to one side. Then the other. 
Nothing. 
I made it.
A laugh broke from my chest, shaky, breathless, almost hysterical.
I actually did it.
I actually ran.
They didn’t catch me. They didn’t drag me back.
I rested my head against the tree, eyes blankly looking up at the abyss above me. The world spun; my head still full of the words I was trying so hard to leave behind.
See you in a few months, Matt.
Not this time.
I gritted my teeth, pressing my forehead against my knees.
Not this time.
I wouldn’t let them find me.
I wouldn’t let them drag me back.
I would keep going.
I would find her.
And this time, I wouldn’t forget.
Somewhere in the trees—
Something moved.
The rustling was soft at first. Barely there. A shift in the dark, a whisper of movement against the snow.
I went still. 
My body was too spent to run again, but adrenaline coiled tight, ready to snap. I forced myself to listen.
Wind? 
An animal?
Something human?
Them?
Her? 
The trees creaked under the weight of winter. Another rustle. Closer this time.
I swallowed down the panic rising in my throat.
Then—a voice.
“Oh, sweetheart.”
The sound was warm, gentle.
My body didn’t know what to do with it.
“You poor thing,” the voice cooed, closer now, weaving through the darkness like ghostly fingers tracing the edge of a dream. “What are you doing out here?”
A lantern swung into view.
The light was soft, golden, cutting just enough into the black to reveal a figure moving toward me.
An old woman.
Wrapped in a thick wool coat, her scarf pulled high against the cold. Wisps of brown and silver hair curled from beneath her hat. She wasn’t tall, wasn’t imposing.
But something about her presence filled the space like she had always been there.
Like she had been waiting.
I tensed, trying to push myself upright. My limbs were lead. Heavy and useless. My vision foggy.
The woman tilted her head, studying me with an expression I couldn’t read. 
She crouched in front of me, movements slow, careful.
Up close, I could see the lines on her face, the tired kindness in her muted green eyes.
“Lost, are you?” she asked softly.
I wanted to laugh, but it came out as a choked breath.
I must have looked awful.
Shaking, sweat slicked despite the cold, my hands still raw and red from clawing at Lazaro’s wall. My face must have been worse—I could feel the dried tracks of tears, the heat still lingering in my eyes.
And she was looking at me like I was a child.
Like I was something fragile.
An injured fawn. 
Something worth helping.
I pressed my lips together, willing the words to rise, but they remained trapped, strangled by my throat—scraped hollow, stripped bare.
The woman clicked her tongue, “well, that won’t do.” She reached out, her hand brushing my shoulder.
I flinched.
She stilled. Didn’t pull away, didn’t push forward. Just waited.
“I won’t hurt you,” she said, and for some reason, I believed her.
No one had ever spoken to me like that before.
Not Elias. Not Lazaro. Not Micah. Not even Sunny.
Inside me, a fissure split wide, visceral and deep, and before I could stop it—
I gasped.
A sharp, broken thing, unintentional and unsteady. 
And suddenly, I couldn’t stop.
Everything hit me at once. The weight of it, the terror, the exhaustion, the helplessness I had been clawing against for days—for years.
The sob tore through me before I could shove it down.
Then another.
Then another.
I curled forward, hands pressing against my face, desperate to smother it, to keep myself whole. But I was already scattered.
I barely felt it when she pulled me against her.
Warmth.
Not forced, not harsh.
Just there.
Solid.
She smelled like firewood and something sweet, like cinnamon and chamomile.
“Shhh,” she whispered, one hand smoothing down my back, the other firm against my shoulder. “You’re alright, darling. You’re alright.”
I wasn’t.
I wasn’t alright.
I never had been.
But in that moment, I almost believed her.
I don’t know how long I stayed like that.
Shaking. Breaking. Held.
Eventually, she pulled back just enough to look at me, her hands still resting against my arms.
“My house isn’t far,” she said. “Come inside. Warm up. Get some rest.”
I shook my head. 
I couldn’t. I couldn’t stop. I shouldn’t.
Every instinct urged me to keep moving, to run before I got trapped again. Before the cycle caught up to me.
But my body had already decided, lingering in hesitation while my mind struggled to follow.
“I have to find her,” I croaked, the words barely more than a breath, “I have to—”
She exhaled softly.
“Alright,” her voice was gentle. “But not like this. She wouldn’t want this, would she?”
I opened my mouth to argue, but she gave me a look.
Not stern or pity.
Just patient.
I hesitated.
Slowly, I let her help me to my feet.
The world tilted out of reach. Her grip was the only thing holding me in place.
“Come on now,” she murmured, “let’s get you warm. When was the last time you ate something, hm?”
“I…” my voice was low. Barely audible. Barely mine. “I can’t remember.” I didn’t know whether I was answering her question or talking about myself. 
I can’t remember. 
I can’t remember. 
I can’t remember. 
And I don’t want to. 
“Well, that’s just not okay, is it? Come on. With me.” 
I let her lead me through the hush of the night, the lantern casting restless embers against the trees.
Somewhere behind me, past the trees, past the village, past everything I was trying to leave behind, Lazaro’s words still rung in my ears.
See you in a few months, Matt.
But maybe—just maybe—this time, it would be different, and I’ll finally remember what I was running from.









CHAPTER 11
The warmth felt wrong.
Not in a bad way—just wrong. My body didn’t trust it.
For so long, warmth had meant fever, blood, fire. Pain. Something burning, something too close, something that always demanded something from me. 
But this? This was different. Too still. Too quiet. It pressed against me gently, seeping through my fingers like a breath unspoken, filling the hollows that had been cold for too long. Soft. Slow.
I forced my breath to steady, but everything in me was still locked tight, waiting for something to go wrong.
I wasn’t outside anymore. That much I knew.
No wind. No biting cold slashing through my tired body. No Elias. No Lazaro. Just the crackle of a fire, the scent of something almost familiar, but distant. A memory I couldn’t touch.
I didn’t move. Didn’t open my eyes all the way. Just listened.
Wood creaked. 
A shift. 
Not close, but not far. Someone moving. The faintest shuffle, the sound of fabric brushing against fabric. My breath stilled. The fire popped, and for a split second, I was ready to fight—ready to run. Then, the scent of something herbal filled the air, mild and unthreatening. Not danger. Not pursuit. Just… someone else existing in the vicinity.
I exhaled slowly, letting my fingers test the ground beneath me—not ground. A couch. A blanket, thick and heavy, was draped over me. My boots were gone. 
I forced my eyes open, taking in the faint glow of the fire across the room. My vision swam for half a second before settling. The walls were wood-panelled, low shelves lined with old books and little knickknacks. Everything small, lived-in, real.
Not a place that should be mine.
I swallowed against the dryness in my throat.
And then—a voice.
“You’re safe, you know.”
I turned my head, sharp and fast.
The old woman sat in an armchair by the fire, stirring something in a chipped ceramic mug.
Not Elias.
Not Lazaro.
Not anyone I knew.
Or at least not anyone I thought I knew. 
She didn’t look at me right away. Just kept stirring, slow and even, like none of this was unusual.
Finally, she turned, her green eyes settling on me.
"You look like you’re deciding whether or not to run."
I didn’t answer.
Because she was right.
Every muscle in my body was already primed to move, every instinct screaming get up, get out, get away before it was too late. 
But my body was failing me again. 
The blanket weighed me down. Not heavy enough to trap me, but enough that it felt like a choice to stay.
She didn’t push. Didn’t move from her chair. Just took a slow sip from her mug, like she had all the time in the world. Like I wasn’t a half-broken mess on her couch. Like she had seen this before. 
“I put your boots by the door,” she said, setting a cup down on a small wooden table, “that way, if you decide to leave, you won’t have to run barefoot through the snow.”
She wasn’t trying to keep me here.
That… didn’t make sense.
I forced myself to sit up, the motion slow and stiff. My limbs felt hollowed out, overused. Like my body had wrung every last bit of strength out of itself during the run. Like I had nothing left.
I dragged my gaze toward her. “Where am I?”
Her lips pressed together for a moment. Not like she was debating whether or not to tell me—but like she already knew I wouldn’t like the answer.
“My home,” she responded simply. “Just a little past Hollow Ridge.”
Hollow Ridge. 
The name hit like a gut punch. 
I wasn’t far enough. I wasn’t safe. 
My pulse jumped, breath catching in my throat. 
It was too close. Too easy. 
Had they sent her? Had they tracked me here, knowing I'd wake up weak, convinced I had a choice? 
My fingers twitched under the blanket, fighting the impulse to bolt before it was too late.
I forced my voice to work. “How—” I coughed, my throat rough, like I hadn’t used it in days. “How long have I been here?”
She studied me for a second, as if she was assessing whether I could handle the truth.
“Only a few hours,” she said finally. “You weren’t unconscious, sweetheart, you were just… exhausted. Really exhausted.” She tilted her head, eyes flicking toward the untouched bowl sitting on the table, “you were awake enough to fight me on eating.”
I swallowed. My stomach felt tight, but not empty. I had passed hunger and moved straight into something worse.
I looked at the bowl. Steam no longer rose from it, but the scent lingered in the air—herbs, something rich, warm.
I couldn’t remember the last time I ate.
“I’m not hungry,” I muttered.
She didn’t argue. Just nodded slightly, like she already expected that.
Her fingers tapped absently against the side of her mug. “Would you like to tell me why you were out there?”
I stiffened.
No. I wouldn’t.
I couldn’t.
She must have seen the answer in my face, because she gave the smallest shrug. “Alright, then.”
That was it. Alright, then.
She wasn’t going to force it. 
She wasn’t going to try and dig into something I didn’t want to touch.
She didn’t need to.
I shifted, pulling the blanket tighter around me before I even realized what I was doing. “You didn’t have to help me.”
She let out a low, thoughtful hum. “Maybe not.”
“Then why did you?”
Now, she smiled. Not sympathetically. Not knowing. Just… there.
“Because you looked like you needed it.”
The words lodged somewhere deep inside me.
I looked away.
She let the silence linger for a few moments before standing. “I’ll get you some water. If you don’t want to eat, you should at least drink something.”
I didn’t argue.
She moved into the kitchen, her footsteps quiet on the wood floor. 
The house wasn’t big, but it wasn’t cramped either. It had the kind of space that felt… homey. Like it belonged to someone. Like it wasn’t just some temporary holding place, waiting to be abandoned.
I glanced around.
Books. Stacks of them, on shelves, on side tables. Some open, some worn down to the spine. A quilt draped over the back of the couch. A small bowl of dried lavender sitting on the windowsill near some fresh fruits.
Personal things.
Real things.
It was disorienting.
I wasn’t used to places like this. Places that felt like they had been built for comfort, not survival.
She returned with a glass of water and set it down on the table beside me. 
I stared at it.
Too simple. Too easy.
I waited for the catch. For the interrogation. For the moment she asked me for something in return.
My fingers twitched around the blanket, debating whether I should take the risk.
Water shouldn’t feel like a trap. But it did.
Nothing.
Just the sound of the fire, the slow weight of her watching me. Still waiting.
I took it. Held it. 
Another test.
Finally, I took a small sip. My throat ached against the first swallow, but the second came easier.
She sat back down in her chair, watching me for a moment.
“Do you have somewhere to go?” she asked lightly.
I froze.
My fingers clenched around the glass.
Somewhere to go.
I should. I should have somewhere.
I should have her.
Sunny.
But I didn’t know where she was.
I forced my face to stay blank. “Yeah.”
She nodded, not looking convinced, but not calling me on it either.
“Well,” she said, leaning back into the chair. “You can rest here for as long as you need to.”
I frowned. “Why?”
She arched a brow, amused. “Because you look like you’ll fall over the second you try to stand.”
I bristled instinctively, but the truth of it settled deep in my bones.
She wasn’t wrong.
Still, I didn’t know what to do with this.
No one had ever just… let me be.
No demands. No questions. No expectations.
It felt like standing on the edge of a drop, staring down at something I couldn’t name.
I let out a slow breath. “I’ll leave soon.”
The old woman just gave a small, knowing smile.
“If you say so.”
She held my gaze for a moment, then let out a small breath. “I suppose it’s about time you told me your name, don’t you think?”
I blinked.
Then hesitated.
Not because I didn’t want to tell her. But because I wasn’t sure it belonged to me anymore. The Matt Cain who had arrived at the ski resort? Who had laughed, drank, made plans? He was a stranger now. A ghost I was wearing. But it was the only name I had, unfortunately.
“Matt.”
Her lips pressed together in something close to thoughtfulness. Then, finally— “Nice to meet you, Matt.”
A frown seemed to be permanently etched on my forehead, though as the minutes passed and her presence remained, it seemed unwarranted. “You already knew my name.”
Her brow arched slightly, like she was surprised at the accusation.
“Pardon?”
“Don’t,” I shook my head, challenging her, “don’t do that. Everyone needs to stop playing games with me. Elias shouted it loud enough for half the forest to hear.”
She blinked at me, hesitation flickering across her face. Then, after a beat—
"Elias?"
I waited for the tell. The hint of recognition. The slight pause. The way people always seemed to know more than they should.
Nothing.
She didn’t say the name like she recognized it. 
Was she lying? Had she been told to play dumb? 
Still, I didn’t answer.
Her eyes stayed on me, waiting. Not pushing. Not demanding.
Then she shook her head. “I don’t know who that is.”
I searched her face. Looking for something. A lie, maybe. A crack in the act.
But I couldn’t find it. 
“You—” I swallowed, voice rough. “You really don’t?”
She didn’t seem to be insulted by the doubt in my voice. If anything, she looked a little entertained.
“No,” she said simply. “Should I?”
I forced myself to hold still. To think.
She wasn’t lying.
If she had known them, if she had been part of… this, she would have played it differently. She would have tried to nudge me into a direction, the way they always did.
But she just sat there. Looking at me.
Waiting.
“You’re sure?” My voice was low, cautious, “you’ve never heard of Elias? Of Lazaro? Micah?”
She sighed, shifting softly in her chair, as if settling into something inevitable.
"I don’t know who those people are," she said, her voice steady, "and I don’t know what you’ve been through. But I do know one thing…” Her gaze found mine, calm as still water, unshaken by the storm beneath my skin.
"We’ve never met before, Matt."
I should have felt relieved.
Instead, all I felt was empty.
I looked down at my hands, knuckles white from holding the blanket so tightly. My brain was still trying to fill in the gaps, still looking for the trick, still searching for the moment this would turn into the same thing as before.
But it wasn’t happening.
She wasn’t playing. Because she didn’t know the game. And if she wasn’t part of it… then what the hell was she?
"I just… I thought maybe…" but the words dried up before they could form.
Like they didn’t belong here.
“Well, you thought wrong.”
I looked up.
She wasn’t cruel about it. Just matter-of-fact.
Her hand wrapped around her mug again, and she took another slow sip, like we were just two people having a normal conversation, like I hadn’t stumbled into her house looking like something dragged from the bottom of a lake.
I stared at her. “You’re really not gonna ask?”
“Ask what?”
“The obvious questions.” I gestured vaguely at myself. “Who I am. Why I was out there. What I’m running from.”
She let out a soft huff, “oh, I already know the answer to the last one.”
My pulse jumped. “You do?”
Her lips quirked. “Of course.”
I tensed.
She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “You’re running from something that either scares you, hurts you, or breaks you.”
The tension turned into dread. 
She let the words settle, then continued. “Or all three. But whatever it is, I also know it’s none of my business.”
A lump lodged in my throat.
I didn’t answer.
Because what could I say? She was right.
I exhaled slowly; my breath unsteady. “You still haven’t told me your name.”
She shrugged, “you didn’t ask.”
I just looked at her.
She let me stew in my thoughts for a second before finally saying—
“Magdalena.”
The name settled between us, quiet but firm.
Then, with a small smile—
“But you can call me Maggie.” 
Magdalena. 
It sounded old. 
Weighty. Like it belonged to someone who had seen too much, carried too much.
But she didn’t seem weighed down.
She just seemed… steady.
I shifted, adjusting the blanket around me, “Maggie.”
She hummed in approval, pleased, “that’s right.”
I looked at her for a long moment, waiting for something to shift. For the illusion to break. For this to turn into something I recognized.
But she simply sat there, fingers curled around her mug, watching me.
“Alright then,” she said, settling back into her chair. “Now that we’re acquainted, do you want to tell me what I’m supposed to do with you?”
I sat stapled to the couch. “What?”
She gave a slow, deliberate nod toward the door. “You keep looking at it like you’re expecting someone to come through it. So I figure it’s only fair to ask—am I about to have trouble on my hands?”
I spoke through clenched teeth. “No.”
She didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure about that?”
I glanced toward the window. The sky outside was still dark. No figures moving beyond the glass. 
No Elias.
No Lazaro.
No Micah. 
No Sunny, unfortunately. 
For now.
Maggie sighed, setting her mug down on the side table with a soft clink. 
“Alright, Matt,” she took a deep breath in, voice easy but firm, “let’s make something clear. You don’t have to tell me everything. Hell, you don’t have to tell me anything. But if there’s someone out there looking for you, I need to know if I should be worried.”
I hesitated.
Her tone didn’t shift, but something in her expression did. “Are they dangerous?”
A breath stuck in my throat.
I thought about Elias, about the way he had grabbed me, the way he had almost begged me to stay.
I thought about Lazaro, the edge in his voice when he shouted after me.
You won’t break the cycle, Matt. Not like this.
I forced myself to swallow. “I don’t know.”
Maggie studied me.
Not the way Elias had, with that quiet expectation. Not like she was looking for the moment I cracked.
Just… taking me in.
Then she sighed, rubbing her hands together like she was considering something. “Alright.”
My head cocked to the side. “Alright?”
She stood, crossing the room toward one of the shelves, picking something up. “I’ll need to check on the barn before morning, anyway,” she said, more to herself than to me.
"I don’t lock my doors," she said simply. "Never had to."
She walked back to me and dangled it between her fingers.  
A key.
She set it down on the table between us, her fingers lingering on the wood for half a second before she pulled away. “I don’t imagine you’re about to change that.”
I swallowed. “I wouldn’t—”
“I know,” she said easily. “But just in case you start thinking about slipping out into the cold again, you should know,” She nodded toward the key, “if you go, do me a favour and lock up the stable behind you.”
I looked at the key. Confused. Surprised. “Why are you giving me that?”
She raised a brow. “Because you haven’t decided if you’re staying.”
I stared at her.
She just smiled. “And you owe me a favour. For the wasted supper you wouldn’t touch.”
I had nothing to say to that.
Maggie stretched her arms with a soft groan, glancing toward the hallway that must have led to her bedroom, “you should get some rest, Matt.”
I stiffened.
“Like I said, door’s unlocked,” she added. “So if you’re leaving, go before the roads ice over.”
Then—just like that—she turned, walking to her room. Leaving me alone with nothing but the fire, the weight of the key on the table, and the unbearable question sitting heavy in my chest.
Do I stay?
My fingers pressed against my forehead.
This was a mistake.
I was supposed to keep moving.
I had to find Sunny.
I couldn’t let them catch up to me.
But my body still ached, my mind was a mess, and for the first time in days—in years – I wasn’t being told what to do.
I stared at the key.
A choice. A real one. Not one Elias made for me. Not one Lazaro steered me toward. No pressure. No expectation. Just me. 
I reached for it, my fingers hovering over the cool metal. 
If I took it, I was agreeing to stay. 
If I left it, I was proving them right. That I was just running in circles.
I exhaled, leaning back into the couch. The key was cold in my palm. 
Solid. Real. A weight I wasn’t sure I wanted to hold. 
I could still leave. 
I could still run. 
I should. 
But I didn’t. 
Not yet. 
Just until morning. That was all. 
One night. 
Just until morning.



CHAPTER 12
I lost track of time.
At first, I thought it was intentional—just another way to avoid thinking too hard, to avoid remembering. But maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was just… easier.
Easier than it should have been.
The first day, I told myself I’d only stay the night. Just long enough to rest. Regain my strength. Then I’d move on.
Then the second day came.
Then the third.
The fourth. 
Two weeks had passed, and somehow, I was still here.
Maggie didn’t say anything about it. Didn’t ask me to leave. Didn’t ask me to stay, either. She just went about her day like it was the most natural thing in the world, like I belonged here. And I let her.
I let the silence settle.
I let my hands get used to work, gripping the wooden handle of an axe, feeding the horses, hauling bales of hay. I let my body adjust to waking up early, stepping out into the cold, breathing in the sharp morning air instead of whatever stale, alcohol-soaked bar I would’ve ended up in if things had gone differently.
The work helped.
It made my muscles ache in a way that wasn’t unfamiliar, but cleaner—better. It was a different kind of exhaustion, one that didn’t sit in my bones like something rotting. When I collapsed into bed at night, it wasn’t because my body had given out under the weight of whatever the hell was chasing me. It was just tired.
That was new.
The quiet, the steadiness of it—it threw me off at first. I wasn’t used to waking up without my pulse hammering, without my thoughts already running ten steps ahead, trying to anticipate the next worst thing.
I should’ve felt restless.
I should’ve felt trapped.
But instead, I just felt still.
It scared the hell out of me.
The stable became familiar faster than I expected.
Maggie had three horses—Juniper, Willow, and Bramble. I didn’t know the first thing about horses before I got here, but I started learning whether I wanted to or not. 
The routine became second nature—morning feedings, checking the hooves, cleaning out stalls. I never asked her why she trusted me with it. Maybe she just trusted everything that needed looking after.
Juniper, the chestnut mare, was the most curious. She’d watch me when I worked, tilting her head slightly, ears flicking forward like she was listening to something I couldn’t hear. Maggie said horses could sense people. That they could feel what you felt.
I didn’t like that.
I avoided her at first, but she kept coming closer, kept staring at me like she knew something I didn’t.
One morning, as I drew water from the pump, she walked straight up to me and nudged my arm with her muzzle.
I froze.
She huffed softly, nudging me again.
I turned, staring at her.
“What?” I muttered sharply.
She twitched her ears, watching my hands.
Maggie leaned against the stable door, smirking. “She’s waiting for you to calm down.”
I shot her a look. “I am calm.”
She raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. “If you say so.”
I scowled and went back to my work.
But later that afternoon, when I lingered near the fence, Juniper came up to me again. This time, I didn’t pull away.
I didn’t reach for her, but I let her be there.
Maybe that was enough.
Nights were the hardest.
The exhaustion was different here, but it didn’t stop the dreams.
I’d wake up breathless, sheets tangled around my legs, the echo of something slipping through my mind before I could hold onto it. Cold air, rushing wind, the feeling of something falling—falling—falling.
I didn’t look for details.
I didn’t want them.
Most nights, I ended up in the living room, staring at the fire, pressing my hands to my face, grounding myself in the warmth of something real. Maggie never asked why. She’d just leave a blanket on the armrest and say goodnight like it was normal.
It almost felt normal. And that was the worst part.
The fact that I could be here, in this house, in this place, and almost forget—almost pretend like there wasn’t something out there waiting for me to come back. 
Like I didn’t have unfinished things clawing at the back of my skull.
But the thing about pretending is that it never lasts.
It was early.
The kind of morning where the fog sat heavy in the air, where the world felt muted, still half-asleep. The sky was grey, stretching low over the trees, and the ground was slick with last night’s frost.
The axe was firm in my grip, fingers tightening around the wooden handle as I lined up another log. The weight of it had become familiar—the pain didn’t demand anything from me except endurance.
The first swing hit clean. The log split in half, pieces tumbling into the dirt. I adjusted my stance, reached for another, let the rhythm of it settle into my bones. 
Swing. 
Split. 
Breathe. 
Again.
Swing. 
Split. 
Breathe. 
Again.
The world narrowed down to that.
The sharp bite of the chill in my lungs. The sound of the axe hitting wood. My muscles burning just enough to remind me I was still here.
That was, until something shifted.

The air changed—subtle, but unmistakable.
I straightened, grip tightening around the axe handle, scanning the tree line. Nothing moved. No crunch of snow, no distant rustling of branches. But I could feel it.
I wasn’t alone.
Slowly, I set the axe down, exhaling through my nose, forcing my shoulders to relax. It was probably nothing. A rabbit. A fox. Some other wild thing making its way through the woods.
But then I saw it.
A deer stood just at the edge of the trees, its body still, poised like a breath waiting to be released, muscles tense beneath its fading winter coat. The seasons were shifting, and as spring crept in, tufts of its thick fur loosened, caught in the wind like remnants of the passing season. Its ears flicked, nostrils flaring slightly, dark eyes locked onto me, holding a depth I could sense but not decipher.
I didn’t move.
Neither did it.
We just stared at each other, the crisp air suspended between us, taut and unbroken.
I had seen deer before, of course. But not like this. Not this close. Not in a way that made me feel like I was the one being studied.
Something about it made my pulse slow, made the permanent knot in my chest loosen just enough to notice.
It should’ve bolted by now—should’ve turned and disappeared into the trees the second it saw me. But it didn’t. It just stood there, watching.
Something about the way it held itself—head high, muscles tense but unafraid—drew me into silence. 
It wasn’t just cautious. 
It wasn’t just curious. 
It was aware.
I felt that awareness settle over me, heavy and unspoken, pressing into my chest like the hush before a storm.
My fingers curled around the empty space between us, itching for something I didn’t understand.
Sunny.
The thought hit fast and unbidden.
I didn’t know why. But something about the way the deer stood there—something about its dark, unblinking eyes, the innocence, the quiet expectancy—it felt like her.
A hollow feeling bloomed in my stomach.
I took a slow step forward.
The deer shifted its ears, but it didn’t move.
Another step.
The wind rustled, carrying my breath into the cold. Sheltered between the stable’s overhang and the stacked firewood, I remained hidden while the deer stood out in the open, nostrils quivering as it inhaled the air, like it was trying to decide what I was.
It should’ve been gone by now.
It should’ve run.
But it didn’t.
It took a step closer. Just one. Barely anything at all, but enough to make something in me break wide open.
I swallowed.
I could almost touch it.
I could almost—
The gunshot ripped through the air.
A deafening crack, shattering the silence, carving through the trees like a blade.
The deer jerked.
Its body twisted mid-step, muscles seizing, and for a split second, I swore I saw its eyes go wide, like it knew.
Like it knew.
Then—it ran.
It sprang away so fast it blurred, legs kicking up snow, vanishing into the trees like it had never been there at all.
But before I could breathe, before I could convince myself it had gotten away—
The second shot.
Not as close.
But final.
Then—a sound.
A heavy, collapsing thud in the distance.
I didn’t think.
Didn’t hesitate.
I was already running.
The world lurched—trees blurred, sky tilted, wind tore through my lungs like a gasp cut short.
My boots crashed through the snow, breath ragged as I followed the sound, as I chased something I already knew I wouldn’t find whole.
Branches clawed at my arms, scratching and snapping as I barrelled through. My foot caught on something, nearly sending me sprawling, but I pushed forward.
Then my breath stalled.
I saw it.
The deer lay in the snow, body curled in on itself, breath sharp and uneven.
Blood soaked into the white beneath it, dark and spreading.
I stumbled forward, dropping to my knees before I even realized what I was doing.
“Shit—shit—” My hands hovered uselessly over its body, over the raw, open wound just behind its shoulder. 
The shot had gone through. 
It wouldn’t survive this. 
I knew that.
And it knew it too. 

But I couldn’t move.
I couldn’t do anything but watch.
Its eyes darted toward me.
Dark, deep, wide with something that wasn’t quite fear—but almost like familiarity. 
Time thinned, holding me in its grasp. I sucked in a breath, and for one horrible second—
I saw her.
Sunny.
Lying in the snow.
Her hair fanned out around her, dark against the ice. Her lips, cold, pale, slightly parted, like she was about to say something. 
But she never would.
She couldn’t.
My stomach twisted.
I tore my gaze away from the deer’s eyes, blinking hard, shaking my head like I could snap myself out of whatever this was. But it didn’t go away. The weight in my chest pressed deeper, heavier, suffocating.
The deer let out a slow, shuddering breath.
Its body trembled.
Its legs kicked weakly against the ground before going still.
The breath left its body, dissolving into the cold air.
And then—nothing.
I stayed there.
For too long, probably. Kneeling in the snow, staring at something that shouldn’t mean anything to me. Something that shouldn’t feel like anything.
But it did.
It should’ve run.
It should’ve never trusted me.
I reached out, barely grazing the fur along its neck. The deer was still warm beneath my fingers.
I pulled my hand back like I’d been burned.
Something shifted in the air. A low, distant hum. Faint but growing.
An engine.
I barely had time to register it before it cut out. A car door slammed. Then another.
Voices, muffled by the distance, slithered through the trees.
The weight in my chest cinched tight, coiling like a noose around my ribs. My breath hitched, a cold sweat prickling at the back of my neck as I turned my head, listening.
The voices weren’t just anyone’s.
They were familiar.
I didn’t have to see them to know. I already knew.
Elias.
Lazaro.
They were here.
I sucked in a slow, silent breath. 
More movement. 
The rustling of jackets, the shift of boots against the melting snow—not the sharp, clean impact of someone walking with ease, but the heavy drag of people moving with purpose. Searching.
I could feel them getting closer.
I forced myself to move.
Pushing myself up, I took a careful step back, then another. My boots sank into the thinning frost, the softening ice giving way with a wet, reluctant shift beneath me. I kept low, keeping my breath steady, forcing every motion to stay controlled.
I didn’t know if they had seen the cabin yet.
I didn’t know if they had followed me.
But they were too close.
Way too close.
I moved toward the trees, every step calculated, resisting the instinct to bolt. It didn’t matter how badly my body screamed at me to run. That would be a mistake. A single wrong move—too loud, too fast—and I’d give myself away.
I wasn’t careful enough last time. I wasn’t thinking when I ran.
I had barely gotten away.
I wouldn’t mess up again.
Through the branches, I caught sight of them. Just a glimpse—Lazaro, closer to the tree line, his back to me. His coat shifted as he moved, adjusting the rifle in his hands. My heart skipped several beats. 
The deer.
I swallowed hard, throat tightening as I glanced back toward where it lay. The blood had spread in slow, feathering tendrils in the snow.
I had been here for what—minutes. A little longer?
Long enough for them to find it.
Long enough for them to be standing over it right now.
I slipped further into the trees, careful not to let my breath fog too much in the air.
I could hear them talking now, their voices low.
“Clean shot,” Lazaro muttered.
The shuffle of a boot. Then—Elias. His voice quieter, thoughtful.
“Yeah.”
A pause.
Something about the way he said it unsettled me.
I couldn’t see his face, not from where I was. But I didn’t have to.
Elias was thinking. That was always bad.
His silences had a weight to them. Not like Lazaro, who let things sit because he didn’t care enough to fill them. Elias only let silences linger when he was trying to figure something out.
Or when he already had.
I pressed my back against the trunk of a tree, muscles tight.
I had to move.
Slowly, I edged further around the clearing, making my way in the opposite direction of where they stood. The terrain sloped slightly downward, my boots pressing deep into the half-frozen ground, the give of it uneven beneath me.
I could still hear them.
“What’s wrong?” Lazaro’s voice was indifferent. “It’s just a deer.”
A beat.
Elias shifted. “Yeah,” he said again.
I risked one more glance.
Elias was still staring at it.
His mouth pressed into a thin line, eyes darker than they should be.
And maybe it was just my own paranoia twisting things, but for a second—just one second—he looked empty. Sad.
He looked like someone who had been looking for something else entirely, and the deer happened to be an unfortunate opportunity. One he regretted taking. 
I turned away before I could make sense of it, moving further.
I didn’t stop until the voices faded into the distance.
Until the air wasn’t thick with the sound of them.
Until the cabin came into view.
I took the long way around, staying low as I cut behind the barn. The house was quiet, smoke curling lazily from the chimney.
No movement. No sign that Maggie had heard them yet.
I stepped onto the porch, my fingers gripping the door handle, pausing for just a second before I turned it.
Inside, warmth rushed over me. The scent of burning wood, dried herbs, something faintly sweet from whatever Maggie had been steeping in the kitchen. The contrast was sharp enough to make my stomach churn.

It felt like I had stepped into another world.
A world where nothing had just happened. Where everything was still exactly as it had been this morning, where the only sound was the slow crackle of the fire, the house wrapped in a quiet so easy I could almost believe it.
Almost.
I shut the door behind me.
Maggie was already watching me.
She sat in the armchair by the fire, fingers curled loosely around her chipped ceramic mug, eyes steady.
For a second, I didn’t say anything.
Neither did she.
Then, after a moment, she set her mug down on the table beside her, stretching her legs out. “You’re back early,” she remarked.
I swallowed. My tongue felt heavy. “Yeah.”
She regarded me carefully. “Something happen?”
I hesitated, fists flexing at my sides.
Lying was pointless.
I glanced toward the window. “They’re outside.”
Maggie didn’t react right away.
She reached for her mug again, taking a slow sip, before setting it back down. Then, finally— “Who?”
“Elias,” I said, voice tight. “Lazaro. They shot a deer in the clearing.”
Something flickered in her expression. A small shift, thoughtful. “Did they see you?”
I shook my head. 
She nodded once, then turned her eyes toward the front door.
I ran a hand down my face. “They’re looking for me.”
Maggie didn’t say anything.
Because we both knew it was true.
A muscle in my jaw twitched. My chest felt too tight, breathing now almost shallow. “I need to go.”
“Where?”
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
Because I didn’t know.
Because there was no answer.
I barely had time to react before—
Knock, knock, knock.
Not aggressive. Not rushed. But solid. Purposeful.
I went rigid.
Maggie’s voice was quiet, steady. 
“Hide.”
I hesitated.
Her eyes narrowed. 
“Now.”
I didn’t argue.
I slipped out of the room fast and silent, rounding the corner into the small hallway that led toward the kitchen. My back pressed against the wall, a panicked stillness settling over me. I could still see the front door if I angled myself right, but more importantly, I could hear.
Maggie moved to answer. The hinges creaked as she pulled the door open.
For a second, there was nothing but the fresh air slithering in through the entryway. Elias’s voice came first. 
“Afternoon, ma’am.”
Maggie didn’t let her tone shift. “Afternoon.”
A pause. A faint stir of movement. Then another voice, rougher. Lazaro. “Sorry to bother you. We’re looking for someone.”
I held my breath unintentionally. 
Maggie exhaled softly, unimpressed, “you and half the damn world.”
Elias let out a short, dry chuckle. “Fair enough.” 
A moment passed. 
Then, his voice turned careful. “But this one’s a little different.”
Another pause. Maggie was making them wait.
“Who?”
Elias was the one who answered. “Young man. Dark blonde hair, grey eyes, twenties. Bit worse for wear. You seen anyone like that around here?”
I could hear the way she leaned against the doorframe, casual, “I live alone.”
Lazaro made a small, thoughtful sound. “See, thing is, ma’am,” A shift. A step forward. “We got police involved. Which means if you had seen him, and you didn’t tell us, well… that’d make things messy.”
My stomach twisted.
Maggie didn’t flinch. “That a threat?”
“No, ma’am.” Elias again. Steady, smooth. “Just don’t want you caught up in something that ain’t your problem.”
“How considerate.”
Lazaro ignored her. “He’s dangerous.”
The words hit sharper than I expected.
Maggie’s voice stayed levelled. “To whom?”
A brief silence.
Elias exhaled. “Mostly to himself.”
The words sunk deep like a burden.
A manipulation. A careful choice.
They weren’t lying. Not outright. But they were twisting it.
Maggie let the space between them grow, like she was considering something before she continued. 
“Why are the police involved?”
A short falter.
Elias and Lazaro didn’t want to answer that.
Then, finally—Lazaro: “He’s actually looking for someone too.”
Elias picked up where Lazaro left off. “But the thing is… she’s been gone a long time.”
My hands trembled, a rush of heat flooding through me.
Maggie’s voice turned thoughtful. “Gone? Like missing?”
Elias hesitated, “more or less.”
I gripped the edge of the wall, fingers pressing hard into the wood.
They knew what they were doing.
They weren’t talking about Sunny like she was missing. They were talking about her like she was gone.
Like I was chasing a ghost.
Like I was crazy. 
Lazaro let out a low breath. “Look, ma’am. I get it. He’s easy to feel bad for. But he’s been running circles around this thing for too long, and it’s not doing anyone any favours. We need to bring him back. Get him the help he needs.”
Maggie was quiet.
Too quiet.
“What if he doesn’t want to be found?”
A muscle in my jaw twitched.
Lazaro made a sound—something close to a scoff, “what if he doesn’t get a choice?”
The air in the room felt stifling.
I didn’t realize how hard I was gripping the wall until I let go, my fingers rigid and aching.
Maggie took her time before responding.
“Well,” she said slowly, “seems to me that if he wanted to be found, he’d be standing in front of you right now.”
Silence.
“You sure about that?” Elias. 
My breath caught. 
Maggie’s didn’t.
She let out a loud sigh, almost like a yawn then her tone turned lighter. Easy. “Gentlemen, would you like to come in?”
Every hair on my body stood on end.
Was she going to betray me?
“I could put on some tea. Maybe even fix you a nice supper,” she spoke offhandedly, like this was nothing more than neighbourly small talk. 
I knew it. 
I knew I shouldn’t trust her. 
I knew I shouldn’t trust anyone. 
I knew– “I’m afraid that’s about all I can offer. I wish I could help, but no one’s come through here in a while. Hope he’s alright, though. Sounds like he’s been through hell.”
A flood of relief swept through me, as if the weight of the world had lifted in that brief, aching silence.
I could almost feel Elias weighing her words.
“No, we’re fine. Thank you,” he said simply.
Footsteps sounded. 
A quiet exchange. 
Then Lazaro muttered something under his breath before the door groaned, the cold air pulling away.
It shut.
I didn’t move.
I couldn’t.
Maggie’s footsteps came first, slow but steady. I didn’t know how long I stood there before I heard her voice—low, even, but edged with something I couldn’t place.
“They’re gone.”
I exhaled, sharp and unsteady.
Then I stepped towards her.
Maggie was by the window, watching.
I followed her gaze.
Through the glass, I caught a glimpse of them. Two figures moving toward their car. One of them—Lazaro—was shaking his head.
Elias hesitated before getting in.
Even from here, I could feel it.
The suspicion.
The way he always knew things before he had proof.
After a long moment, he pulled the door shut, and the car rumbled to life.
Maggie sighed. “You should sit down.”
I didn’t.
I turned away from the window, pacing, running a hand through my hair. My chest felt too tight, my breath too shallow. “They’re lying,” I said under my breath.
She didn’t respond.
“They’re lying,” I said again, voice sharper, “whatever they’re saying—about me, about her—it’s not real.”
She didn’t react. “You sure about that?”
I stopped pacing.
Turned toward her.
Her expression didn’t shift. She wasn’t accusing me. Wasn’t challenging me. She was just… looking.
She was asking. Waiting for me to answer.
Maggie watched me for another moment before shaking her head briefly.
“Well,” she murmured, “if they’re lying… guess that means you’ve got something left to prove, don’t you?”
I swallowed hard. My pulse was still beating against my throat.
I wanted to tell her she was wrong. That there was nothing left to prove. That it didn’t matter anymore. That I could just stay here.
But I couldn’t.
That thing inside me—the thing I thought had quieted over the last two weeks—stirred back to life.
I rubbed my eyes, letting out a long, heavy sigh as the weight of it all settled in.
“Yeah.”
Maggie didn’t press. She just sat back in her chair and picked up her mug again.
I turned toward the door, my fingers hesitating on the handle, unwilling to break the moment.
I traced the wood grain, the worn edges, each line a quiet testament to everything this place had held—everything I had found here, everything I was about to leave behind.
“For what it’s worth,” I said, my voice quieter than I meant it to be, “I liked it here.”
Maggie didn’t answer right away. But when she did, her voice was firm, resolute.
“I know.”
I hesitated, the silence stretching.
Then, finally, I pulled the door open.
Frigid air rushed in, pressing against me like a warning.
I didn’t look back.
But for the first time in a long time, I wanted to—and I almost did.


















CHAPTER 13
Summer, three and a half years ago 
The lights were low, bathing everything in deep amber, making the room feel warmer than it truly was. The air was heavy, thickened by too many bodies, pulsing music pressing against the walls, laughter rippling through the room like waves.
Sunny sat across from me, her elbow propped against the sticky surface of the bar, chin resting on her hand, a half-empty glass in front of her. Her hair was loose, strands slipping over her shoulder as she tipped her head toward me, grinning.
“I’m gonna be honest,” she said, voice slow with alcohol and amusement, “I didn’t think you were much of a drinker.”
I smirked, knocking back a sip of whiskey, “I’m full of surprises.”
She laughed, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass, “yeah? Prove it.”
I leaned in slightly, the space between us narrowing. “You really think I’m boring?”
“I think…” She drew in a slow, steadying breath. “You might be a little predictable.”
I should’ve been insulted. But she was watching me like she wanted me to prove her wrong.
“So, what? You expected me to spend tonight in a library?”
She hummed, feigning deep thought. “Well, you do have that whole serious, brooding thing going for you.”
I snorted. “You think I’m brooding?”
“I think you’re trying not to be.”
Something about the way she said it made my breath hitch, but before I could answer, she straightened, stretching her arms over her head with a sigh. Her bracelet slid down her wrist. A delicate silver chain, the tiny charm catching the dim light.
I knew that bracelet.
Always on her wrist.
He had given it to her.
And she still wore it.
The realization ached quietly beneath my ribs, but I stayed silent. I just watched as she let her hands drop, fingers absently running through her hair.
“I needed this,” she admitted after a beat, tipping her head back slightly. “A night out. Something fun.”
She didn’t have to explain. I already knew her boyfriend was swamped—buried in work, stressed about his thesis, about the next step, about everything but her. He was always planning. She was always living in the moment. 
I rolled my glass between my palms. “You don’t go out much?”
Sunny shrugged, exhaling a quiet laugh. “Not really.”
That caught me off guard.
After two years of knowing her, I’d learned that she was the kind of person who fit in places like this—lively bars, summer nights bursting with possibility. She was magnetic. Effortlessly comfortable, like she belonged in every space she stepped into.
She must’ve caught my expression, because she smirked. “What? You think I just stumble into bars every weekend, trying to charm poor guys into buying me drinks?”
I lifted a brow. “No, I think you don’t have to try.”
That made her laugh—really laugh. Head falling back and eyes closing kind of laugh. The sound carved through me, sharp and deep, stirring feelings I had no right to claim.

She nudged her glass toward me. “Here. If you’re so full of surprises, take a guess at my drink.”
I leaned forward, eyeing the glass. Rich, dark copper liquid, a single ice cube slowly dissolving into it.
“Whiskey?”
She made a face, scrunching her nose. “Nope.”
“Rum?”
“Try again.”
I studied her, considering. “Brandy?”
Her lips curved, slow and teasing. “Ding, ding.”
I huffed a quiet laugh, shaking my head. “Didn’t peg you for a brandy girl.”
She lifted her drink, gazing at it fondly. “My grandpa used to drink it. Said it was the only thing that ever really loosened him.”
Something about the way she said it—soft, nostalgic—felt like sunshine spilling quietly into hidden corners of me, warming places I'd forgotten were cold.
She took a sip, eyes flicking toward the crowd. “You ever think about how weird this is?”
I frowned faintly. “What?”
“This,” she gestured vaguely. “People. Bars. The way we just… gather in places like this, night after night. It’s kind of ridiculous.”
I smirked. “That’s a weird thing to say for someone who just told me she needed a night out.”
“Yeah, yeah,” she rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying. We all show up, drink, talk, pretend it means something.”
I angled my head, watching her carefully. “And does it?”
Her gaze flicked back to me. And for a second—just a second—something changed. The space between us felt smaller. The bar, the noise, the bodies around us blurred, faded.
Then—she smiled. 
Easy. 
Effortless. 
But something in her eyes lingered.
“Maybe.”
That was the moment I knew I was in trouble.
The heat of my whisky sat low in my stomach, but it wasn’t the alcohol making my head swim. It was her.
We kept drinking. Kept talking. Kept circling something neither of us dared to name.
At some point, she stole my glass and took a sip, scrunching her nose when she realized I was drinking whiskey. 
“God,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I don’t know how you drink this.”
I chuckled, taking it back. “Better than brandy.”
She scoffed. “Blasphemy.”
It was easy. Too easy. The way the conversation pulled us forward, the way our bodies leaned without thinking. The way she laughed, the way her eyes caught the low amber lights, the way she was here. With me.
And then her phone buzzed.
Her boyfriend. 
I didn’t have to see the name to know.
She barely glanced at it before flipping it over on the table. “He’s pulling all-nighters for his thesis,” she said absently, “I told him I was heading to bed early.”
She wasn’t telling me this like a confession. There was no guilt in her voice. Just fact. Like it didn’t matter.
Except it did.
I forced a smile. “So you’re a liar.”
She grinned, bringing her glass to her lips, “apparently.”
I didn’t press. Didn’t say what I was thinking—that her boyfriend should’ve been here, that he should’ve been the one making her laugh like this, looking at her like she was the only thing in the room that mattered.
But he wasn’t.
I was.
And she wasn’t leaving.

I don’t remember how we ended up outside.
One second, we were at the bar. The next, we were slipping through the doors, the night thick and dense, the sky inky black, the street buzzing with life.
She extended her arms above her head, letting out a breath. “This is nice,” she said, voice even looser than earlier.
“Drinking?”
“No,” she shot me a look. “A night. A real one.”
We started walking. Neither of us said where we were going, but we kept moving.
She kicked off her heels at some point, swinging them lazily in one hand. “You know what I miss?” She asked, tilting her head toward me.
I shot her a quick look. "What?"
She hesitated for half a second before grinning. “Dancing.”
I blinked. “Dancing?”
“Yeah,” she nudged me lightly with her shoulder. “You ever dance, Matt?”
I let out a short laugh. "Not really."
She gasped dramatically, pressing a hand to her chest. “So predictable.”
I rolled my eyes, but I was grinning. “You dance?”
“Obviously.”
She spun, lifting her arms, twisting through the street like she was weightless. The loose fabric of her dress flared with the motion, her hair spilling over her shoulders as she turned to look at me.
“Come on,” she said, stepping closer, her eyes bright and challenging.
I shook my head slowly, “I don’t dance.”
“Everyone dances.”
“Not me.”
She took my hand without hesitation, like it was the most natural thing in the world. And, like always, I let her. 
If she took my hands, she could lead me anywhere—into the dark, into the unknown, even off a cliff. And I knew that.
Then she started to sway.
There wasn’t any music. Just the distant thrum of the city, the faint hum of traffic, the low laughter of strangers.
But none of that mattered.
Because she was dancing with me.
She guided my hands, her fingers warm against mine. “Relax.”
Like that was possible.
I let her pull me into the rhythm, let her lead because I didn’t trust myself to do it. Not with her this close.
She was beaming. Soft. Playful. Daring.
Then—she slowed.
Just enough to tilt her chin up, her breath brushing against my skin, steady and soft. Her fingers curled slightly against my chest, barely pressing, barely pulling.
Then—her gaze dipped.
Holding.
She was looking at my mouth.
And for one impossible, reckless second, I thought— 
“Come on.”
Before I could process what was happening, she grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the entrance of another bar. A smaller one, scarcely lit, neon spilling onto the sidewalk in lazy streaks of pink and green.
“One drink,” she said, laughing as she pulled me inside, “you still have to prove you’re not boring!”
I let out a short, almost amused breath, then followed her anyway, my head falling in reluctant surrender.
Inside, it was darker than the last place—low ceilings, a scratched-up jukebox thrumming in the corner, the scent of cheap beer and something fried thick in the air.
Sunny marched straight to the bar and slapped a hand against the counter. “Two shots of whiskey.”
“Oh, so now I don’t get a say?” I asked, sarcastic disbelief creeping into my voice.
She watched me, resting her chin on her palm. “Do you want to say no?”
No.
I never could.
Not to her. 
But I didn’t say that.
Instead, laughed drily. “You just like bossing people around, don’t you?”
She hummed in thought, “only when they let me.”
The bartender slid two shot glasses toward us. Sunny took one, her eyes drifting to me as she lifted it.
“To surprises.”
I smirked, clinking my glass against hers. “To proving you wrong.”
We threw them back.
The burn spread fast, slicing through the haze of the night, settling deep inside me.
Sunny shuddered slightly, then pretended to gag. “Okay, okay—maybe I shouldn’t have whisky.”
I huffed a laugh, watching her press a hand to her throat. 
She looked alive.
Not just tipsy, not just flushed from the alcohol, but alive.
Then—her eyes met mine.
Lingering.
Assessing.
She inclined her head slightly, studying me. 
“You know, you’re kinda good-looking when you loosen up.”
My pulse kicked. 
Not from the whiskey. 
From her.
I raised an eyebrow. “Kinda?”
She shrugged, lips curving. “Yeah, you know, when you’re not brooding.”
I leaned in. Just a little. Enough to watch the way her breath hitched, enough to watch the way she tried to hide it.
“You’re impossible,” I grumbled.
She smiled. “And you’re not nearly as boring as I thought you were, Matt Cain.” My name sounded so good coming from her lips. 
Then she grabbed my hand again.
And suddenly, we were dancing.
This time, there was music. The jukebox purred out a slow, bluesy song, nothing anyone would normally dance to, but Sunny didn’t care.
She moved against me easily, fingers sliding up my arms, resting lightly against my chest as she swayed.
Too close.
Way too close.
Her palms pressed gently against my shirt. Her lips parted. Her gaze dropped—directly to my mouth. Again.
The teasing disappeared, melting into something softer. Slower.
I didn’t move.
Didn’t breathe.
She tilted her chin up.
And then—
She kissed me.
Sunny’s lips were warm, gentle, and tender, like a promise.
For a moment, I didn’t react. Didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.
Because this wasn’t supposed to happen.
And yet—I kissed her back.
The space between us collapsed, her fingers fisting the fabric of my shirt as she pulled me closer. I felt her exhale, felt the sharp intake of breath as my hands settled against her waist.
She tasted like whiskey and something sweet.
The world blurred. 
The low sound of music, the quiet murmur of people in the background, the comfort of the bar—all of it faded into nothing. 
It was just her.
She lifted her head, deepening the kiss.
And I let her.
God, I let her.
Her lips moved like she was trying to make sense of it even as she leaned in.
My hands rested on her hips, not pulling, not pushing—just feeling. Memorizing.
And then she sighed against my mouth. A quiet, shaky sound.

I wanted to stay here. In this moment, with her pressed against me, her breath uneven, her lips trembling like she wanted more.
Because she did.
I could feel it.
I always had.
But—
Her breathing halted—sharp and sudden, like a misstep at the edge of a drop.
She tensed. 
And just like that, the moment fractured.
Sunny pulled back fast, breath unsteady, eyes wide like a deer in headlights.
I barely had time to process the loss of her before she was shaking her head, stepping back, putting space between us like it physically hurt to be close to me.
“I—” she gasped, pressing her fingers to her lips. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
I stared at her. 
Still feeling her. 
Still tasting her.
She regretted it.
The realization hit me, sudden and brutal, like a bullet tearing right through my heart. 
She wasn’t looking at me anymore, her hands on her face, her breath ragged. 
I reached for her. Just a small movement. 
But she recoiled.
Like I had just reminded her that I existed. Like she hadn’t spent the last few seconds kissing me like she wanted me.
Something ugly and dark twisted within me, a thing that had lain dormant for years—silent, waiting—but now, it was stirring, creeping back to the surface.
“Sunny.” 
My voice was strained, harsher than I meant it to be.
She still wouldn’t look at me. 
“I can’t.” The words weren’t loud.
But they destroyed me.
I swallowed, hard, my pulse a deafening roar in my ears, drowning out everything but her voice. My throat tightened, words catching before they could form. “What do you mean?”
She exhaled sharply, pacing a little, shaking her head. “This isn’t…” She stopped, pressing her hands to her temples.
A breath. 
A hesitation. 
A flicker of something she couldn’t swallow back.
“I love him, Matt.”
The words hit like a guillotine’s drop—sudden, final, and impossible to take back.
The air shifted, the whiskey that once burned warm with reckless pleasure now settling into ice in my veins.

I love him.
I love him.
I love him. 

Not you.
Not me. 
“You love him?” The words tasted bitter.
She finally looked at me, guilt in her eyes.
That was worse.
Because I could take anger. 
I could take regret. 
But guilt? The guilt meant she cared.
It meant she knew what she was doing.
What we were doing.
And to her, it felt wrong. 
She took a shaky breath. “I didn’t mean to—”
I let out a short, humourless laugh. “You didn’t mean to what, Sunny? Kiss me?”
Her throat bobbed. She didn’t answer.
She didn’t have to.
I ran a hand through my hair, looking away, trying to shove down the ache spreading in my chest. “Right.”
Of course.
This wasn’t the first time I’d let myself hope.
And it wasn’t the first time she had crushed it.
I finally stepped back. “No. Yeah. I get it.”
She frowned, like she wanted to stop me from leaving.
But she didn’t.
She just stood there.
And I couldn’t.
I turned away, pushing through the doors, into the night, away from her.
And even as I walked down the street, hands clenched, heart pounding—she was still there.
On my lips.
In my breath.
In the hollow spaces she left behind.
And I still wanted her.
Even knowing she’d never be mine.
Even knowing she’d already made her choice.

God help me, I still wanted her.









CHAPTER 14
The road stretched empty ahead of me, endless and quiet.
Bitter air cut through the trees, carrying the pungent scent of pine, of earth, of something distant and wild.
My breath dissolved into the early morning grey. The sky had that strange, in-between colour—not quite dark, not quite light—the kind that made it impossible to tell how much time had passed. 
I had been walking for what felt like forever and I genuinely did not know how much time had passed before my feet ached, the weight of exhaustion finally settling deep into my bones. The road was slick, half-frozen, with cold that seeped into your skin, into your lungs, into everything. My fingers stiffened inside the sleeves of my jacket, stiff and numb.
I had nowhere to be.
And yet, I needed to get there.
The only thing that mattered now was getting back to the city.
A city that didn’t feel like home. Not anymore. Not without her. 
But it was where I had to go. It was where I might find answers. 
The sound of an engine rumbled in the distance.
I turned my head, squinting down the long stretch of road. Headlights flashed through the trees, their faint glow barely cutting through the early morning haze.
A truck.
I lifted my hand, more out of instinct than anything.
It slowed.
For a split second, I thought about bolting into the trees.
But then the window rolled down, and a man leaned over the passenger seat, peering at me. Older. Smiling. Friendly enough.
“Where you headed, son?”
I hesitated. 
Then— “Eden.”
The man laughed, shaking his head. “Hell of a walk.”
I didn’t answer.
He studied me for a second. Not suspicious, just curious. Then he jerked his thumb toward the empty seat.
“Hop in. Ain’t no sense in freezing to death on the side of the road.”
I didn’t need to be told twice.
I opened the door, stepping up into the truck. 
Warmth. 
I hadn’t realized how cold I was until I felt warmth again. My muscles ached as I sank into the seat, the tension in my hands refusing to ease up.
“Name’s Jethro,” he said, adjusting his rearview mirror. “You can call me Jet. Where you comin’ from?”
I hesitated. “North.”
Jethro let out a low whistle. “That all you got for me?”
I gave a noncommittal shrug.
He just chuckled. “Fair enough.”
Silence stretched between us, easy and unbroken, save for the vibration of the tires and the occasional rattle from the truck bed. I needed that—the quiet, the space to think. But I knew it wouldn’t last.
Jethro reached over, flicking on the radio.
Static. 
Then, a burst of country music.
He let it play, tapping his fingers against the wheel.
I stared out the window, watching the landscape blur past. 
Trees. 
Mountains in the distance. 
The sky bleeding into something paler, the sun still too tired to show itself.
Jethro shifted in his seat.
“Man, my knees are killing me. Used to be a runner, you know?”
I glanced at him.
He pointed to his leg, shaking his head. “Yeah, back in my glory days. Ain’t much left of ‘em now. Every damn morning feels like a war just to get outta bed.”
I huffed a quiet laugh, not sure why that made me smile.
Jethro grinned. “Don’t get old, kid. It’s a trap.”
The truck rumbled along the empty road.
Jet kept talking—about his ex-wife, about how she used to nag him about the little things, about his old dog that used to ride shotgun, about how the town he was heading to had the best damn casino this side of the mountain.
He didn’t ask about me. Didn’t seem to care why I was hitchhiking in the middle of nowhere. Didn’t pry.
I liked that.
“Been driving this route twenty years. You believe that?”
“Long time.”
“Damn right,” he scoffed, shaking his head, “didn’t plan on it, but life’s funny like that. You ever notice how the road just eats time? You start driving, and next thing you know, it’s been a decade.”
I didn’t answer, but I felt the weight of his words settle in me.
Jethro didn’t seem to mind my silence. He just kept talking. 
“Used to work construction before this. Hard labour. Good money, but it tore me up. Back then, thought I’d make a name for myself. Buy a nice house, have a couple kids, maybe a boat,” he chuckled, “damn boat. Ain’t even know how to swim.”
I let out a quiet laugh.
He grinned, enjoying my amusement. “You got family, son?”
The question hit like a slow-moving wreck.
I took in a breath, watching the trees blur past. “Not really.”
Jethro didn’t push. He just nodded like he understood.
“Yeah,” he muttered. “It happens like that sometimes.”
Silence filled the space between us again, but he didn’t seem like the kind of man to let quiet settle for too long.
“So,” he said after a beat, “you got work waiting for you in Eden?”
“No.”
He lifted a bushy grey brow, eyes flicking toward me before turning back to the road. “Just passing through, then?”
I hesitated. “Something like that.”
Jethro let out a thoughtful hum. “Funny place to just be passing through. Bit of a loony town, if you ask me.”
I kept my gaze on the horizon. 
I just didn’t know what that reason was anymore.
He sighed, adjusting his grip on the wheel. “Hell, last time I was there, I swear I saw a man talkin’ to a mailbox like it owed him money.”
I shook my head, exhaling another quiet laugh. This one wasn’t amused. I just didn’t know how to respond.  
“City’s got all kinds,” he continued, “rich folk with nowhere to be, poor folk with nowhere to go. And the ones stuck in between, pretending they ain’t neither,” he scratched at his jaw, “you one of them?”
I didn’t answer.
Jethro didn’t seem to expect me to.
The truck rattled slightly over a rough patch of road, and he let out a grunt. “Darn thing’s got a mind of its own,” he muttered, patting the dashboard, “holdin’ her together with spit and prayers.”
I glanced at him. “Seems to be working.”
Jet grinned, “that’s the trick to life, right?”
The road was long ahead of us, quiet and empty. The sky had begun to lighten, soft streaks of gold breaking through the early morning.
I let myself settle. Not relax, not fully—but just enough to remember what it felt like to exist without anxiety pressing against my ribs.
Jethro sighed, reaching for the radio dial. “Let’s see if we got somethin’ other than country crap,” he twisted the dial, static crackling through the speakers. A burst of twangy guitar filled the truck before he scowled and flipped to the next station. 
More static. 
Another station. 
Faint voices. 
“Ah, hell.” He groaned as another country song drifted in, slow and melancholic. “Can’t escape it.”
I smirked. “You have something against country?”
“Not really,” he admitted, scratching his scruffy beard again, “just got tired of it after I met…” He squinted, snapping his fingers as he tried to recall, “damn, what’s his name… That fella. Wrote that one song about whiskey and lost love.”
I looked at him, “that narrows it down.”
Jethro barked out a laugh. “Yeah, yeah. They all sing about the same damn thing,” he drummed his fingers against the wheel, frowning in concentration. “Met him years ago at some gas station. Had one of them big hats, real polite. Said ‘sir’ and everything. Borrowed my lighter. Told me he’d buy me a drink sometime if I ever saw him again,” he let out a scoff, shaking his head,” never did get that drink. Ain’t even remember his damn name.”
“Maybe he forgot yours too.”
Jet grinned. “Probably. He got famous, and I kept driving this old thing,” he patted the dashboard fondly, “guess we ended up exactly where we was meant to.”
The thought sat heavy between us for a moment.
He turned the dial again, skipping past more static. 
A sports broadcast. 
A preacher’s voice, loud and commanding. 
Then—
A familiar beep.
A news bulletin.
Jethro left it.
“…Authorities have yet to confirm the identity of the remains found earlier this week near Frostspire Peak. Sources indicate that recent thawing in the area led to the discovery, though officials have not released further details…”
My heart sank.
Jethro barely reacted, just giving a low whistle. “Damn shame. You hear about that?”
I kept my expression neutral. “No.”
“Been all over the radio past couple days. Hikers found some poor soul buried in the snow. Been missing for years, they said. Avalanche of twenty twenty something must’ve done ‘em in.”
My fingers curled against my knee.
I stared out the window as my pulse thudded, slow and heavy.
“Guess it’s easy to disappear up there,” Jethro mused. “Lot of people do. Know a man who lost a son to Frostspire a few years ago. Still haven’t found anything on him. Hell, maybe its him they found.”
The seat suddenly felt too small. The warmth of the truck, suffocating.
I exhaled through my nose, trying to keep my composure. “Yeah. Maybe.”
Jethro nodded, but his mind had already moved on. “Y’know, that reminds me,” He relaxed in his seat, “you ever hear about that fella who faked his own death? Some banker, ran off to Mexico thinkin’ he was slick.”
I swallowed, my throat dry. “No.”
“Ah, man. Now that’s a story.”
And just like that, he was rambling again.
And I was still stuck on the only thing that mattered.
The remains.
The thaw.
I forced my grip to loosen, my shoulders to stay loose, for myself to nod at the right moments as he kept talking.
But my mind was already a hundred miles away.
Back on the mountain. 
Back where I lost her.
Back to Frostpsire Peak. 

Jethro drove another mile before he slowed the truck, easing onto the shoulder just outside a small stretch of town. 
The place looked half-asleep—one long road lined with mom-and-pop shops, a few cars parked outside a convenience store, and a diner with a flickering neon ‘OPEN’ sign in the window.
“Well, kid, this is where I leave you.”
I blinked, pulling myself out of my thoughts.
Jet jerked his chin toward the diner. “You got time for a meal. Bus station’s a few blocks down. If you’re headed to Eden, that’s your best bet.”
Bus station. Right.
I nodded, reaching for the door handle. “Thanks.”
Jethro smiled with his eyes. “Hey, what’s the point of being an old man if I can’t do one good deed?”
I stepped out and pulled my jacket tighter, shutting the door with a quiet thud.
Jethro rolled down the window, tipping an imaginary hat, “try not to get eaten alive in the city!”
I lifted a hand in a half-hearted gesture—somewhere between a wave and a thanks. “I’ll do my best.”
He gave the truck a firm pat, then pulled back onto the road.
I watched his taillights disappear into the morning fog before turning toward the diner.

The scent of coffee and something fried reached me just before the soft jingle of the bell as I stepped inside.
A handful of customers sat scattered across the booths, hunched over plates, newspapers, or conversations.
I kept my head down, moving toward the counter.
A waitress leaned against the register, smacking her gum with the kind of boredom that dared the world to entertain her.
Ginger hair. Dark roots. Her nametag was flipped upside down, but the pen-scrawled letters on her apron read Judy.
She glanced at me as I slid onto one of the worn stools.
Her brows lifted.
“Well, I’ll be damned.” She tilted her head, studying me. “You look real familiar.”
My stomach clenched.
I forced a neutral expression. “Do I?”
“Yeah.” She squinted, like she was trying to place me. Then her face lit up. “Oh! I know! You used to come in here, didn’t you? Few years back. With that other guy—tall, dark hair? And the blondish girl?”
My pulse stuttered.
She was talking about Micah. And Sunny.
I kept my voice steady. “Maybe.”
Judy snapped her fingers. “Yeah, yeah. You guys used to stop in before heading up to the mountain. I remember ‘cause you always ordered the same thing. Coffee—black. No sugar, no cream. Like an old man,” she giggled, amused with herself, then propped her hip against the counter.
Then—her expression shifted, just slightly.
“Shame about your blonde friend, though,” she said, more to herself than to me. “Hope they find her.”
The words landed heavily on me. 
I gripped the edge of the counter, my pulse thudding against my ribs.
Judy didn’t seem to notice. “I was actually just thinking about you recently. Can’t remember why,” She just grabbed a coffee pot and poured a mug without asking, sliding it toward me. “First one’s on me.”
I stiffened. “You don’t have to.”
She waved a hand, already turning toward the kitchen. “Please. I’d feel bad charging you. You look like you’ve been sleepin’ in a ditch,” Judy pulled a pen from her apron, tapping it against the counter. “So, what can I get you? You still like your eggs scrambled?”
That’s when it hit me.
I had no money.
I didn’t even have a few crumpled bills shoved in my pocket. Nothing.
Judy must’ve caught the look on my face because her expression softened. “You got nothin’ on you, huh?”
I clenched my jaw, feeling my pulse in my teeth.
She tsked, shaking her head like she had already decided something. “Don’t worry ‘bout it,” she tapped her tiny notepad with the end of her pen again, “on the house.” 
The pity in her voice made my skin itch.
I should’ve told her no. Should’ve forced out an excuse, walked away.
But I didn’t.
Instead, I nodded once, stiffly. “Thanks.”
Judy grinned, scribbling something down on her pad, “you’re most welcome, handsome.” She walked off, calling my order into the kitchen.
I dragged a hand down my face.
She remembered me.
She remembered us.
And now, sitting here, in the same diner we used to stop in, in the same booth Micah used to shove me into when we were running late—it felt wrong.
Like I was standing in the shadow of something that didn’t exist anymore.
I wrapped my hands tighter around the mug, watching the steam dance up into nothing.
The diner buzzed with quiet life around me. The clatter of dishes, the low murmur of conversation, the faint sizzle from the kitchen. It should’ve been background noise. Should’ve faded into nothing.
But I was too aware.
Too aware of the worn laminate counter beneath my fingers. Too aware of the way Judy kept glancing at me from the register, like she was trying to place a memory that wouldn’t quite settle. 
Too aware of the fact that I shouldn’t be here.
A man two seats down shifted in his stool, letting out a low sigh as he flipped a page in his newspaper.
“Damn weather,” he muttered to no one in particular.
Judy rolled her eyes as she passed behind the counter. “Oh, Lord, you’re not still talkin’ about that, are you?”
The man sneered, jabbing a finger at the paper. “You see this? Warmest damn winter on record. They’re sayin’ the thaw’s coming in early this year, already started.” He shook his head. “Global warmin’, my ass.”
Judy snorted, grabbing the coffee pot and topping off his cup. “Pretty sure that’s not how that works, Reuben.”
Reuben grumbled, folding the newspaper in half and setting it aside. “You ask me, nature’s got its own damn schedule. Ain’t nothin’ we can do about it.”
Judy hummed, turning toward me again. “What about you, handsome? You one of those ‘save the planet’ types?”
I turned to her, caught off guard. “What?”
She jeered, leaning against the counter. “You know—one of those hippie, tree-hugger types. No plastic, save the turtles, all that jazz.”
I shook my head. “I don’t think about it much.”
Reuben let out a snort. “Smart man.”
Judy pressed her lips together, fighting a smile that still managed to slip through. “You two are hopeless.”
I barely heard them.
I was still stuck on the mention of the thaw.
Judy didn’t seem to notice. She straightened, smoothing her apron. “Your food’ll be out in a minute, sweetheart. Try not to brood too hard before then.”
I forced out a grin, something automatic, something easy.
She winked and walked off.
Reuben shook his head as he picked up his coffee, “used to be a time when a man could drink his coffee without gettin’ called hopeless.”
Judy’s voice rang out from the kitchen, “used to be a time when a man knew how to tip!”
A couple of chuckles drifted through the diner.

I forced myself to breathe.
I was okay.
I just needed to get through this meal.
I took a slow sip of coffee, letting the warmth ground me when the sound of the TV shifted.
The distortion sputtered before smoothing into a familiar voice. Some local news anchor droning on about weather patterns, highway closures, the kind of things no one really listens to.
I forced my eyes to stay on my coffee, but my ears tuned in anyway.
“…Authorities have yet to confirm the identity of the remains found earlier this week on Frostspire Peak…”
A fork clattered against a plate somewhere in the diner. 
Someone coughed. 
A door creaked open, letting in a brief gust of cold air.
I drew in a slow breath, willing the tension in my veins to ease to no avail.
“…Recent thawing in the area has led to the discovery…”
I glanced up, just barely, just enough to see the grainy footage of rescue workers trudging through knee-deep snow. A search dog, nose to the ground, tail flicking in the wind. A long shot of Frostspire, its peak half-shrouded in cloud cover.
The camera cut to a female reporter, bundled in a thick coat, standing near a line of yellow tape.
“—though officials have not released further details, sources indicate the remains may belong to a missing person case. We’ll have more as the investigation continues—”
A hand reached up, switched the dial.
I exhaled sharply through my nose.
Some old guy in the corner grumbled, “Why’s it always bad news first thing in the morning?”
Reuben snorted. “Gotta scare you awake somehow.”
Judy reappeared, sliding a plate in front of me. “Alright, darling. Eggs, toast, extra bacon ‘cause you look like you need the protein.”
The smell hit me before I could react—the warmth of buttered toast, the saltiness of bacon, the sharp tang of cheap diner coffee.
I should’ve been hungry.
Instead, I felt sick to my stomach.
Judy smirked. “Eat up. Can’t have you keelin’ over in my diner.”
She turned to grab the coffee pot again, chatting easily with a customer at the far end of the counter.
I stared down at my plate, my vision tunnelling.
Missing person case. 
That’s what the reporter said.
I picked up my fork, making myself move.
It was fine.
It wasn’t her.
It wasn’t.
It couldn’t be.
She is still alive. 
I was just with her.
I am still trying to find her.
I stabbed a piece of egg, brought it to my mouth, chewed mechanically. The texture turned to paste against my tongue.
Across the diner, the TV flickered again, shifting to some morning talk show.
I set my fork down, careful.
Too careful.
Judy leaned over the counter again, propping her elbow up, eyes flicking to me. “So, where you headed?”
I hesitated.
She raised a brow, waiting.
I needed to say something.
I needed to act normal.

I cleared my throat. “Eden.”
Judy exhaled through her teeth, a sound somewhere between disbelief and admiration. “City boy, huh? Ain’t that a change.”
I barely heard her.
I needed to get out of here.
The pressure in my chest pressed heavier, my skin itching under the fluorescent lights.
Judy kept talking, her voice light, easy, completely unaware of the storm churning beneath my ribs.
I reached for my pocket, a reflex—then froze.
Empty.
Right.
No money.
No way to pay.
I could feel Judy watching me.
She knew.
She was too sharp for her own good.
I needed to move.
I needed to go.
But my body wouldn’t listen.
Judy was still watching me, waiting for me to say something.
I forced a swallow, trying to steady my breath, but my pulse wouldn’t slow.
She smirked, shifting her weight onto one hip. “What’s the matter? Not used to a little hospitality?”
The TV in the corner blinked, blending with the voices in the diner. The tone of the broadcast shifted. I didn’t turn to look at first. But I felt it.
A flicker of motion in my periphery. A name. My name.
I turned my head—just slightly.
And there I was.
My picture. Plastered across the screen.
A face I barely recognized—cleaner, younger, still whole.
The words beneath it solidified like cement in my gut:
MATTHEW CAIN – MISSING TWO WEEKS 
LAST SEEN NEAR HOLLOW RIDGE

CHAPTER 15
A dull roaring filled my ears.
The news anchor’s voice was steady, detached.
“…Authorities have reason to believe Cain may be in distress and potentially a danger to himself. Anyone with information on his whereabouts is encouraged to contact local authorities immediately…”
A spoon clattered onto a plate somewhere behind me.
My stomach dropped.
The entire diner had gone still.
Judy turned toward the TV, blinking up at the screen.
I could see it—the way her over-plucked brows furrowed, the way her chewing slowed, the way her fingers twitched slightly against her notepad.
Then she turned back to me, her face twisting in mild confusion.
“Huh?” She scoffed lightly, still half-smiling. “You’re not missing.”
Her voice was light, almost teasing.
She gestured vaguely toward me, shaking her head in amusement, as if she was on a prank show.
“You’re right here.”
And just like that—
The world caved in.
“We better let the cops know,” she announced, “you’re right here, handsome.”
She grinned like it was funny. 
Like this wasn’t real.
Like this wasn’t happening.
Like it was a mistake. A misunderstanding. 
Someone else shifted in their seat. 
A fork scraped against a plate. 
The air felt charged, like the fraction of a second before a thunderstorm breaks.
Judy reached for the phone, and in that moment, everything seemed to freeze—the world slowed, her hand moving with a kind of inevitable grace, while something inside me jolted, pushing me into action.
My chair screeched against the linoleum as I shot up. 
In one swift motion, my hand closed around the knife I had been using—the dull diner silverware, still sticky from the scrambled eggs.
A gasp. 
A chair scraped against the floor.
I barely registered any of it. 
My hand tightened around the knife. My other hand found her wrist.
I twisted. Pulled.
Her breath caught.
A scream. 
Someone stood up too fast, their chair falling back. 
Judy made a startled noise, half-laugh, half-breathless shock.
“Whoa, hey—”
I pressed the knife against her side. Not hard. Just enough for her to feel it.
She went rigid.
I heard my own pulse, loud and thick in my ears.
“Don’t,” I said, voice hoarse. “Nobody move.”
The words felt foreign coming from my mouth, like they belonged to someone else. Someone desperate. Someone drowning.
Judy made a sound, something between a nervous chuckle and a sharp inhale. Her hands hovered slightly, fingers twitching like she wasn’t sure whether to raise them or keep them down. 
I expected her to scream. 
To sob. 
To plead.
Instead, she was steady. Calculating. Like she was already figuring out how to make it out of this alive.
A prickle ran up my spine. She wasn’t as scared as she should have been, and I didn’t know why I resented that. 
“Okay,” she said slowly. “Alright. No one’s movin’, babe. Just… let’s talk, yeah?”
Her voice had changed. The playfulness was gone. It was the tone people used when trying not to spook a wild animal. And maybe that’s what I looked like. 

The man from earlier—Reuben—had his hands flat on the table, his expression wary.
A woman in the booth near the window had pulled her kid closer, whispering something.
All eyes on me.
I had seconds.
A thought hit me in the chaos. 
If she saw me now, would she even recognize me? 
Would she be scared too?
I wrenched my hand into Judy’s apron, fingers fumbling for the cash she had stuffed in the front pocket.
“Hey—”
“Shut up.” 
She grabbed at my wrist, twisting sharply. A bolt of pain shot up my arm. The knife wobbled in my grip.
“Let go!” she hissed, her nails raking into my skin, deep enough to draw blood.
My vision pinpricked. Too much. Too fast.
Another chair dragged against the floor. Someone was moving.
Reuben.
He was on his feet. “Hey, kid, don’t…” His hands hovered uncertainly, as if torn between playing hero and keeping his damn head down.
The woman near the window recoiled, her face draining of color as fear seized her. The kid started crying.
Too much noise. 
Too much light. 
Too many eyes. 
My pulse was hammering.
I ripped my arm free.
The money. I had the money.
I pushed past Judy, feeling her weight shift for a brief moment before she crumpled against the counter with a grunt.
“Hey!” Someone barked, a table skidding loudly.
I didn’t see who moved. Didn’t care. I was already halfway to the door.
Then I ran.
Boots hitting pavement, lungs burning, and hands trembling with adrenaline. 
Behind me—shouts.
Judy’s voice, sharp with panic.
“Somebody—somebody call the cops!”
Someone tried to run behind me then stopped, but I didn’t look back. I couldn’t. I was ashamed. 
I tore down the street, the world around me blurring at the edges. My fingers were still clenched around the crumpled bills, tight in my palm. My other hand, the one that had gripped the knife, finally released it as the reality of what I’d done hit me.
A siren blared somewhere in the distance.
Too close.
Too soon.
A police cruiser swerved onto the main road, its lights flaring red and blue.
Shit—
I skidded, nearly losing my footing as I veered left—an alley.
Behind me, someone shouted. Not just a yell—an order. A cop.
Beads of sweat gathered on my forehead.
A sharp whistle split the air. 
A second cop. 
A second voice.
I was seconds from being cornered.
My only chance was ahead—a dumpster, barely wide enough to slip behind.
Footsteps pounded against the pavement, gaining.
“Stop! Hands where I can see ‘em!”
I threw myself sideways. My shoulder clipped the sharp edge of the dumpster, and a burst of pain shot up my arm, searing through me like wildfire. I bit down on a cry, squeezing between the cold metal and the wall just as a shadow lunged into view.
Too close. Too close. Too close. 
Silence. For a second. Maybe two.
A car screeched to a halt. Someone else shouted.
The sirens cut off.
Oh, God. They were here.
The sirens grew louder. Threatening. Like sharks in the water. And I was drowning. 
A door creaked nearby. Footsteps.
I squeezed my eyes shut.
I could still hear the diner. 
The scrape of a chair, the sharp inhale of someone realizing who I was, the split second where I saw my own face on the screen and knew—
It was over.
I had lost.
I tightened my fingers around the money once more.
Something thick lodged in my throat.
I wanted to scream.
I wanted to go back.
I wanted her to be here.
But she wasn’t.
She was never going to be.
And I was alone.
The sirens wailed, splitting my reality into two. 
Before and after. 
The person I used to be. The person I was now.

And I ran again.








CHAPTER 16
The last of the diner money wasn’t enough for a bus ticket. Not even close.
I counted it anyway. Twice.
The crumpled bills sat in my palm, damp from sweat and creased so deep they barely held their shape. It wasn’t much. Just enough for a few scraps of food, maybe a ride if I found someone desperate enough to take cash under the table.
The bus station smelled like urine and rain-soaked pavement. A few people slumped against the walls, tucked into themselves like they were trying to disappear. A transit worker was making rounds, moving like he had somewhere better to be.
I kept my head down.
My body ached, the exhaustion settling in deep, pressing into my very soul. 
My eyes burned. 
How long had it been since I slept? 
A real sleep, not just closing my eyes for a few seconds in the dark.
I just needed a little time. A place to rest. Just a few hours.
I spotted a bench near the far wall, tucked between a vending machine and an out-of-service payphone.
Good enough.
I sat down slowly, stretching my legs out in front of me. The moment my back hit the wall; my body went heavy. The noise of the station faded into a dull hum, a lull of interference that pressed against my skull.
I told myself I’d rest for just a second. One brief moment, nothing more. That’s all I needed, yet the world wouldn’t let me have it. It kept turning, relentless, refusing to offer me even the smallest mercy.
Darkness pulled at the edges of my vision. My head tipped forward, jerking back up when I caught myself slipping. My limbs felt slow, like my body had already given up and was just waiting for the rest of me to follow.
Faint conversations drifted around me—muted voices, the occasional shuffle of feet. A tinny announcement crackled over the speakers; the words slurred by static.
I blinked. My lashes felt heavy. I could still hear the rain outside, a slow, steady drizzle against the pavement.
A low drawl drifted from the station desk. Two workers slouched near the ticket counter, their voices barely cutting through the announcements.
“…Yeah, cops came by earlier. Said they’re looking for some guy. White, late twenties. Could be dangerous.”
My stomach twisted.
A shuffling of papers. A rustling sound.
The transit worker beside them scoffed. “Well, that’s half the guys who walk in here.”
A low chuckle. A sigh. Then—footsteps.
Closer.
A shadow passed over me.
Move. Stand up. Leave.
Too late.
A sharp nudge against my boot sent a jolt up my leg. I snapped upright.
“No sleeping here.” A transit worker warned me, his bright yellow vest cutting harsh against the dim station lights. He frowned, shifting his weight, looking like he’d had this conversation a hundred times already.
“I said no sleeping here.”
My tongue felt thick in my mouth. I dragged a hand down my face, my skin clammy with exhaustion. “I’m not.”
The look he gave me said he’d heard that before too.
“C’mon, man. You gotta go,” he nodded toward the door, “station’s not a shelter.”
I pressed my lips together, the weight of every movement a battle as I pushed myself to stand. Without a word, I turned and walked away.
The city lights blurred in the rain, bleeding into the wet streets like watercolour sinking into a page that had already been torn apart. I pulled my jacket tighter, stuffing my hands into my pockets.
Nowhere to go.
Not much money left. 
Tired.  
And the last person who might’ve helped me was not here.
I exhaled sharply.
Keep moving.
That was all I could do.
The city was ahead of me, cold and indifferent.
I walked without thinking. Past shuttered storefronts, past barely lit alleyways where the scent of garbage and sewage mixed in the gutters.
The kind of places people avoided. 
The kind of places no one looked twice at you if you kept your head down.
The money in my pocket was gone by morning. 
A gas station sandwich, a lukewarm cup of coffee, and that was it.
By the time the sun clawed its way up the sky, my legs felt like lead. My stomach ached—more from exhaustion than hunger—but I ignored it. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t sure if anything did anymore.
The early morning rush had started, the city slowly shaking off the quiet. 
Workers in stiff suits hurried past me, eyes fixed on their phones. A group of teenagers loitered near a corner store, huddled under the awning to avoid the rain. A man in a hoodie muttered to himself as he jogged by.
No one looked at me.
I kept walking.
By the time I reached the motel, the sky had cracked into a dull, overcast grey. The sign flickered in and out—VACANCY, VACANCY, VAC— the last few letters sputtering like they couldn’t decide whether or not to give up. The parking lot was half-full, old sedans and a single pickup truck lined up like they’d been there for years.
The front office was empty except for a bored-looking clerk, flipping through a magazine behind the counter. A small bell sat on the desk, smeared with fingerprints.
I glanced at the posted rates. 
Too much. 
Not that I had anything to pay with anyway.
Keep moving.
I turned away, heading for the far end of the lot. The rooms lined up in a row, the kind with numbered doors and thin red curtains drawn tight over their windows.
A young woman stepped in front of one, pulling her coat against the cold. Her hair was wet, dark strands clinging to her face. She dug through her purse, cussing under her breath.
Keys. She was looking for her keys.
I kept walking until I heard a clatter. Metal on pavement.
“Crap,” she cursed.
Her keys had slipped from her fingers, skidding across the wet asphalt. They landed near my feet.
I stopped. Stared at them.
The woman let out a frustrated sigh, bending down to grab them—but I was faster.
I scooped them up, then held them out.
She looked up, hazel eyes meeting mine.
For a second, her expression was blank. Just polite gratitude. Then something sparked behind her eyes. Something uncertain.
I pressed the keys into her palm.
“Here.”
She curled her fingers around them, giving a small, tight-lipped smile. “Thanks.”
I nodded, already turning to leave.
“You, uh…” she hesitated, “you okay?”
I froze.
The question caught me off guard.
I turned back, meeting her gaze properly this time.
Her eyes were sharp but kind. Gentle. 
I wasn’t sure what she saw in me, but I could tell she hadn’t decided if I was a threat yet.
I forced a dull smile, something automatic. “Yeah. Just passing through.”
She didn’t look convinced.
She shifted slightly, her fingers still gripping the keys tightly. Her eyes lingered on me, tracing the tiredness in my gaze, the stiffness in my movements, the effort I put into pretending I wasn’t barely holding myself together.
“Look,” she exhaled, running a hand through her damp hair, “I don’t usually do this, but…” she glanced over her shoulder at the motel door, as if debating something, “you need a coffee or something?”
I blinked.
A small, easy out. A way for her to offer help without fully letting in a stranger.
I could say no. Walk away. Keep going, push through.
But my feet remained rooted, unwilling to move. The cold seeped deeper into my bones, while exhaustion pressed on my mind, heavy and unrelenting, like a weight that had long since become a part of me.
“…Yeah,” I rasped, my voice rough from disuse, “that would be nice.”
She hesitated for half a second longer. Then she nodded once, short and decisive, stepping toward the door.
“It’s just coffee,” she said over her shoulder, almost like a warning, “and then you’re out of here.”
Fair enough.
She pushed the door open and left it cracked behind her.
I hesitated for a second. Then I stepped inside.
The room was cramped, worn-down, and suffocating with the smell of stale air mixed with the faint sting of cleaning supplies struggling to mask the years of cigarette smoke. A single lamp bathed the space in a sickly yellow glow, casting long shadows over the unmade bed, the frayed carpet, and the chipped dresser with an ancient TV perched on top. She flicked on another light, the flicker of its bulb adding to the dim, oppressive atmosphere.
Before I could take another step—she turned, her fingers tightening around something in her pocket.
“Just so we’re clear,” she warned, firmly “I have pepper spray.”
I met her gaze. She wasn’t bluffing.
A slow smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth. “I figured.”
She didn’t smile back. “Good. Just don’t do anything stupid. I’m trying to be nice.”
I lifted my hands slightly, “I’m just here for coffee.”
She studied me for another beat before exhaling sharply. 
“Sit.” She gave a subtle nod toward the rickety chair by the motel’s small table. “I’ll get it.”
I lowered myself into the chair. My legs screamed in protest, muscles aching from too much walking, too little sleep.
She moved to the countertop, grabbing an old coffee maker and pouring water into it. The scent of instant coffee filled the space, bitter and sharp.
She didn’t talk while she worked. Neither did I.
I glanced around the room. A duffel bag sat in the corner, half-zipped, clothes folded haphazardly—enough to suggest she hadn’t planned on staying forever, but long enough, and always ready to leave at a moment’s notice.
She wasn’t from here either.
I looked back at her. She still hadn’t said her name. Neither had I.
She set a steaming mug in front of me, then sat on the bed, watching me over the rim of her own cup.
"You look bad," she remarked bluntly.
I chuckled quietly. "Yeah?"
She sipped her coffee. “What’s your deal?”
“…Just passing through,” I repeated.
She raised a brow. “That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
She didn’t look convinced. 
Her fingers drummed lightly against her mug, eyes scanning my face like she was trying to pin something down.
“You don’t look like you’re just passing through,” she said finally.
I kept my expression neutral. “No?”
She shook her head, “you look like you’ve been through hell. But not the kind that happens overnight.”
I exhaled slowly, staring into my coffee.
“I’ve seen guys like you before.”
My jaw tensed. “Yeah?”
“The ones who barely exist.”
I stilled.
“The ones who drift, like maybe they don’t want to be found. People who look like they’ve been running for so long, they forgot where they were going.”
I didn’t answer.
She watched me, then spoke again. “I mean, you don’t look like you should be here. You look…” She paused, searching for the right word. “Like you belong somewhere else.”
I clenched the coffee mug, fingers digging into the ceramic as if holding on to something real, something that might anchor me.
“I know what it’s like,” she admitted, her voice softer now, “to be at rock bottom. To feel like there’s nowhere left to go.”
I didn’t move. 
“Years ago, I was stuck. No job, no home, no one giving a damn if I disappeared,” a bitter smirk crossed her lips, “except for one guy who liked to pretend he cared, as long as I stayed exactly where he wanted me.”
I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t look away either.
She stretched her legs out, crossing them at the ankle. “Eventually, I got out. Found something better,” she motioned toward the duffel bag in the corner, “still looking for the rest.”
For a moment, neither of us spoke.
Then she leaned forward slightly, elbows on her knees. “That’s why I gave you coffee,” she said. “Not ‘cause I’m stupid, or reckless, or think I can fix some random guy I don’t know.”
I met her eyes.
“I gave you coffee,” she continued, “because someone once gave me a cup of coffee when I needed it.”
The words landed heavier than they should have.
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, reluctant to keep the conversation going but feeling compelled to, as if I had no choice or she'd throw me out. “So, now you feel like paying it forward?”
She lifted a brow, “is that a bad thing?”
I swallowed. “No.”
She settled back against the headboard. “Good.” I could feel her eyes on me, studying the sharp edges, the exhaustion, the weight pressing me into my chair.
I kept my eyes down, rolling the cup between my palms. The warmth was already fading.
"Where are you headed?" she asked.
I took a slow breath. “Nowhere.”
She didn’t look surprised.
“Alright,” she nodded. “So where’d you come from?”
“Not far.”
Her lips twitched, like she almost smiled. “That’s vague as hell.”
I didn’t answer.
“Look, I get it. You don’t want to talk. But you look like shit, and not just in the ‘I had a bad night’ kind of shit.”
I stayed silent.
“I know what you’re going through.”
A knot twisted in my stomach.
I kept my expression steady. “You don’t know anything about me.”
“No. But I know the look.”
I clenched my jaw.
She set her mug down on the nightstand, rubbing her hands over her jeans. “When I was at my lowest, I used to wonder what it would take for someone to actually notice. To stop and ask me if I was okay. I kept waiting for somebody to care.”
A beat.
“But no one did.”
I stared at the floor. 
I didn’t want a conversation.
I just needed peace.
I just needed to exist.
I just needed silence.
I just needed nothing.
Then came the words that shattered me—
“There will always be a sunny side to this storm.”
The word sunny sliced through me, sudden and sharp, like a wound that hadn’t fully healed.
It hit with such force that I couldn’t catch my breath. The air around me thickened, pressing into my chest, squeezing everything I had tried to forget into the space between my ribs.
I tried to shove it back down, to lock it away where it belonged, but it clawed its way up, relentless.
The silence, once a comfort, now felt like a weight, heavy and suffocating.
The walls inside me cracked.
The pressure built, unbearable, like everything I had hidden was flooding to the surface all at once.
A dark tide rose within me, familiar and cold, creeping into every corner of my mind.
I set the mug down too fast—coffee spilling over the rim, unnoticed.
My hands trembled violently, too weak to even steady the cup. My breath caught, choking on something that wouldn’t let me go.
I couldn’t look away. My eyes burned, but I couldn’t blink.
And for the first time in too long, I could feel it—every broken piece of me, all at once, unravelling.
The young woman sat up slightly, watching me carefully. “Hey—”
I turned away, gripping the edge of the table, squeezing my eyes shut. “I’m fine.”
I wasn’t.
I tried to breathe through it, to lock it all back down, but I couldn’t. 
And before I could stop myself, my shoulders caved, and my body folded in on itself.
I didn’t mean to break. Didn’t mean to let it happen.
But the sob tore through me like a crack in glass, silent at first—then shaking. A deep, ugly sound, pulled from a place within my psyche that I didn’t want to visit.
She stiffened, caught off guard.
For a second, she didn’t move.
Then—carefully—she reached out, brushing her fingers against my arm.
I flinched.
She hesitated.
Then, firmer this time, she rested her palm against my sleeve, grounding me back into the room.
I couldn’t look at her. I could barely do anything. 
Her voice, when it came, was quiet. “You don’t have to tell me anything. But you should let someone help you.”
I nodded weakly—too small to mean anything, but I couldn’t manage more.
She didn’t move her hand right away. Just kept it there, light but steady. 
Then, she inched back, giving me space without fully distancing herself.
“Look,” she murmured after a while, “I meant what I said. I’m not here to fix you.” 
A pause. 
“But I know what it’s like to need a little kindness.”
I forced out a slow breath, pressing the heels of my palms against my eyes. My hands were still shaking.
After a moment, I felt her stand.
The mattress creaked as she moved toward the nightstand. A rustling sound—her grabbing something from her bag.
Then—keys.
I blinked, looking up as she shoved them in her coat’s pocket. 
“Come on,” she said, “I’ll drive you wherever you need to go. I don’t care how far.”
I frowned, still trying to process the change.
She shrugged. “For old times’ sake.”
Old times’ sake.
Something about the way she said it felt like she was guessing—like she was testing me. Like she was trying to see if I’d correct her, tell her we’d never met before, tell her that I didn’t have an old times to give.
But I didn’t.
Instead, I swallowed down the last of whatever was clawing its way up my throat and wiped a hand over my face. “Alright.”
She didn’t ask questions after that. Just zipped her coat, shoved her bag over her shoulder, and held the door open for me.
The sky had darkened while we talked. The rain had settled, misting the air, soaking into the fabric of my sleeves as we stepped outside.
Her car was old, the kind with a rattling exhaust and a worn-out interior that smelled faintly like cigarettes. She jiggled the keys in the ignition, cursed under her breath, then tried again.
The engine turned over with a shudder. Headlights flickered, cutting a dull beam through the rain.
She glanced at me. “Where to?”
I hesitated.
Then, quietly, I gave her an address. My address. 
She nodded, rolling the car into reverse. The tires splashed against the wet pavement as I leaned back against the seat, letting the movement lull me into something close to rest.
For a while, a long while, neither of us spoke.
The city blurred past us, bright signs reflecting in rain-streaked windows, figures huddled beneath shelter, the occasional car rumbling by in the opposite lane.
The world felt distant.
Muted.
Like I was moving through it without really being there.
It was strange.
To be in a car with someone else again.
To be beside someone who didn’t expect anything from me. Didn’t demand an explanation. Didn’t try to fill the silence with meaningless words like Jethro did.
She just drove, her fingers tapping against the steering wheel occasionally, her gaze fixed on the road.
After some time, she spoke.
“You never told me your name.”
I glanced at her.
She didn’t look at me, just kept her eyes forward.
I opened my mouth, then stopped.
It took me a second to realize I didn’t want to say it.
Instead, I stared out the window. “You never told me yours.”
A quiet settled between us before she spoke.
“Well,” she said, her voice almost a whisper, “I guess you’ll just have to say it to me next time we meet, when you’re doing better.”
Next time.
When I’m going better. 
I should’ve told her there wouldn’t be a next time. And there sure as hell wouldn’t be a better time. But instead, I just watched the road ahead.
After what felt like a hours, we pulled up outside my building.
I looked up at it through the rain-speckled windshield.
It looked the same.
And yet—it didn’t.
My fingers hovered over the door handle.
She shifted beside me, watching me hesitate.
“Hey,” she said.
I turned to her.
She gripped the wheel loosely, her fingers shifting against the leather, as if she were debating something. 
“Take care of yourself.”
I paused. Then forced a nod. 
She didn’t wait for me to say anything else.
By the time I stepped out and closed the door, she was already pulling away, her taillights disappearing around the corner.
I stood there for a long moment, the rain soft against my skin, the city quiet around me.
Then, finally, I turned to the building.
The uneasy feeling started immediately. A silent wrongness in the air.
My fingers twitched toward my pocket. Muscle memory.
But there was nothing there.
No keys. 
No wallet. 
No life left to walk back into.
I let out a slow breath, running my fingers through my wet hair.
Where would I have put them?
The answer came faster than I expected.
Drunken nights. Fumbling at the door, patting my pockets, realizing too late I’d lost them somewhere between the bar and the sidewalk. I’d gotten sick of it.
I stepped off the small concrete stoop, dropping to a crouch. My fingers skimmed under the welcome mat. 
Nothing.
A flicker of doubt twisted in me.
I reached further, into the small gap where the step met the wall. My fingers brushed something cold.
Bingo.
I pulled the spare key free, brushing off the dirt, and for a moment, I just stared at it.
I clenched my jaw, willing myself to move, and finally, I slid the key into the lock.
It clicked.
The door groaned as it swung open, and I was met with darkness—a scent, heavy and unsettling.
Wrong.
I hesitated at the threshold, my fingers tightening on the doorknob.
Something thick in the air, curling around me, pressing against my skin.
Not dust.
Not old air.
Alcohol.
My stomach clenched. I took a slow step inside.
A low hum of streetlight buzz filtered through the blinds. Jagged, orange slashes cut across the room, distorting shapes in the darkness.
The coffee table—
A bottle. Half-empty.
An overturned glass.
My heart skipped a beat. 
Something shifted.
A breath.
My own?
No.
Not mine.
Something moved again.
A shape. Slumped forward. Elbows on knees.
A slow inhale, deep and uneven.
The figure lifted his head.
Micah.















CHAPTER 17
Micah stared at me.
I stared back.
The room felt distorted, stretched unnaturally around us, as if I were looking through a smudged window.
He hadn’t spoken yet. Neither had I.
The saliva in my mouth was thick and sour. My fingers twitched at my sides, unsure whether to reach for something, steady myself, or prepare for—
For what?
Micah moved slightly, his fingers lacing together as if he’d been waiting. His face was shadowed, half-obscured by the dim light from the blinds, but his eyes were locked on mine.
Sharp.
Alert.
Still.
I swallowed that bitterness in my mouth before I spoke.
“How—” My voice broke. I forced my shoulders to square, licking my dry lips, trying again. “How long have you been here?”
Micah let out a slow breath. "I should be asking you that."
His gaze flicked over me. I could feel it—taking in the ragged jacket, the dirt smudged into my sleeves, the stubble on my jaw, the exhaustion that had sunk deep into my bones. 
His lips parted like he was about to say something, then he closed them again.
Silence.
A siren blared outside. 
I flinched.
Micah barely turned toward the window. Then, slowly, he sat back, dragging his hands down his face. “Jesus, Matt.”
The way he said my name made my stomach turn. “What?”
“Where the hell have you been?”
My mouth went barren.
I opened it.
Closed it.
Where had I been?
The diner. The streets. A stranger’s car. A stranger’s cabin. Two, actually.
The inside of my own skull, spiralling, drowning, gasping for air between fractured memories.
Micah’s eyes didn’t waver. “You disappeared. For weeks.”
Weeks.
The word didn’t land right. It felt too heavy, too far-reaching, too surreal. It tangled in me, lodged deep in my brain. The same way Elias’s words had.
How long do you think she’s been missing?
I forced myself to hold his stare.
“Not that long.”
Micah’s jaw tensed. “Long enough that I thought you were dead.”
I didn’t respond.
Then, finally, Micah laughed bitterly. “You look like you just crawled out of a grave.”
The words echoed somewhere deep, slotted next to things I didn’t want to examine too closely.
I forced a tight smirk. “Yeah, well. Life’s been good to me.”
Micah didn’t laugh now. He just studied me, eyes unreadable. “You look like shit, man. You want a drink?”
My pulse thumped hard against my ribs.
I stared at the bottle. Then back at him.
Something wasn’t right.
Something about this was all wrong, and not just the obvious.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I do.”
Micah groaned as he pushed himself up from the couch, sluggish and heavy. His weight swayed, and he caught himself against the armrest with a muttered curse. The streetlight cast sharp shadows across his face, deepening the circles under his eyes.
He was drunk.
I could see it now, the way he squinted, the way his movements were just a fraction too slow, too deliberate, like he was overcompensating to keep his balance.
He exhaled hard before shuffling toward the kitchen.
The moment stretched too long; my own body locked in place like I was afraid to breathe in my own apartment. The air felt like it pressed against my skin like damp wool.
Micah pulled two glasses from the cabinet.
I didn’t move as he set them down, the soft clink of glass barely cutting through the noise in my head. 
He reached for the bottle on the table, paused, then poured it with a heavy hand.
I watched the amber liquid slosh against the sides of the glass, his fingers trembling slightly as he set the bottle down, his eyes narrowing as he struggled to focus on the three glasses in front of him. He was drunk enough to forget the one already on the table. I hated seeing him like this—it brought back memories of things I promised myself I’d forget.
“You remember that night?”
The question hit like a slow punch to the gut. “Which night?”
Micah huffed a quiet laugh, humourless. He didn’t look at me. “You know which one.”
A cold sweat broke out across my skin. 
Micah pulled his shoulders back with a sigh, as if the weight of it all had become too much to bear, like he didn’t have the patience for this.
“The real night, Matt.” He finally lifted his gaze, something too raw in his expression. “Three years ago, when she went missing.”
A wave of nausea hit me.
I stayed silent.
Micah took a slow sip, then set his glass down, rubbing his hand over his jaw.
“I know you blame yourself,” his voice was careful. “I know you do, even if you won’t say it.”
I gritted my teeth.
“But it wasn’t your fault, Matt.” Micah’s fingers curled around his glass as he slurred. “You hear me?”
A sharp pressure built in my head, threatening to release a crippling headache.
Micah nodded to himself. “It was the avalanche. But it wasn’t you.”
I didn’t realize I was shaking my head until he frowned.
“You need to stop thinking that you could’ve…” Micah set his glass down, like he needed both hands free to steady himself. He rubbed at his face again, then dragged his palm over his mouth. “We all thought… I mean, for a while, we thought maybe you were right.”
My heart clenched. “What?”
Micah’s fingers anxiously tapped against the table. 
Once. 
Twice. 
Thrice. 
Then he stopped.
“That maybe she was still out there,” his voice was quieter now, but still shaky with the threat of breaking, “that maybe you weren’t just seeing ghosts.”
"I…I don’t see ghosts, Micah."
A short pause.
Micah bit his lower lip, then continued. "Man, we wanted to believe it. Even if it didn’t make sense. Even if it was impossible. It was easier than the alternative."
I didn’t like where this was going.
I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other, reluctant to sit, as if doing so would somehow bind me further to this conversation, even though I already felt trapped with no way out.
"What alternative?" I asked, even though I already knew the answer.
Micah's eyes drifted lazily toward the bottle again. He reached for it, then pulled back with a sigh, sinking deeper into his chair. He looked like someone who had cried for hours, exhausted, unable to summon another tear.
"We all knew," he admitted, “deep down, we knew. But knowing and accepting are two different things. And for a long time, we weren’t ready for the second one."
The ache in my chest deepened and contorted, turning into something alive. My hands started numbing.
“Micah.”
He shut his eyes for a moment, then he took a long swig directly from the bottle, as if the glass no longer mattered. A tear finally slipped down his cheek. He opened his eyes a moment later and set the bottle down, the weight of it lingering in his hand.
Silence. 
Again.
Too long. 
He gave a small, weary tilt of his head. He didn’t want to speak, but knew he had to.
“A week ago, while you were God knows where, doing God knows what, they...” 
Something in his tone made my stomach drop.
Micah didn’t move and I was a stone statue.
"...They what?" The words barely made it past my lips.
His mouth opened, but the words died on his tongue.  
He blinked rapidly, like he was trying to figure out how to say something impossible.
“They… They found something, Matt.”
I took a step forward. "What do you mean something?"
Micah recoiled.
"Is she hurt? She’s in a hospital, right?" My voice rose with every word. "She’s okay? We need to go to her—where is she, Micah?"
Micah’s throat bobbed as he tried to swallow. He was gripping his own knees like they were the only thing keeping him upright.
"Matt—"
I didn’t let him finish. "Tell me where she is." I was begging now. "Tell me where she is, and we’ll go together. Right now. Right now, Micah."
He pressed a fist to his mouth, trying to force the words back down. His broad shoulders trembled, his entire body quaking.
Then—soft, barely a whisper—
"She’s not in a hospital, Matt."
I stumbled back like I’d been shot.
"No." My head shook violently. "No, no, no, don’t say it like that. Micah, don’t say it like that—"
“Matt…”
I couldn’t let him say it. “She’s alive.”
Micah squeezed his eyes shut.
"She has to be alive,” I took a step forward, trying to force this moment into something else, something bearable. “She just needs help. That’s why she hasn’t come back yet, right? She was out there, but she’s back now. Right?” My voice was cracking, splintering apart, turning into something desperate and pathetic.
"She's alive, Micah. She's alive." I repeated. More to myself than to him. 
Micah drew in a gasping breath. Then—finally—he looked up.
And his eyes—
I knew.
I knew before he even spoke.
“They found what’s left of her, Matt.”
My world bent, broke, and ended with his words.
Something inside me snapped so suddenly I couldn’t stop it, and an ugly darkness settled in my chest before I could push it away.
The glass on the table shattered against the wall before I even realized I had moved. The sharp crack of breaking glass rang out, followed by the soft patter of liquid dripping down the wall, dark stains bleeding into the blue wallpaper.
Micah flinched. His hand twitched like he was about to reach for me but thought better of it.
I ran a palm over my face, pressing my fingers into my temples.
No.
No.
No, no, no, no.
I was going to be sick. Any second now. 
I felt like everything I was touching wasn’t real. Everything I was feeling wasn’t real.
She’s alive.
I see her.
Not in front of me, not in the broken reflection of Micah’s eyes, but— I see her.
Sitting across from me in the cabin, fingers around a coffee cup. The tiny, absentminded movement of her thumb along the rim. A habit. A nervous tick.
I see the way she’d tilt her head when she was pretending to listen but was lost in thought. The way her nose scrunched when something tasted too sweet or too bitter. The way her hair caught the sunshine when she danced. The way one eyebrow rose higher than the other when she cried. The way her chin dimpled when she made a silly face. The way her shoulders squared when she felt confident. The way her cheeks flushed when she was cold. The way her lips pursed when she was trying to supress a laugh. The way her eyes sparkled when she was lost in a good book. The way her fingers traced patterns on the back of her neck when she was thinking. The way she laughed, full and unrestrained, like the sound could fill an entire room. The way her voice softened when she spoke my name. The way her breath hitched when she was excited. The way her hands fluttered when she was nervous. The way she always knew when I was lying. The way she hummed melodies she made up on the spot. The way her presence made everything feel right, like the world finally clicked into place. The way she made life worth living. 
I see her.
I see her.
I see her. 
And then—
She’s gone. 
Sunny was dead. 
She was dead. 
The love of my life was dead. 
And somewhere inside me, something had just died too.
The world had already ended.
And I was still standing in it.
I couldn’t be here.
I couldn’t be hearing this.
This isn’t real.
This isn’t—
I turned away from Micah,. My skin was burning. My throat was raw. Every fibre of my being ignited, a flare of unbearable hope, before it was consumed in an instant, leaving nothing but dark, suffocating emptiness.
I can still see her.
I can still see her.
I still see her. 
And then, I said it.
I didn’t mean to. 
Something was trying to stop me, but the words fell out of me, slipped through the cracks before I could stop them.
“I was going to propose to her.” I forced out a hollow laugh, shaking my head. “I had the ring and everything.” My voice was so grumbly I barely recognized it, “I was going to ask her at resort.” I swallowed, a hard, painful lump in my throat that seemed to be permanently lodged there. “She never got to see it,” I sobbed, “I—” My breath caught, “she never got to see it.”
A sharp inhale from across the room sliced through my thoughts. I barely caught it over the ringing in my ears. 
“…What?”
His voice wasn’t sharp at first. It was small. Uncertain.
Like he thought he had misheard.
Or like he knew he hadn’t—but wished he had.
I turned back to him, and—
He was staring at me.
Not just staring. He was glaring at me. 
Like I had just said something impossible.
Like he was trying to piece together a puzzle that had never existed to him before this moment.
No.
No, no, no.
“Matt…” His voice was rough. Dangerous. “What the hell are you talking about?”
I tried to gather myself before speaking, but everything in my mind was tangled in one colossal mess. 
“I was going to propose,” I repeated, slower this time. Like maybe he didn’t hear me right. Like maybe I had to make him understand.
My voice cracked as I struggled to speak. “That’s what the trip was supposed to be. I was going to ask her to marry me.”
For several seconds, nothing moved. 
Everything hung in a heavy stillness, like the aftermath of a terrible crash. Then Micah started to shake his head, slow at first, then faster, harder, like he was trying to rid himself of what I had said.
Not disbelief. Not anger.
Something worse.
Horror.
He stood slowly, then took a step forward, but his eyes were on the floor. 
Realizing. 
Taking it in. 
Absorbing. 
When he looked back up at me, his eyes were bloodshot and wet.
His hands clenched into fists at his sides and he made a sound—a choked, broken sound.
“…Oh my God.” His voice wavered, thick with something I couldn’t name.
I couldn’t breathe.
I could not breathe.
I was not breathing. 
His mouth opened.
His breathing slowed and loudened.
His brows furrowed. 
“Oh my God,” he whispered. 
He let out a sound, something between a sob and a laugh. “Matt…”
His hands gripped the back of his head as if he was about to tear his hair out in frustration.
“It wasn’t Sunny who was lost…” his voice broke completely. “She’s been dead for three years, and I didn’t see…” he laughed, but it was manic. Disbelieving, humourless. Hurt. 
Tears spilled like a dam had burst—first from him, then from me.
“It was you, Matt…” His voice trailed off, his face empty, as if all life had drained from him. “You’re the one who’s been lost for three years.”













CHAPTER 18
Winter, five years ago - Part 2
The bass thrummed against my skull, thick and hazy, drowning out the edges of the world. The air, heavy with the lingering scents of sweat, spilled beer, and perfume that clung to the back of my throat, remained thick and warm despite the open windows.

I wasn’t drunk. Not really. But I was tipsy enough that the room swayed slightly when I moved.
I should’ve left already. I told myself that at least an hour ago. Maybe two. But I didn’t. I stayed.
Because I might see her again.
I took another sip, letting the burn settle in my chest. 
The party had blurred into a mess of laughter, bodies pressing too close, half-familiar faces I’d never see again. But none of them mattered because none of them were her.
I hadn’t expected to find her again since our earlier conversation. Not really. But there was a part of me—some ridiculous, desperate part—that thought maybe. Maybe.
And maybe I was right.
Or maybe I was an idiot.
I’d been waiting for her. 
She wasn’t waiting for me. 
Someone stumbled into me, nearly knocking my drink from my hand. 
A girl. 
Laughing, breathless. She turned quickly, hazel eyes flashing in the light, her fingers brushing against my arm.
“Shit—sorry,” she said, but she was grinning.
I blinked, steadying myself. “It’s fine.”
She tilted her head slightly, considering me. “You look like you’re somewhere else.”
I exhaled a quiet laugh, shaking my head. “Maybe.”
“Yeah?” Her lips quirked. “Where were you?”
I hesitated.
Not here.
“Nowhere,” I muttered, downing the rest of my drink.
She smiled like she didn’t believe me. “That bad, huh?”
Her hair was dark, curling slightly at the ends. Something about her was familiar, but I couldn’t place why or where I had seen her before.
“You got a name?” she asked.
I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. “Matt.”
She nodded, like she was filing that away, “I’m Naomi.”
Something flickered in the back of my mind. 
That name. 
Naomi.
I squinted slightly, trying to pull the memory forward.
“You went to school with me and Micah, didn’t you?” My words slurred. 
Her brows lifted, like she wasn’t expecting that. Then amusement beamed in her eyes, “so you do remember!”
A ghost of a memory surfaced—passing her in the halls, hearing her name in conversations I wasn’t part of. I didn’t remember much else. I didn’t need to.
“I guess I do.”
Naomi smirked. “Damn. I wasn’t sure. You barely looked at me back then.”
That made me pause. Did I?
I stared at her, trying to picture who I had been then. My past self. The one who spent every free moment with Micah. The one who barely paid attention to anyone who wasn’t already in his world.
Maybe I’m not that different now. 
“Was I an asshole?”
Naomi laughed. “I mean, kinda?” She shrugged, “but not in a bad way. You and Micah were just…” she waved a hand, “always in your own little universe.”
I hummed. That sounded right.
She watched me for a moment, her gaze flicking over my face like she was figuring something out. Then—she stepped closer.
“So… what’s up with you tonight?” she asked, her voice dropping just a little, just enough to slip beneath the bass of the music.
I blinked. “What?”
“You keep looking around,” she said, tipping her chin toward me, “like you’re waiting for someone.”
I hesitated.
I wasn’t waiting.
Not really.
Not anymore.
But she wasn’t wrong.
I exhaled a laugh, shaking my head. “Nah. Just…distracted.”
She raised an eyebrow, unconvinced. “Distracted, huh?”
I shrugged, not offering a better answer.
Naomi’s lips curved into a sly smile. “Well,” her fingers brushed against my arm with purpose now, “maybe I can help with that.”
She wasn’t Sunny.
She wasn’t even close.
But she was here.
And for some reason, I was saying, “Yeah. Okay.”

I barely had time to process it before she took my hand.
The hallway was barely lit and visible, muffled conversations and music seeping through the cracks of closed doors. Naomi led the way, her grip loose but certain around my wrist. My skin was warm where she touched it. I let her lead me.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice told me I should stop.
That I shouldn’t be here.
That I didn’t even really want this.
But I didn’t listen.
She pushed open a door.
A bedroom.
Not hers. Not mine. Just a room.
I stepped inside after her, my pulse steady but slow. The door clicked shut behind us, sealing off the party outside, leaving only the sound of our breathing and the faint thrum that vibrated through the walls.
I turned to face her.
Naomi was watching me, her head cocked slightly, a subtle expression painted across her face. She took a step closer, the smell of alcohol and something vaguely floral clinging to her skin.
“You seem tense,” she whispered, palms ghosting over the fabric of my sleeve.
I exhaled through my nose. “Do I?”
She huffed a laugh, tilting her head as she studied me. “You do.”
Her hands slid up, resting lightly against my chest. 
She wasn’t pushing, wasn’t pulling. 
Just feeling. Waiting.
I swallowed.
This was normal.
This was easy.
This was exactly what I should’ve wanted.
I let my hands find her waist, my fingers brushing against the bare skin between her sweater and her jeans. 
Naomi leaned in, close enough that I could feel her breath against my chin.
“If you don’t want to—”
I kissed her before she could finish.
It was automatic. Thoughtless. A distraction.
She made a sound in the back of her throat—surprised, then pleased—fingers tightening against my shirt as she pressed in closer. My hands slid up, then down, gripping her waist harder. She moved against me, steady, insistent.
She wasn’t Sunny.
But maybe, for a second, if I didn’t think too hard—
I deepened the kiss.
She sighed, her touch trailing to my shoulders, nails scratching lightly at the nape of my neck.
My pulse was steady.
Too steady.
Like my body already knew what my mind hadn’t caught up with yet.
Naomi’s hands drifted lower, down my arms, then to the hem of my shirt. She tugged slightly, just enough to ask a question.

I didn’t stop her.
Not right away.
She kissed me with more urgency, fingers slipping beneath the fabric, palms skimming the bare skin of my stomach.
Warm. 
Slow. 
She traced along the edge of my ribs, dragging lightly, feeling me. Her lips pressed against mine, sending a shiver down my spine as I melted into the kiss.
I let it happen.
For a second, I let myself sink into the heat, into the easy haze of it.
Her lips left mine, trailing to my jaw, to the space just beneath my ear. She moaned softly; her breath hot against the wetness she left on my skin. My hands curled against her hips, gripping the fabric of her sweater. I felt her smile.
"You okay?" She asked between pressing kisses just below my jawline.
I wasn’t.
But I nodded anyway.
She continued to tease me with her touch, fingers gliding over my stomach, climbing up my chest, then descending again, each movement slow and purposeful. When her hands reached the waistband of my jeans, they paused, lingering for a moment longer than necessary, the heat between us growing undeniable.
And for a moment—one terrible, fleeting moment—I thought about letting her go further.
I thought about letting this happen.
Because it was easy.
Because she was here.
Because it would mean forgetting—just for a little while.
I squeezed my eyes shut.
I could feel her heart beating against mine.
I could feel my own pulse spiking.
I wasn’t here.
I wasn’t with her.
I was somewhere else.
With someone else.
Someone who was waiting for someone else.
A jolt ran through me, the air feeling so charged it could electrocute my lungs. I pulled away suddenly. 
Naomi froze.
I didn’t move at first. My hands still rested lightly against her sides, my forehead barely an inch from hers. I could feel her eyes searching my face, could hear the slight hitch in her breath.
“Matt?” she exhaled, her voice barely more than a sigh.
I swallowed hard, dragging my hands from her waist, stepping back. The space between us felt too wide all at once.
"I'm sorry, I just…" I shook my head, my voice hoarse as if I’d swallowed glass. "There's someone else."
Naomi’s lips parted, her brows pulling together.
Her shoulders dropped, but there was no real surprise in her expression. For a moment, something almost understanding flickered behind her hazel eyes before her features smoothed out.
“Yeah,” she gave me the faintest, knowing smile, “I figured.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“It’s fine,” she cut in, her voice easy, light, “I knew the second you kissed me.”
My fists loosened in resignation. “You did?”
She smirked, taking another step back, giving me space. “Yeah. I thought maybe I was wrong, but I guess not.” She didn’t sound hurt. Didn’t sound upset. Just… understanding. Like she had seen this before. Like she had maybe been on the other side of it once or twice.
I drew in a measured breath, unwilling to let an uncomfortable silence stretch between us. Before it could settle, I spoke quickly. “I should go.”
Naomi nodded, her smile turning slightly rueful. “Yeah. You should.”
She reached for the door, twisting the handle.
And just like that—I was walking back into the party.
The music slammed into me all at once, too loud, too bright, too much.
Then, I immediately I heard it.
A voice.
A name. 
My name.
"Matt!"
I barely had time to register before a body moved toward me, fast, familiar—Micah.
"Matt! Where the hell have you been, man?" His arm was around my shoulder before I could even react, his grip strong, pulling me in like I was supposed to be part of something. Something that wasn’t mine.
"Dude, you disappeared," Micah continued, still grinning, "I was literally just telling my girlfriend about you. Like, five minutes ago. She’s probably sick of hearing about you already."
Girlfriend? 
The was news to me. He hadn’t told me he had been dating someone new. Not since his ex a couple of years ago. 

"I—" I tried to force out something casual, something easy. "Yeah, uh—got caught up."
"Nah, nah," Micah rolled his vivid blue eyes. "You always do this, man. Always disappear for, like, an hour, and then show back up looking like you’ve seen some shit,” He laughed, a slow shake of his head accompanying it, “but, whatever, it’s good. It’s perfect timing, actually." He pivoted, his grip on my shoulder guiding me to face another direction.
No.
I already knew what he was about to say. Knew what was waiting in front of me before I even saw her.
"I want you to meet someone," Micah said, still beaming.
And there she was.
No. No. No.
Dear God, no. 

Sunny.
Standing beside him, a drink in her hand, her blonde hair falling over one shoulder, her lips curving into something soft and effortless.
For a second—just a second—everything inside me stopped. Like my body had forgotten how to move. How to breathe. How to do anything except stare at her.
Sunny turned her head, catching my gaze. "Oh—" She smiled, recognition flickering in her eyes. "Hey again."
I glared.
It was just for a second. A look too quick for anyone to notice—except, I think, she did.
Because her smile changed. Just slightly. Not gone, not faltering. But smaller.
Did she feel it, too?

"Wait, wait, wait," Micah broke through the wreckage of my world, "You two know each other?"
Sunny’s wide, luminous eyes shimmered with acknowledgement. "Yeah. We spoke earlier, actually."
Micah made a noise of approval. "No way. Man, small world, huh? Or, well, small party," He bellowed with laughter, as if it was the funniest thing in the world. "But see? This is perfect. You guys already know each other!"
I couldn’t move.
I couldn’t think.
I could barely breathe.
I had to force myself to pull it together, to push everything down, to school my face into something normal, something easy.
I cleared my throat. "Yeah. We—uh—talked for a bit."
Sunny studied me, “nice to see you again, Matt."
I swallowed. "You too."
Micah, oblivious to it all, grinned and threw an arm over my neck. "Dude, I can’t believe I haven’t introduced you two properly yet. She’s the best."
Heat flared up my neck, searing my cheeks and the tips of my ears, a slow-burning mix of anger and humiliation.
"Yeah," I hesitated, then shifted my gaze, searching for a familiar face—or any excuse to escape. "She seems great."
Micah turned to Sunny, grinning. "And this guy? One of my closest friends since forever. I don’t know if I’ve ever told you how much of a legend Matt is—"
I barely heard him.
I was still trying to remember how to stand.
Then, just when I thought this moment couldn’t get any worse—
A door opened behind me.
I felt it before I saw it.
Naomi.
Leaving the room. The room I had just been in.
And, of course, Micah saw.
"Oh!" he blurted out, his eyes widening, glinting with sudden realization. "No way. You were with someone?" He whistled low, nudging my arm. "Nice, dude. Didn’t think you had it in you. See? I told you this party was a good idea – you finally got laid!"
Every muscle in my body locked.
I hated that.
The way he said it.
The way Sunny was still standing there.
The way her expression didn’t change, not really, but something behind her eyes shifted—like she had just learned something about me.
Something that wasn’t true.
I hadn’t been with Naomi.
I didn’t want Sunny to think that.
I didn’t know why I didn’t want Sunny to think that. Or maybe I did, but the truth felt forbidden now. I just wanted to rewind the whole night, erase it before it could settle into something real.
"I wasn’t…" I started.
Naomi, already halfway down the hall, glanced back over her shoulder.
She caught my eye.
And smirked.
Not in a cruel way. Not even in a teasing way.
But like she understood exactly what had just happened. Like she could see right through me.

I clenched my jaw.
Micah's expression remained light, still nudging me like we were in on some kind of joke.
Sunny sipped her drink. 
I felt like I was going to be sick.
"Man, this is perfect," he repeated. "You guys already met, we’re all here, it’s like…" he gestured vaguely, "I dunno, fate or something."
Sunny was watching me.
Not staring, but—she was looking. Her expression was smooth, with that easy, effortless smile still sitting on her lips.
She didn’t say anything about Naomi.
She didn’t ask.
She didn’t react.
And for some reason—that made it worse.
I could feel it; my stomach twisting, the heaviness in my stomach, the pressure building inside my ribs like something was cracking, breaking apart.

I needed to say something. 
I needed to do something.
But I just stood there, gripping the inside of my pocket like I could dig my fingers into my flesh.
Micah was still talking. Light. Clueless. "Man, I knew you two would get along," he said. "She’s awesome, right?"
My throat felt tight.
Sunny tilted her head slightly, studying me for a moment.
"You okay?" 
I blinked.
I didn’t know how to respond to that. 
No, I was not okay. Not even close. 
I was standing in a moment that wasn’t mine. A moment that felt stolen, like I’d walked into the wrong version of my own life.
I forced a smirk instead. "Yeah. Just—needed a second to catch up."
Sunny nodded, but didn’t press further.
Micah gave me a playful punch, “you’re lucky, man," he said. "You disappeared for a while, but now you're back—at the perfect time."
Perfect time.
My arms tensed so hard I thought I felt my biceps cramp. "Yeah. Lucky me."
The room suddenly felt too small.
I needed air.
I needed to get out.
"Hey, I’m gonna…" I pointed toward the exit, already stepping back, "I just need some air."
Micah barely noticed, already caught in some other conversation with someone passing by.
But Sunny did.

She didn’t say anything.
Didn’t stop me.
Just watched.
I turned away before I could try to figure out what that meant.
The cold air hit me like a shock to the system. Sharp. Icy. But not grounding. Nothing could ground me right now. 
I sucked in a breath, then another.
It wasn’t enough.
I felt my fingers tremble. I didn’t know if it was anxiety, alcohol, or adrenaline, or all three. 

I should go back inside. Pretend like none of this happened. Like I hadn’t spent the last few minutes wishing things were different. Like I hadn’t looked at Sunny and wanted—
Wanted what?
I let out a breath, closing my eyes for half a second. I opened them and turned, faced by one of the open windows.
I saw her.
Standing close to him. Too close.
Micah was saying something, grinning. She laughed.
And then—
She kissed him.
A slow, easy lean in. 
No hesitation. 
No second thought.
His hand rested on the small of her back. Like it belonged there.
It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t dramatic.
It just was.
Like this had always been the way things were meant to be.
Like this moment had existed before I ever stepped into it.
Like it would’ve happened whether I was here to see it or not.
And me?
I was nowhere.
Move.
My fingers curled and flexed, itching with restless energy, as if they didn’t know whether to clench into fists or reach for something already lost.
Do something.
But I didn’t.
I couldn’t.
Because there was nothing to do.
No reason to go back inside.
No version of this night where she was standing there, looking at me, instead of him. Holding me, instead of him. Kissing me, instead of him. 
This isn’t for me.
It never was.
It never will be. 
But my body didn’t seem to know that.
My feet didn’t move.
A dull ringing filled my ears, like the aftermath of an explosion.
My stomach clenched like I’d been punched from the inside.
I should leave.
I should turn around.
I should stop looking.
But instead—I stayed.
Just for one second too long.
Long enough to see Micah’s hand slide to her waist.
Long enough to see the way she melted against him.
Long enough to realize it wasn’t just the kiss. It was everything.
They weren’t just together. They fit.
The realization sliced through me so deeply I could almost feel the blood on my hands. 

And then—
A laugh.
Hers.
Soft. Warm. Familiar. 
A hush of velvet bathed in golden light; a melody so beautiful it sounded like a sonnet, seeping out of the window and finding me, like the laugh she gave me earlier. 
Before leaving. Before Naomi. Before Micah. Before shattering my world. 
Maybe I was an idiot.
Maybe I had always been an idiot.
Maybe she had never even been mine to lose.
Or maybe she was. 









CHAPTER 19
Silence.
Thick and suffocating, it coiled around me like unseen hands, tightening with a slow, merciless grip, squeezing the air from my lungs.
The only sound in the room was my own ragged breathing, too sharp, too fast.
Micah hadn’t moved.
He was still sitting on my couch, but something had changed. His expression, his posture, the way his fingers dug into the fabric of his jeans.
You’re the one who’s been lost for three years.
His words echoed in my head, looping over and over, until they didn’t feel real anymore.
I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t. 
I didn’t know what I could say. 
Micah’s shoulders sagged as if the weight of the moment had finally settled on him.
He looked tired.
No, he looked exhausted.
“You were going to propose to her.”
A slow inhale. A slow exhale.
And then—
He laughed.
A sharp, hollow sound, completely devoid of any emotion.
“No,” he muttered. “No way. That’s just ridiculous.”
Heat roared up my face, searing my cheeks with shame. 
Micah looked at me again, really looked at me, like he was seeing something he had never seen before.
Like I was a stranger.
“When were you gonna tell me that?”
I clenched my jaw.
A beat. 
His face crumpled. “Jesus Christ.” His voice was laden with disgust. “You loved her.” He shook his head, more frantic now, like he was trying to rattle the thought loose. Like he didn’t want to believe it. “You actually loved her.”
His whole body tensed as if bracing for impact. He hesitated—just for a second—already regretting the question before it even left his lips.
“How long?”
My lips pursed. 
"Matt." His voice was firm now, demanding. "How long?"
I looked away.
Wrong move.
“My God.” He rasped. "The whole time?"
I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to.
Micah already knew.

“Holy shit, Matt.” He smiled, but it looked wrong. As if his face wasn’t sure whether to grin or grimace. “You were in love with her this whole time. And you never told me.” 
“I—I didn’t…”
“Did she know?” His voice cut through me, unrelenting. “Did she know you were in love with her?”
“Micah—”
“Answer the fucking question.” 
I knew the answer. And so did he.
“She knew.”
He went still—not just still, but hollow, as if something vital had been ripped out of him in real-time. His breath hitched, then stopped altogether, like his body refused to function for a moment, creeping with the realization of betrayal sinking its teeth in.
“All this time. All these years. And you just—” His voice fractured, barely holding together, caught between rage and devastation, drowning in both. “You loved her. And you didn’t even have the decency to tell me.” 
A pause. 
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, rubbing his face, “I—I don’t even know where to start.”
I swallowed hard, “Micah—”
“No, seriously. What the hell is wrong with you?”
The words hit like a slap, but I barely reacted. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. 
“Do you have any idea what it was like? Losing her? Trying to make sense of it? Trying to keep going while you just…” He gestured vaguely at me, like I was something he couldn’t even put into words anymore. “I needed you, Matt. But you…” He let out a bitter laugh, then shrugged, “you never cared, did you?”
I frowned. “That’s not—”
“No?” His eyes snapped back to mine, cold and accusing. “Because that’s how it’s always felt.”
Mine lowered to the floor. 
Micah let out another humourless sound. “I was always there for you, Matt. Always. Even when you didn’t deserve it. And apparently, you never did.”
Something flared in my chest. “I didn’t ask for that.”
Micah’s expression twisted. “What?”
“I didn’t ask for you to do that.”
The words hung between us like a ghost.
Micah blinked slowly, unable to absorb what I had said. Then his expression shifted. Hardened.
“Wow,” he let out another laugh, quieter this time, but not any less bitter. “That’s all you have to say?”
My fingers twitched uselessly, as if grasping for something—anything—to hold onto, but there was nothing. Just this. Just the wreckage. 
Micah studied me for a moment. “You really never cared. Not really. You let me sit there festering for three years. You never tried to comfort me, never tried to talk to me, never even—” He stopped. 
He wasn’t just angry, he was hurt.
And for some reason, that made me angry, too.
“I lost her, too, Micah.” The words snapped out of me before I could stop them.
Micah’s eyes darkened. “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit.”
“What bullshit?”
“You didn’t lose her like I did.” Micah’s voice was cold, unwavering. “You didn’t watch your entire future get ripped away from you in one night. You didn’t have to wake up every day trying to convince yourself she wasn’t just going to walk through the door.”
I wanted to respond, but he wasn’t done.
“You disappeared, Matt. You didn’t lose her—you ran. You always run. And instead of figuring out how to deal with that, how to pick up my life after she was gone, I had to take care of you.”
A dark, ugly entity that was once dormant revved to life and clawed up my spine. “That’s not true.”
Micah scoffed. “It’s not? Then where the hell were you, man? Huh? When I was making her missing posters? When I was with the police? When I organized the search parties? When I had to help pick out a casket so her family could grieve and bury it empty? When her mom…” He let out a rough breath, his hands slowly balling into fists, “do you even know what that was like? Did you ever think how I felt?”
 My skin felt too tight, too hot. “Of course, I—”
“Bullshit.” Micah interjected, his voice rising. I never heard it this loud before. “You only think about you. You always have. You always will.”
The words landed like a blow, but I forced myself to stay composed, to stay calm. 
If I reacted, if I lashed out, that meant he was right. 
And he wasn’t. 
He wasn’t right.
“I was grieving, Micah,” I said, barely hearing myself over the rush of blood in my ears before repeating, “I lost her too.”
Micah’s jaw tensed. He stared at me like he wanted to shake me, like he wanted me to feel what he felt.
“You don’t even know what that means.”
My shoulders stiffened. “Excuse me?”
“You don’t grieve, Matt. You obsess.” he pointed at me, at the way my hands quaked at my sides, at the fact that I was standing here, three years later, looking worse than the day she disappeared. “You spiral. You sink into yourself. And drag everyone who was unfortunate enough to give a shit about you down.”
That dark, suffocating ugliness coiled around me, tightening like a serpent I couldn’t see but could feel in every inch of my being. “That’s not fair.”
“Fair?!” Micah exclaimed, “you wanna talk about fair? Fair is not having to wonder if your best friend is dead because he can’t be bothered to pick up the damn phone. Fair is not watching you spiral for years while I—” He stopped himself abruptly, turning away for half a second, pressing his hands against his face.
When he spoke again, his voice was lower, barely above a whisper. 
“You abandoned me, Matt.”
I parted my lips, then pressed them shut, the words slipping through the cracks before they could form.
I had nothing. Nothing that would matter.
“I never wanted to say this before,” Micah tried to straighten himself up, “but I take it back.”
A sharp jolt shot through me, like a live wire sparking in my bones. “Take what back?”
Micah met my gaze. 

Now, his anger wasn’t loud and obvious. Instead, it was the kind that settled deep, that had been waiting for years to be acknowledged.
“I do blame you,” his voice was steady, confident. I hated that. “For that night. For losing her. I didn’t want to say it before, because I knew you were…” He trailed off.
I knew what he meant.
Because I was crazy.
Because I wasn’t stable.
Because for three years, Micah had forced himself to hold it in, to pretend, to swallow the things he really wanted to say. And now, finally, he wasn’t holding back anymore.
The floor felt unsteady beneath my feet. “That’s not—”
“What?” Micah snapped, stepping closer. “Not true? Are you really gonna stand there and tell me you did everything you could’ve done? That you did what you had to do to help her that night when the avalanche took her and left you behind for some reason?”
My stomach turned violently.
He was suddenly too close.
I could feel the heat rolling off him, the crackling tension in his body, the way he stood—rigid, braced—his fists flexing like he was daring me to push back.
I wanted to. God, I wanted to.
But I didn’t.
Because Micah was right.
Micah had always been right.
And I—
“I did everything I could.” 
Micah inhaled quickly through his nose. “Then why do you look so fucking guilty, Matt?”
The breath left my lungs.
Micah took a step back, running both hands across his face. “I can’t—” He shook his head, “I can’t do this anymore, man. I can’t keep…” he swallowed before finishing, “I can’t keep looking out for you. I can’t keep reliving this cycle when you decide to forget all of this again. I can’t. Not anymore. Not after this.” Now that he was breathing near me, I smelled just how badly his breath reeked of alcohol. The whiskey had dulled his movements, making his reactions sluggish, his weight just a fraction too slow to catch up to his rage.
“Micah…”
“I lost her!” He yelped, “my whole life changed that night! And instead of dealing with that, I spent three years dealing with you!”
“Micah, please…” 
“You don’t even get it, do you?” He looked up at the ceiling like he was trying to keep himself from falling apart, “you have no idea what it was like trying to keep you together, Matt. No clue. You had me. You always had me. And what the fuck did I have?” His expression changed as tears ran down his face. “Oh, right. I had you, too. I had you and your goddamn issues. And you know what? I let it slide. I let you take and take and take from me, because I thought—” 
“Micah, don’t—”
“No.” He took another step back, “I’m done, Matt.”
The words struck like a lightning bolt to my core—sudden, searing, and impossible to outrun.
He didn’t mean that.
He didn’t.
He couldn’t.
He couldn’t leave. 
He couldn’t leave me too. 
Micah had always been here.
He had always been mine.
This wasn’t how this was supposed to go.
This wasn’t how—
He let out a measured groan.
Then, gentler, like it wasn’t even meant for me, like it was just something that had been waiting to come out—
“Maybe your dad was right about you.”
The words gutted me.
It wasn’t just anger.
It wasn’t just pain.
It was real.
He meant it.
And he continued to twist the knife. 
"Maybe that’s why he left. Maybe he saw what you were going to turn into and knew you weren’t worth sticking around for."

A crack split through my skull—sharp, deafening, like a fault line rupturing beneath the weight of an earthquake.
"You’re broken, Matt. You always have been, and I don’t want anything to do with you anymore.”
My chest hollowed, collapsing under the weight of everything I’d been trying to hold together.
“You should’ve never been in my life, I just wish…” Micah swayed slightly, blinking too hard, trying to clear his vision, his movements loose and unsteady, like a marionette with its strings cut. 
He was weaker. Vulnerable. And I knew it.
“I wish you weren’t in my life, Cain. I wish she was here, and you were dead.” 
The last thread keeping me tethered to reality had frayed and snapped so violently that the ugly darkness finally surged forward, swallowing me whole.
My vision tunnelled.
My pulse pounded so hard it drowned out the sound of my own breathing.
And in that moment…There was no thought.
No hesitation.
No control.
There was only movement.
I lunged.
Micah barely had time to react.
His eyes widened, his body tensing, but he was too late. 

My shoulder slammed into his, knocking him backward, sending both of us crashing into the coffee table.
The moment we hit the floor, something sharp dug into my knee. The sound of glass shifting against wood barely registered past the roaring in my skull. 
But it was there. 
Micah grunted, his hands shoving against my chest, trying to push me off, but I couldn’t stop.
The blood in my head was red-hot and blinding. I found the collar of his shirt, yanking, shaking him.
"Say it again."
Micah gripped my wrists, his eyes flashing with a pathetic mixture of things—anger, fear, shock, maybe all.
"Matt—"
“Say it again!”  
I barely recognized my own voice. It was raw, guttural, primal, something torn from the depths of my soul.
Micah struggled against me. "Jesus Christ, get the hell off me!"
I shoved him down, his head knocking against the floor with a sickening thud.
For a second, we both froze.
He tried to push himself up. Tried to get away.
Yes, he was drunk. Yes, he was sluggish. Yes, he was slower than me. But he was still Micah.
And Micah never stayed down.

I grabbed his throat before he could move.
And then I saw it again.
The glass.
Sharp, waiting, glinting in the dim light.
I should’ve stopped.
I could’ve stopped.
But the rage—the all-consuming, wildfire rage, the grotesque, possessing darkness—they didn’t let me.
"You think I’m broken?!" My voice thundered, “you want me dead?!"
Micah’s lips were moving. I knew that he was talking, screaming, but I wasn’t listening anymore. Because I had already made a decision. 
It was right there.
Jagged. Long. Lethal. Like the summit of Frostspire Peak. 
I grabbed it. 
Micah’s throat bobbed. "Matt!"
I hesitated.
Just for a second.
One second too long.
He wasn’t some stranger. He wasn’t just someone in my way.
He was everything I had ever known. 
And then—
A push. 
A terrible, irreversible push.
For just that moment, there was a chance—a sliver of time, so thin I could barely feel it—where I could have let go. I could have stopped. But I didn’t. 

At first, it didn’t sink in. There was resistance, a tightening beneath the pressure. And then—suddenly, horrifyingly—it gave way.

A wet sound. 
A gasp. 
A violent, jerking inhale.
I felt it.
I felt it.
I felt it. 
The way the shard pushed past skin, past muscle, past everything, disappearing into soft flesh. 
Then I shoved it deeper.
What am I doing?
Then I twisted. 
What am I doing?! 
Then I tore.  
His mouth opened, but no sound came out. Just a sharp choke.
His eyes—wide, wild, betrayed—locked onto mine.
His hand trembled over the deep puncture, hovering, trying to pull it out, as if that could somehow keep him whole.
Like he could fix this. 
Like he could stop what I had done. 
What I had done. 
The realization crashed down on me like a collapsing ceiling.
I had just stabbed Micah.
With my own hands. Hands that felt foreign, detached. They couldn’t be mine. They couldn’t be. But they were. 
The darkness that had wrapped itself around me, whispering, pushing, had slithered back now—retreating, feigning innocence. It didn’t gloat. It didn’t claim victory. It only stood at the edges of my mind, watching with quiet amusement, pointing at me. As if it had nothing to do with this. As if it hadn’t guided my hands. As if I had done it all on my own.
My mind scrambled, desperate to rewind, to make sense of the moment. But the glass was still in my grip. The blood was still warm. And Micah was still sinking and slipping away. 
I let go of the shard.
Micah inhaled sharply; the sound jagged.
I tried to pull away, to lift myself off him, but his grip clamped around my wrist, holding me there. For the first time, I saw it.
The fear.
The shock.
The betrayal.
The agony.
The disbelief.
The desperate struggle.
The fading strength.
The silence.
And then a sound—weak, desperate.
I leaned in.
Closer. Just in time to hear him exhale.
“Why?”
I shook my head. "No, I–I didn’t mean to—" I reached for his face.
I didn’t know why, but I reached for his face.
His throat gurgled, wet and broken, each breath more fragile than the last. His legs scraped against the floor, weak and unsteady—like a deer struck down mid-stride, its body still trying to run long after the fight was already lost.

Say something! 
A word. 
A name. 
A plea. 
Anything.
But there was nothing left to say. 
Nothing left to save.
A final tremor ran through him, his body tensing, then loosening all at once—like a string pulled too tight finally snapping. The last traces of resistance faded, leaving him eerily still, the weight of silence settling over him like a closing door.

And his eyes—those sharp, piercing blue eyes that had always burned too bright, always held too much—muted. The colour, once electric, once alive, bled out into something dull. Something empty. Something dead. 
He wasn’t looking at me anymore.
He wasn’t looking at anything at all.
"Micah?"
Nothing.
No movement.
No response.
I rubbed my eyes with, trying to wake up from this nightmare, but suddenly felt the real, warm wetness that was on my face. 
Blood.
I stared down at him.
No, this isn’t something I would do. This isn’t something that could ever—ever—
But I had.
I—
My body was numb.
My hands.
Crimson.
Everywhere.
I had killed him.
I had killed my best friend.
I had killed my brother.


CHAPTER 20
Autumn, 15 years ago 
The walls weren’t thick enough.
They never were.
I curled up against the corner of my bedroom, arms wrapped around my knees, trying to make myself small. Like if I stayed quiet enough, still enough, I could disappear into the shadows.
Like if I took up less space, I’d be less of a target.
But the voices found me anyway.
"You don’t walk away from me!"
A crash.
My mother’s voice, sharp and raw, rattled through the thin walls.
I flinched.
My fingers dug into the fabric of my pyjamas, gripping hard, trying to ground myself, but the walls kept shaking.

Footsteps.
Heavy.
Unsteady.
Pacing back and forth across the kitchen tile.
Then my father’s voice, thick with alcohol.
"I don’t have to listen to this shit."
Another crash.
My stomach twisted.

I didn’t know what it was—maybe a plate, maybe a glass, maybe one of the kitchen chairs toppling over.
It didn’t matter.
It never did.
"You don’t get to just leave when things get hard," my mother spat. "You don’t get to—"
A smack.
Loud. Sudden. Visceral.
Then silence.
For a second, everything went still. 

No shouting. 
No crashing. 
Just that awful, ringing quiet that came right after the worst part. The kind that made my stomach churn, my lungs squeeze tight, my heart hammer against my small ribs like it wanted out.
Then his voice, low, slow.
"Shut the fuck up."
I pressed my forehead against my knees, squeezing my eyes shut.
I wanted to disappear.
I wanted to wake up somewhere else, be someone else.
But I wasn’t.
I was here.
And I knew what was coming next.
"You’re a goddamn coward," my mother’s voice cracked, rough with something like hatred.
The sound of boots.
Slow, deliberate.
Getting closer.
I held my breath.
The door flew open.
The sharp, yellow hallway light flooded in, slashing through the darkness of my room. I lifted my head, my vision blurring from how fast I moved.
My father stood in the doorway, broad shoulders filling the space, reeking of sweat and rum. His chest rose and fell in deep, uneven breaths. His knuckles were white, his fingers flexing like he was still trying to shake something off.
His gaze landed on me.
I froze.
"You wanna act tough, huh?"
I barely had time to react before he moved.
A sharp blow to my temple sent me sprawling against the nightstand. Pain flared up the side of my skull, hot and blinding.
My ears rang.
My vision swam.
I tasted blood.
"You don’t know shit about hard," he muttered, breath thick and sour, like he had been drinking for hours. Maybe he had.
I stayed down.
Not because I wanted to.
Because I knew better.
I had learned.
When to speak.
When to stay quiet.
When to run.
When to make myself invisible.
I knew what happened when I didn’t.
My father staggered back. Sniffed. Wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
"Pathetic."
Then he turned and left.
A second later, the front door slammed, rattling the walls.
I didn’t move.
I just lay there, curled on my side, staring at the wooden floor through the blur of my own tears.
My hands were trembling.
My breath came in uneven gasps, too shallow, too fast.
The bedroom door creaked open again.
I didn’t look up.
Soft footsteps. The faint scent of her perfume, already fading, as if the house itself was swallowing her whole.
Then, my mother’s hand—trembling, cold—settled against my shoulder.
"You have to control yourself, Matthew," she whispered.
Her voice was so small.
Like she wasn’t even there anymore.
"You don’t want to end up like him."
Her fingers squeezed once, barely a pressure at all.
Then she was gone.
The door shut behind her.
I stayed there, my hands curled into fists, my breath shuddering through clenched teeth.
I hated him.
I hated her.
I hated this house.
And I hated myself most of all.
For being weak.
For being afraid.
For knowing—deep down—that no one was ever going to save me.
Outside, the wind howled through the broken slats in my bedroom window.
Somewhere deep in my chest, something burned.
Something I didn’t have a name for yet.
Something that, years later, would still be there, smoldering beneath the surface.
Waiting.

The burn didn’t go away.
Not that night.
Not the next.
Not ever.
It stayed, wedged deep in my ribs, twisting and tightening until it was all I could feel. Until it was a part of me.
I listened to the silence. 
Not really silence, though—more like the absence of anything. 
No shouting. 
No breaking glass. 
No footsteps pacing back and forth like a caged animal. 
Just the empty, heavy stillness of a house that had never been a home.
The ache in my temple throbbed. 
My father hit hard, but he never hit to leave a mark. No, that would be evidence. That would be something he couldn’t take back in the morning, when he came home smelling of cigarettes and regret and pretended nothing had happened.
I knew the routine by now.
The apology that wasn’t really an apology. 
The way my mother would pretend to accept it. 
The way she’d clean the mess in the kitchen, scrubbing until her knuckles bled, like she could wipe the whole night away if she just tried hard enough.
The way she’d look at me.
Not with pity. Not with anger.
Just... empty.
Like she had already given up.
Like I should, too.
I didn’t move until the cold started to settle in my bones. My legs ached when I forced them under me, my body stiff from being curled in on itself for too long.
I stumbled toward the window. The wind slipped through the cracks in the frame, brushing against my skin, cutting through my clothes like ice. I pressed my fingers against the glass, feeling the chill seep into my skin.
The street outside was empty.
No cars. No movement.
Just darkness.
I didn’t know where he had gone.
I didn’t care.
He’d come back. He always did.
And I’d be here.
Waiting.
Like always.
A creak in the floorboards made my breath hitch.
I turned, expecting to see my mother standing in the doorway again.
But the hall was empty.
Still, I knew she was awake.
I knew she’d be sitting at the kitchen table, hands folded in her lap, staring at the door like she was trying to will it shut for good. 
I knew she wouldn’t come check on me again.
The next night was worse.
It always was.
I didn’t know what set him off that night. 
Maybe nothing. 
Maybe everything. 
Maybe he just needed something to break, and I was the easiest thing to reach.
It started the same way. 
The voices. 
The crashes. 
My mother’s cutting words that only made it worse, as if she was daring him to snap.
And, of course, he did.
I had barely pulled the blanket over my head when I heard the boots.
Slow. Heavy.
Coming for me.
The door slammed open.
I didn’t even have time to flinch.
“You think you’re tough?”
The words were slurred, thick with vodka and something uglier.
I clenched my jaw, my fingers tightening like roots into the sheets. I didn’t answer.
Didn’t move.
Didn’t breathe.
But it didn’t matter.
I heard the floorboards groan before I felt it.
The sharp yank of my blanket being ripped away, the sting of cold air against my skin before his hand—rough, calloused, shaking with too much liquor and too much rage—closed around my wrist.
And then—
Pain.
A fist colliding with my ribs.
A second one knocking me sideways, sending me sprawling off the mattress, my head cracking against the floor.
Black spots danced in my vision.
I gasped.
Choked on air.
Tried to pull myself up.
A boot. Right to my stomach.
The breath in my lungs disappeared.
I doubled over, heaving.
“You’re a real piece of shit, you know that?” He muttered. His voice was quieter now. Almost calm. That was worse.
I coughed, my hands shaking as I pressed them against the floor, trying to push myself up.
But he wasn’t finished.
“You walk around here like you got something to prove,” he continued, stepping closer, his shadow stretching over me, swallowing me whole like a giant, cold and unforgiving mountain. “Like you’re some kind of big man.”
I spat blood onto the hardwood.
He didn’t like that.
A sharp grip on my hair, yanking my head up, forcing me to look at him.
His face was blurry. His breath reeked of liquor and smoke.
“You think you’re tough?” He asked again. This time, he shook me. “Huh?”
I said nothing.
His fingers tightened in my hair.
“I heard about what you did.” His voice was lower now. Almost amused. “Heard you got into another fight.”
My stomach twisted.
Shit.
The principal must have called. Again. 
My father clicked his tongue, shaking his head. “That what you think a man does? You think picking fights makes you tough?”
He let go of my hair, letting my head drop back against the floor with a dull thud.
Then he crouched.
I forced myself to look at him.
That was a mistake.
Because I saw it.
The way his lip curled, the slow, lazy smirk that meant he wasn’t done yet.
“You think you’re a man just ‘cause you can throw a punch?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “You think that makes you something?”
He leaned in closer.
The words that came next were barely a whisper.
“You’ll never be a man.”
I swallowed hard.
My body ached. My head throbbed. My ribs felt like they’d crack if I moved the wrong way.
But I wouldn’t cry.
Not in front of him.
Not again.
He let out a slow exhale, shaking his head. “You’re weak, Matthew.”
His voice was quiet now. Almost thoughtful.
He reached out, tapping two fingers against my chest, right over my heart.
“That thing in there?” He scoffed. “It’s soft. It’s worthless.”
I clenched my jaw.
He saw.
And he smiled.
A slow, cruel, knowing thing.
“You’re just like her.”
Something in me snapped.
I didn’t know I was moving until my hands shoved against him, hard, pushing him back.
He stumbled, just a little, just enough.
And then—
Everything stopped.
For a moment, neither of us moved.
Neither of us breathed.
He looked at me.
Really looked at me.
And I knew.
I had just made the biggest mistake of my life.

His expression darkened.The smirk disappeared.
The next blow hit me so hard my head slammed against the floor.
The world blurred.
I barely registered the sound of my mother screaming.
Barely felt the next kick.
Barely noticed the pain anymore.
I was floating.
Drifting.
Somewhere between pain and nothing.
But even through the haze, I could still hear him.
His voice.
Cold. Low. Certain.
“You’ll never be anything, Matthew.”
Another kick.
Then—
Silence.
I don’t know how long I laid there.
At some point, the door slammed.
At some point, the front door opened and closed.
At some point, my mother’s hands settled on my shoulders.
But I didn’t move.
Didn’t speak.
Didn’t breathe.
I just laid there.
Staring at the ceiling.
Feeling the burn spread.
Crawling through my ribs.
Slipping into my veins.
Settling deep. Deeper. 
Dark. Darker. 
Until it was all I had left.
Until it was all I was.

The toy was a bear.
Small, worn, stuffed so tight it barely had any give when I squeezed it. Its fur used to be white, but now it was some uneven shade of grey, matted from years of being held too tight, dragged along too many sidewalks, stuffed into too many backpacks. It had a little red bow sewn around its neck, though the stitching was coming undone.
My mother gave it to me after one of the worst nights. I don’t even remember which one. They all bled together after a while.
I sat on the edge of my bed, my ribs still aching, my cheek swollen, the ghost of my father’s grip lingering on my wrist. My mother sat beside me, silent, staring at her hands like she wasn’t sure what to do with them. Then she reached into her lap and placed the bear in mine.
I didn’t say anything. I just stared at it.
"To keep you safe," she murmured.
I knew better than to believe that.
But I kept it anyway.
And I kept it with me everywhere.
Tucked under my arm at night. 
Squeezed against my chest in the bathroom. 
Hidden in my backpack at school. 
Stuffed into my pocket at my grandmother’s funeral. 
It didn’t matter where I went—I had it.
I never let go.
Not until he found out.
"You still carrying around that thing?"
The living room was dim, thick with the smell of smoke and beer. My father leaned back in his chair, one arm draped over the side, a cigarette pinched between his fingers. His lips curled in amusement as he watched me from across the room.
“Leave him alone, Adam,” my mother slurred from another room.
I froze, my fingers tightening around the bear’s tiny paw.
His eyes flicked to my hand. Then, before I could react, he reached out and yanked it from my grasp.
A sharp, panicked breath caught in my throat. "Give it back."
He turned it over in his hands, smirking. "What kind of boy carries around a goddamn teddy bear?"
My face burned.
I wanted to grab it back. I wanted to snatch it from his hands and run. But I didn’t move. I just stood there, weak, pathetic, and unable to protect it. 
"You think this is gonna make you a man?" He scoffed, giving the bear a little shake. "Think this is gonna make you tough?"
I stayed silent.
He laughed under his breath, shaking his head. Then—before I could stop him—he tossed it.
Right into the trash.

Something in my chest cracked open.
I lunged for it, but his hand shot out, catching me by the back of my shirt.
"Pathetic," he muttered, shoving me back onto the couch. I landed hard, biting the inside of my cheek.
I didn’t move.
Didn’t fight back.
Just watched as he leaned over, snuffed out his cigarette on it, and walked away.
I sat there for a long time, my whole body trembling.
Then, when I was sure he was gone, I scrambled toward the trash.
I found the bear at the bottom, tangled between empty beer bottles and cigarette ashes. I wiped off what I could, brushing away the ash, shaking out the dust. I poked the hole my father’s cigarette had left in it. 
“It’s okay…” I whispered, pinching it closed, keeping the stuffing inside, “it’s okay. You’re gonna be okay,” I hugged it tightly. 
I didn’t let go.
I would never let go.
The lady’s office smelled like old books and peppermint tea.
I hated it.

I hated the soft-spoken woman sitting across from us. 
I hated the way she smiled at me like I was something fragile, like I would break if she spoke too loud. 
I hated the way my mother’s nails dug into my knee when she wanted me to answer a question, her grip just firm enough to remind me that I couldn’t embarrass her or talk too much.
And I hated that my father was here at all.
He sat beside me, legs spread wide, arms crossed, his jaw locked so tight I could see the muscle twitch in his cheek. 
He hadn’t said a word since we walked in, hadn’t looked at me, hadn’t even acknowledged that this entire session was supposed to be about me.
Not until she mentioned the bear.
"His attachment is… unusual for his age," the lady said carefully, her eyes darting toward me. "Children who develop such strong connections usually have underlying issues with security. It suggests a fear of abandonment, an obsessive need for comfort."
I tightened my grip on the bear in my lap, pressing it against my stomach.
She flipped a page in her notes. "I also spoke with his teachers. They’ve noticed behavioral issues—fighting, aggression. It’s possible Matthew is struggling with control."
A scoff. Low, sharp.
"Control?" My father finally spoke, the word thick with disbelief.
The lady gave him a measured nod. "Children in certain households often seek control in whatever ways they can—through routine, through objects, or, in some cases, through violence. It's a way of regulating emotions when they feel powerless in other areas of their life."
I swallowed hard.
His head turned toward me, slow and deliberate, his smirk lazy, humorless.
"That true, Matt?" His voice was quiet, almost amused. "You throwing punches at school ‘cause you got no control?"
I didn’t answer.
His smirk widened. "You think that bear’s gonna fix that?"
I clenched my jaw.
"Christ." He exhaled loudly, shaking his head. Then he leaned back in his chair and let out a short laugh, low and bitter. "My son’s a goddamn nutcase."
The lady pressed her lips together. 
My mother shifted beside me but still said nothing.
I forced my eyes to the floor, gripping my hands together so tightly my nails hurt my palms. The dark burn was back, crawling up my throat, winding around my ribs.
I didn’t understand it. 
What it wanted from me. 
What it wanted me to do. 
The lady cleared her throat gently, shifting in her seat. "Matthew is not a… nutcase. He’s a child, Mr. Cain. A child who is clearly struggling with his emotions. He needs stability, security—he needs reassurance that he’s safe, if he doesn’t feel that way."
My father’s smirk faded. His expression flattened into something cold.
"Safe?" He repeated, his voice barely above a whisper.
The room felt smaller suddenly.
Tighter.
"You think coddling this thing is gonna make him safe?" He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his gaze locked onto mine. "You think carrying around a stuffed animal is gonna stop him from getting the shit kicked out of him when he steps into the real world?"
"Mr. Cain—" the lady started.
But he wasn’t listening.
"You get into fights, boy, and you think you’re tough?" His voice was steady, even, almost thoughtful. "You think that makes you a man?"
My breath came too fast.
I squeezed my eyes shut.
"I’ll tell you what makes a man," he continued, voice quieter now, like he was letting me in on a secret. "Not this."
Then, before I could react, his hand shot forward and yanked the bear from my lap.
Panic hit me so fast it knocked the breath from my lungs.
"No—!"
He held it up, examining in his hands like it was something foreign. His lip curled.
"You've been dragging this thing around for months, haven't you?" He gave it a shake. "Christ, you probably sleep with it too."
I could barely breathe.
"Give it back," I rasped firmly.
He ignored me.
Instead, he let out a long sigh and turned to the lady. "You see what I mean? He clings to this shit. Like it’s gonna save him from the world. Like it’s gonna make him something he ain't."
I lunged for it, but he was faster. He pulled his arm back and tossed it across the room.
It hit the wall and dropped onto the floor.

Something inside me cracked wide open.
I didn’t think. Didn’t hesitate.
I shoved back my chair so hard it scraped against the floor, standing so fast I felt lightheaded.
"Give it back!" My voice was sharp, frantic, borderline hysterical.
"Matthew—" The lady stood, her voice urgent, her hands raised. "It’s okay, it’s just a bear—"
"It’s not just a bear!"
My father let out a chuckle. "See what I mean?" He gestured toward me. "He’s a goddamn mess."
I trembled where I stood, my body stiff.
I wanted to yell. 
I wanted to grab it and run. 
I wanted to hit him.
I wanted to hurt him. 
The lady’s voice was soft. "Matthew, take a deep breath."
I didn’t.
I didn’t move until my father rolled his eyes and stood, stretching his arms over his head.
"This was a waste of time," he muttered, already heading for the door.
My mother stayed seated.
Her hands were folded neatly in her lap.
Her gaze was fixed on the floor.
She didn’t move.
Didn’t speak.
Didn’t do anything.
Like always. 
My chest ached.
I turned, marched across the room, and yanked the bear from the floor. My fingers brushed it softly. 
I hugged it against my aching chest, my breath fast, shaky, my vision hot and stinging.

I felt small.
I felt pathetic.
And I hated it.
I hated him.
That night, I didn’t sleep.
I stayed awake, curled beneath my blankets, gripping the bear so tight my knuckles pained.

The fight wasn’t supposed to last this long.
At least, that’s what I told myself as my knuckles cracked against the kid’s jaw.
He stumbled back, dazed, blood trickling from his nose. But he wasn’t done. I could see it in his eyes—the same fire, the same rage that burned under my skin.
Good.
I wanted this.
I wanted to feel something that wasn’t the dull ache in my ribs, the weight in my chest, the echoes of my father’s voice rattling in my skull.
The kid swung. Sloppy. Desperate.
I ducked, but not fast enough. His fist clipped the side of my head, sending a jolt of pain down my neck.
I grinned.
He came at me again, and I braced myself, ready to knock him to the ground.
But I didn’t get the chance.
A hand gripped my arm, yanking me backward with more force than I expected. My balance shifted. My feet skidded against the pavement.
The fight was over.
I snapped my head around, ready to tell whoever it was to mind their own damn business, when I saw him.

A boy. 
A little taller than me. 
Dark hair. 
Steady blue eyes.
He didn’t look angry. He didn’t look afraid.
He just looked... tired.
Like he had seen this before.
Like he had seen me before.
"You need to stop that."
His voice was calm. Even. Certain.
I scowled, yanking my arm free. "Says who?"
He didn’t answer.
Didn’t even flinch.
He just stared at me like he knew something I didn’t.
Like he understood something I wasn’t ready to understand.
I clenched my fists, my pulse still hammering, my breath ragged.
I wanted to swing.
I wanted to prove something.
But for some reason, I didn’t.
I just stood there.
Breathing.
Watching. 
The other kid wiped his nose, cursing under his breath as he backed away. I barely noticed.
Because the boy in front of me—this stranger who had stepped in like it was nothing—was still watching me.
Not with judgment.
Not with pity.
Just with something quiet.
Something firm.
Something I didn’t recognize.
"Hurt people hurt people. You’re doing this because you’re hurt. And I’m sick of seeing it.” 
The words hit harder than any punch.

I swallowed, my throat tight, my fingers twitching at my sides.
I didn’t want to hear that.
I didn’t want to be that.
And I hated that, for some reason, I couldn’t look away.
That night, the house was quieter than usual.
Not peaceful. Never peaceful.
Just... quieter. Like the walls themselves were waiting for something.
My mother had already gone to bed, the door to her room shut tight. My father was in the living room, slumped in his chair, a bottle of something dark and cheap dangling from his fingers. The TV was on, but he wasn’t watching it.
He was just there.
I lingered in the hallway, staring at him. My ribs still hurt from last night. My lip was split from the fight at school. But I wasn’t thinking about any of that.
I was thinking about the boy.
About his words.
Hurt people hurt people.
My father shifted, eyes flicking toward me. His expression was unreadable, but something about the way he looked at me made my stomach churn.
"What the hell do you want?"
I didn’t answer right away.
I couldn’t.
I could still feel the boy’s voice in my head, calm and steady, cutting through the anger like a blade.
I swallowed, my throat dry. “You hurt people.”
His brow furrowed. “The fuck did you just say?”
I took a slow step forward. My pulse pounded against my ears, but I didn’t back down.
"You hurt people," I said again, my voice barely above a whisper. "Because you’re hurt.” 
Something shifted in his face.
Not anger.
Something else. Something deeper.
For a second, just a second, I thought I saw it—recognition. Like he understood exactly what I meant.
Then, just as quickly, it was gone.
His jaw clenched. He let out a short, humorless laugh, shaking his head as he pushed himself up from his chair.
"You think you’re smart, huh?" He took a swig from the bottle, then pointed a finger at me, unsteady but sharp. "Think you got me all figured out?"
I didn’t say anything.
Didn’t move.
The air between us felt like a loaded gun.
"You don’t know shit about me," he muttered, shaking his head again. "You don’t know a goddamn thing."
He turned, grabbing his jacket off the back of the chair, shoving his arms through the sleeves.
I knew what that meant.
I had seen it before.
But this time—this time was different.
This time he was strangely calm. Or not calm, but not physical. 
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
He pulled open the front door, stepping onto the porch, the night swallowing him whole.
Then he turned, just for a second.
“Matthew, you’re just a–“ 
“Hurt people hurt people,” my voice was firm. Steady. Final. “And I’m sick of it and sick of you.” 

He froze.
For the first time that night—for the first time ever, maybe—he actually stopped.
His fingers tightened around the doorframe, his knuckles white. 
His shoulders tensed. 
His whole body went still.
I thought he was going to say something. Thought maybe he’d hit me. 
But he didn’t.
He exhaled sharply, shaking his head like he was shaking something off. 
And then—
He stepped outside.
Didn’t look back.
Didn’t hesitate.
Didn’t say a thing.
The door swung shut behind him, rattling in its frame.
And just like that—
He was gone.

I waited.
I waited all night.
But he never came back.
And I never saw him again.

The playground was loud. Kids screaming, laughing, running across the worn-down pavement.
I wasn’t paying attention to any of it.
I was sitting on the edge of the swings, my fingers wrapped tight around the stuffed bear in my lap. It was small, a little worn, the fur matted in some places from how much I held onto it, stuffing poking out from where my father’s cigarette butt had been put out the other night. 
I didn’t care.
It was mine.
Suddenly—
A voice.
“Are you seriously still carrying that thing around?”
I looked up.
A kid—tall, smug, surrounded by his little group of idiots—stood a few feet away, sneering. His eyes flicked down to the bear in my hands.
“Jesus. No wonder nobody wants to sit with you,” he snorted. “You’re a baby.”
Heat crawled up my neck.
I felt the familiar burn in my chest, the pressure pushing against my skin.
I wanted to hit him.
I wanted to knock that stupid look off his face.
I was already standing before I even realized it, my fingers curling into fists. My pulse hammering. The dark burn twisting, growing.
The kid grinned. 
He wanted me to take the bait. 
He wanted the fight.
Fine.

I was about to swing—
But—
I saw him.
Across the playground.
That boy.
He wasn’t moving. 
He wasn’t talking. 
He was just standing there, sitting by a poll, watching me.
Not with amusement. Not with judgment.
Just with something quiet. Something knowing.
Hurt people hurt people.
The words hit me like a fist to the gut.
I swallowed hard.
I could feel the kid in front of me, waiting for me to snap.
But I didn’t.
I forced my fists to unclench.
I forced my body to sit back down.
I forced the darkness back down. 
I forced myself to ignore him.
The kid scoffed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he muttered before turning away, laughing with his friends.
I didn’t move.
Didn’t breathe.
Didn’t look anywhere but at the bear in my lap.
The burn in my chest didn’t go away.
But for the first time in my life, it didn’t win.
I stared at the bear, running my thumb over the matted fur.
I didn’t hear him at first.
Didn’t notice him until the swing beside me creaked under someone else’s weight.
I tensed. Turned my head just slightly.
The boy.
He didn’t look at me.
Didn’t say anything.
Just sat there, swinging lazily, his hands wrapped around the rusted chains, his feet barely skimming the ground.
We sat like that for a minute.
Two.
Three. 
The playground noise faded into the background, kids screaming, teachers calling out warnings. It all felt distant, like it was happening in another world.
“I like your bear,” he finally said. 
I turned to him, just watching his profile. 
“Really?” I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. 
“Yeah,” he didn’t look at me, “does it have a name?” 
I swallowed. “No.”
“Do you?” 
I shifted on the swing, still gripping the bear tight. “Matt,” I answered after a pause. “Matt Cain.” 
He didn’t say anything for a while, just let the silence settle between us like it was nothing.
Then—
"Matt Cain," he said, like he was testing out my name.
I blinked, glancing at him.
He tilted his head. "That’s your real name, right?"
I nodded slowly, confused by the question.
His lips quirked up at the corner. "Micah Abel."
I frowned, not getting it at first.
Then he laughed—light, easy. He wasn’t mocking me, just letting me catch up.
"You don’t know?" He asked.
I scowled. "Know what?"
"C’mon, dude," he grinned, kicking at the dirt. "Cain and Abel. From the Bible."
I tensed.
I did know.
I had heard the story before.
Micah smiled, stretching his arms behind his head. "See? We were meant to be brothers."
I didn’t say anything at first. I just stared at him.

Brothers.

The word felt strange. Foreign.
Something in my chest twisted.
Not in a bad way.
Not in a way that hurt.
Just in a way that felt... different.
Like something had shifted.
Like something had settled.
Like it wasn’t meant for me.
But maybe—just maybe—it was.
Micah nodded toward the playground. "Wanna come play with me?"
I hesitated, glancing down at the bear in my lap.
My fingers flexed around the soft fur, holding on.
Holding on.
Holding.
I had never left it behind before.
Not once.

I exhaled sharply, the air stinging in my throat.

Then, slowly—

I let go.

And I followed him. 










CHAPTER 21
Micah looked peaceful.
That’s what I told myself.
That’s what I had to tell myself.
I had positioned him carefully, with slow, gentle, deliberate hands, arranging his limbs like he was only sleeping—like any second now, he’d shift, sigh, mutter something about how uncomfortable the mattress was. He always complained about that. Always said hotel beds were better, but refused to replace his own because, "Why would I spend money on a new mattress when I barely sleep anyway?"
I swallowed hard. The memory felt too sharp, too fresh, cutting against the edges of this moment.
His arms were folded over his stomach, his head resting against the pillow, his body tucked neatly beneath the sheets. Just like always. Just like nothing had changed. I had even brushed his hair, smoothing it back the way he used to before we went out drinking, when he still cared about looking put together.
Look, man, you can walk around looking like a stray dog all you want, but don’t make me look bad by association.
His voice slammed into me from nowhere. Not real, just an echo—just something buried too deep to stay down for long. My throat locked. My fingers curled around the blanket.
I wiped the blood off his face carefully, like it was something temporary. Like it was just another stupid fight, just another night gone wrong. I had done this before. So many times before.
Jesus, Matt, you always get me into the worst shit.
He’d said that once. I could hear him saying it now, teasing, shaking his head, laughing while I pressed a damp towel to his split lip. His voice, alive and moving through the memory, twisted through my skull like something tangible, something real, something that—
That’s not real. This is real. This.
My breath shook. My hands trembled. I flexed my fingers, tried shaking the feeling off, but I couldn’t—because Micah was too still. Too still.
No. 
No, that wasn’t right. He just needed rest. 
That’s why he was so cold. 
That’s why he wasn’t moving. 
He was tired. He just needed time.
"You’ll feel better soon," I whispered. 
My voice sounded wrecked, strangled at the edges. I swallowed hard, forcing the lump in my throat back down. “You always hated sleeping in your jeans,” I muttered, reaching for the edge of his jacket, straightening it over his chest. “Said it made you feel trapped.” A shaky breath left me. “Never understood that.”
My fingers ghosted over his knuckles. They were still stiff, still curled slightly, like he had been gripping onto something. Like he had been gripping onto me.
I squeezed my eyes shut, exhaling sharply through my nose.
"I’m gonna fix this," I whispered. "I’m gonna find her, Micah. I swear."
I didn’t notice how hard my fingers were gripping his wrist until I felt the pressure against my palm. I was pressing down. Searching. Feeling.

Waiting.
A twitch. A flicker of movement. The rise and fall of his chest.
Nothing.
The silence swallowed me.
A sharp, splintering thought cut through the fog in my head.
They already found her—
No.
NO!
That wasn’t right. 
Micah had been confused. 
He didn’t know what he was saying. 
There was still time. There was always time.
The clock on the wall ticked.
I jolted. My head snapped up. The room swayed for a second, and I realized I had been holding my breath.
I needed air. I needed to get out.
I leaned forward, gripping Micah’s wrist, pressing my forehead against the back of his hand. 
His skin was still freezing. 
I squeezed, waiting—waiting for something, anything. But it was just cold. Cold like the air outside, cold like the inside of the cabin, cold like—
I flinched, shoving myself upright.
No.
No, this wasn’t—this wasn’t—
I tugged the blanket up higher, tucking it around his shoulders, like he might get cold.
I lingered. Just for a second. 
My hand brushed against his jacket sleeve. It smelled like him—exactly like him. Like cheap cologne and cigarette smoke and something faintly metallic, like the coins he always tossed into the bottom of his bag and forgot about. The scent punched into my lungs so hard I thought I might actually choke.
I had to go. I had to keep moving.
I pulled on his jacket. It was too big on me, drowning me in the weight of it, suffocating—but I didn’t take it off. Instead, I grabbed his phone, turned for the door, and left.
I didn’t look back.
Because if I did, I might not leave at all.

The city was too bright. Too loud. Too real.
The streetlights buzzed overhead, flickering in a way that made my skull ache. Cars passed, their headlights cutting through the dark, too sharp, too sudden. The air smelled like gasoline, wet pavement, and something vaguely rotten—something lingering beneath the surface of it all.
I barely felt the cold.
I barely felt anything.
The cab pulled up to the curb, tires screeching slightly against the asphalt. I don’t remember hailing it. I don’t remember even thinking about it. But it was here, and I needed to go.
I slid into the backseat, pulling Micah’s jacket tighter around me. The warmth of it had already faded, replaced by something hollow, something wrong.
“Where to?” The driver asked.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.
Where was I going?
The driver glanced at me through the rearview mirror, waiting. His face was blurred in the reflection, distorted by streetlights, by exhaustion, by everything pressing against the inside of my skull.
I wet my lips. “Just—just drive. I’ll tell you.”
The man let out a quiet huff but pulled away from the curb. The car jerked forward, the engine humming beneath me. I pressed my palm against my forehead, squeezing my eyes shut.
My fingers hovered over his phone.
The contact list swam in my vision, names I barely recognized anymore. I scrolled without thinking, stopping when I reached it.
Mrs. Abel.
I inhaled sharply through my nose. The cab smelled like old leather and stale coffee. I pressed the call button before I could stop myself.
The phone rang.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
A click.
“Hello?”
Her voice hit me like a bullet to the chest.
Tight. Tired. Warped slightly from sleep, from the kind of exhaustion that never really went away.
I sucked in a sharp breath. My throat locked. I pressed a fist against my mouth, but the sound still tore out of me—something broken, something wrecked, something beyond repair.
I felt the driver’s eyes flick to the mirror. Watching me.
I squeezed my eyes shut.
“I’m sorry.”
I barely recognized my own voice. It came out strangled, hoarse, small.
There was a pause. A shift in her breathing.
“Matthew?”
I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.
“I’m sorry.”
Another pause.
“…Matt, what—”
“I’m sorry.” My breath caught, my whole body trembling. I didn’t even realize I was shaking until I felt it in my fingers, in my chest, in my head.
“Matt, what’s wrong? Where are you?”
I squeezed the phone so hard it creaked in my grip. My breath came sharp and uneven. The words were there, pressing against the back of my throat, but I couldn’t say them.
Couldn’t say what I had done.
The cab driver was still watching me.
I sucked in a breath, clenching my teeth. “Tell Micah I’m sorry,” I rasped. “Tell him—tell him I tried. Tell him I—” My voice cracked. “Tell him I didn’t mean it.”
The line went silent.
Dead air.
Then, a breath.
“…Matt,” she whispered, something raw in her voice. “What’s happened?”
I squeezed my eyes shut. I could hear it in her tone now—fear. Like she already knew. Like she already understood something I hadn’t even said yet.
I swallowed hard. My pulse slammed against my ribs, my skull, my throat.
I had to go.
I couldn’t do this.
“I’m sorry,” I choked out, and then I hung up.
I dropped the phone onto my lap, my fingers pressing hard against my temples. My breath was too fast, too sharp, rattling through my chest like something broken.
The cab driver didn’t say anything.
Didn’t ask.
Didn’t acknowledge that I had just shattered into pieces in his backseat.
I stared out the window, watching the city lights blur together, smearing across the glass like wet paint.
Then, before I could stop myself, before I could think—
I scrolled further down.
Sunny.
My stomach twisted violently.
I knew I shouldn’t.
I knew.
But my thumb moved anyway.
Dial.
Ring.
Ring.
Ring.
I held my breath.
A click.
I jolted so hard I nearly dropped the phone.
But it wasn’t her.
Not her.
“…Hello?”
The voice was distant, groggy with sleep. Male. I didn’t recognize it.
My brain scrambled. My pulse roared.
I squeezed the phone. “Who is this?”
A pause. 
A shuffling noise, like someone shifting under blankets.
Then—“Who the hell is this?”
My stomach dropped. My breath stuttered.
“This is—” I stopped. Swallowed. “This is Matt. I need to—I need to speak to her.”
The man on the other end of the line went quiet.
Too quiet.
A slow, sinking kind of silence.
And then—
“…To… who?” 
The words sent a violent, sickening shudder through my body.
I didn’t breathe. I didn’t move.
“…Sunny’s mom. Ms Shepherd.”
A heavy exhale crackled through the receiver.
“Her mom,” he repeated, voice thick with something I couldn’t place. “She’s dead, man.”
The cab felt like it had stopped moving. Like the world had stopped moving.
I stared at the window, but I wasn’t seeing anything anymore.
“…What?”
“Cancer. A year ago.” A shift. A sigh. “Jesus, man. What rock have you been living under?”
My lips parted, but nothing came out.
A year ago.
A whole year.
My chest tightened, my stomach twisting into knots.
I didn’t know.
I hadn’t known.
Did I? 
My pulse roared against my ears.
I licked my lips, swallowing back the nausea crawling up my throat.
“…Who are you?”
A pause.
Then—
“I’m her cousin. I remember you, Matt. We met before. Seth.”
Another pause.
A sharp inhale.
“You thought she was still alive, didn’t you?”
I slammed the phone down before I could hear anything else.
The cab driver flinched, glancing up in the mirror again.
I pressed my palm against my mouth, breathing hard.
Not real.
None of this was real.
Sunny’s mom—she had been sick, sure, but she was fine. She had been fine.
I had just seen her. Hadn’t I?
Hadn’t I?
My head spun.
No.
No, this wasn’t right.
The cab slowed to a stop at a red light.
I inhaled sharply through my nose.
I needed to go.
I needed to find Sunny.
I needed to fix this.
Micah would know what to do.
I just had to—
Micah.
My breath hitched.
For half a second, I forgot.
For half a second, I almost turned to tell him—
But then I remembered.
And suddenly, I couldn’t breathe at all.
At some point, I must have passed out.
The exhaustion had settled deep, heavy and suffocating, pulling me under. The soft hum of the cab, the blurred streetlights streaking across the window—it all fused into nothing.
A sharp knock against the partition jolted me back.
I blinked my eyes open.
The world felt… lighter. 
The weight that had been pressing against my ribs, clawing at the edges of my mind—it was gone. 
My head was clearer, my chest looser.
For the first time in what felt like forever, I could breathe.
“You alive back there?” the driver grunted.
I sat up, rubbing my face, my fingers brushing against the rough fabric of a jacket that didn’t belong to me. A vague sense of unease pressed against the edges of my brain, but I shook it off.
I must’ve fallen asleep.
And—Christ—I must’ve dreamed something awful, because I felt… strange. Like I had just surfaced from somewhere too deep, like I had been drowning in something I couldn’t name.
“You were out cold,” the driver said, eyeing me through the rearview mirror. His voice was rough, but not unkind. “Meter’s been running.”
I exhaled slowly, the last remnants of the dream slipping through my fingers like water. “Yeah,” I muttered, forcing a breathless laugh. “Had the worst nightmare.”
The cab driver’s gaze flicked to me in the mirror again. Something unreadable crossed his face, but he didn’t say anything.
I sat up straighter, stretching slightly, rolling the tension out of my shoulders. I actually felt… okay.
Better.
Like maybe whatever had been weighing me down before had just been a bad dream.
Then I looked outside.
The neon glare of a motel sign buzzed against the dark sky, casting long, flickering shadows across the cracked pavement.
My stomach twisted.
I knew this place.
The fog in my brain thinned, the lightness in my chest shrivelling up like something rotten. The streetlights, the vending machine humming near the entrance, the half-lit Vacancy sign barely holding onto life—
No.
The pressure returned, slow at first, then sharp, squeezing around my lungs like a vice.
This wasn’t a dream.
The weight hadn’t gone anywhere.
I just… forgot.
“Where to?” the driver asked.
I didn’t answer. I barely heard him.
My fingers moved on their own, reaching into the pocket of the jacket I wasn’t supposed to be wearing.
Something crumpled against my palm—cash, shoved deep inside.
I pulled it out, handing it over without counting. I didn’t care. I just needed to get out of this car.
The cab driver hesitated, watching me for a second longer before taking the money.
“You okay, son?”
His voice cut through the haze in my head like a blade.
I swallowed.
I didn’t know.
I forced a nod anyway. “Yeah.”
A beat.
Then—he sighed. “Get some sleep. You’ll feel better tomorrow.”
The cab pulled away, tires skidding slightly against the wet pavement.
I turned toward the motel.
The buzzing neon light flickered.
Something inside me flickered with it.
I didn’t know why I was here.
But my feet carried me forward anyway.
The moment I stepped onto the cracked pavement, the buzzing motel sign above me hummed in my skull like an insect trapped behind glass. The air smelled like wet pavement and stale cigarettes, thick and clinging. My body felt heavy again, the weight settling back into my ribs like it never left.
I shoved my hands into the jacket pockets, curling my fingers around the fabric. My breath was unsteady, my thoughts slow. My feet kept moving.
The motel lobby was empty except for the woman behind the front desk. She was scrolling through her phone, her elbow propped against the counter, her pink nails clicking idly against the screen. The dim light overhead cast long, tired shadows across the peeling wallpaper.
I barely noticed the receptionist looking at me. My mind was still catching up, still pulling at the pieces that weren’t fitting together.
This place.
I knew this place.
The air was thick with something familiar, something just out of reach. My fingers flexed in the pockets of the jacket, my breath coming too slow, too measured—like my body was waiting for my mind to catch up.
I stepped back toward the door, my gaze flicking to the rows of rooms lined outside.
Something pulled me forward.
I didn’t know where I was going, not really.
But my feet carried me there anyway.
The cold night pressed against my skin as I stepped outside. The pavement was cracked and uneven beneath my feet. My hands twitched at my sides.
I walked without thinking.
And then I stopped.
The door in front of me looked like every other one in the long stretch of motel rooms. But something about it sent a sharp pulse of recognition through my skull.
I had been here before.
I didn’t know why.
I didn’t remember knocking.
But the door swung open anyway.
And there she was.
A familiar face in the doorway, her hand still gripping the knob, her dark hair spilling over one shoulder. Her hazel eyes landed on me, blinking once, twice.
Then her brows pulled together, her lips parting slightly in confusion.
“…You’re back.”
The words hit me like a punch to the chest.
Back?
I swallowed. My throat was dry. My voice felt foreign when I spoke. “I—” I didn’t know how to finish that sentence.
Her grip on the doorknob tightened slightly, her weight shifting between her feet like she wasn’t sure if she should be concerned. “You were just…” she stopped herself, eyes flicking over my face, my clothes, the jacket.
Then she let out a slow breath.
“I just dropped you off yesterday,” she said carefully, like she was feeling out the words before fully committing to them. “Why are you back so soon?”
My head pounded. My pulse slammed against my skull.
Yesterday?
She had just dropped me off yesterday?
I couldn’t think.
Couldn’t speak.
Couldn’t move.
She watched me carefully, her gaze scanning me like she was trying to piece something together. Then, slowly, she stepped back and pushed the door open a little wider.
“Another coffee?”
I hesitated.
Not because I didn’t want it.
Because I wasn’t sure if I had already had this conversation before.
But my feet moved anyway.
And I stepped inside.
She set a steaming cup in front of me and leaned against the dresser, arms crossed.
“You don’t look any better.”
Her tone was light, almost teasing, but there was something underneath it—something careful, measuring.
I stared at the coffee. My hands around the ceramic, more for something to do than anything else.
I wasn’t sure if I was actually thirsty.
“You were supposed to come back when you looked better.”
I lifted my gaze. Her head tilted slightly; her expression tethering between amusement and concern.
“I guess that means it’s my turn, huh?” she continued.
I blinked. “Your turn for what?”
Her lips quirked. “Names.”
A small, sharp pulse of recognition twisted through my skull.
The coffee. The motel. This conversation.
I knew it.
I remembered this. 
She pulled the chair across from me and sat down. “I was hoping you wouldn’t be back here at all.”
Even though she sounded sarcastic, my stomach still turned. 
She took a sip of her coffee, watching me over the rim. Then she set it down, stretched out a hand across the table.
“I’m Naomi.”
The name hit me like a gunshot.
I knew that name.
My fingers twitched against the ceramic.
I swallowed, my throat dry.
“…Matt.”
Her eyes flickered—just slightly.
Not surprise.
Recognition.
For a moment, neither of us spoke.
Then she exhaled, shaking her head with something like disbelief.
“Well, shit,” she muttered. “This just got interesting.”
Naomi leaned back in her chair, studying me.
"I thought I recognized you when I first saw you," she said, tapping her fingers against the side of her mug. "But I wasn’t sure."
My pulse thrummed against my ribs.
She gave me another once-over, her brows pulling together slightly. "Now, though? Jesus. You look absolutely horrible."
A humourless laugh scraped up my throat. "Yeah," I muttered, rubbing a hand over my jaw. "That’s what everyone keeps saying."
Naomi didn’t laugh. She just kept looking at me, her expression shifting. "I almost don’t believe it was you," she admitted. "It’s been—what? Five years?"
I stiffened.
Five years.
The words pressed against something raw in my skull, something I didn’t want to touch.
"I don’t know," I said, my voice hoarse.
Naomi exhaled, shaking her head. "I do."
She didn’t elaborate.
She didn’t have to.
The air between us felt charged, like a frayed wire sparking in the dark.
Then she tilted her head, her gaze narrowing slightly.
"You really don’t remember me, do you?"
My chest tightened, another emotionally laugh leaving my throat before I could stop it. It was automatic. I was on autopilot, and I couldn’t turn it off. “That’s also what everyone keeps saying.” 
I opened my mouth—then closed it.
She let out a quiet huff, her lips twisting into something almost amused, almost… sad.
"You were at that party," she said. "That night. Five years ago."
The room around me shifted, the walls pressing in just slightly.
Naomi leaned forward, her voice softer now.
"I saw you there, Matt."
I gripped the coffee cup harder.
My fingers were ice cold.
I barely felt it.
“You saw me,” I echoed, my voice flat.
She nodded once, slow. “Yeah. And I saw her.”
My skin prickled. 
Sunny.
Her name wasn’t spoken, but it might as well have been carved into the space between us. Naomi didn’t need to say it. The look in her eyes told me she knew exactly what she had seen that night.
“So?”
“So…” she exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “I don’t know, Matt. You looked—” She hesitated. Chose her words carefully. "You had this…look."
I blinked. “What?”
“You heard me. And I remember thinking…” She studied me, “there was something wrong in the way you looked at her. Like you were already mourning her.” 
The room was suddenly too small.
My pulse slammed against my ribs. “That’s bullshit.”
Naomi didn’t react. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t so much as blink.
Instead, she leaned back, arms crossing over her chest. “Maybe. Maybe I’m wrong,” she said, voice maddeningly calm. “But that’s what I saw. And now you’re sitting in front of me five years later, looking like a corpse, and acting like you don’t remember what happened that night.”
I pressed my tongue against my teeth, my hands flexing against the ceramic.
I didn’t remember.
Not all of it.
Pieces, maybe. Moments. But the details bled together, foggy and slipping through my fingers like sand.
Naomi let out another breath. “And Micah—”
The words sent a sharp crack through my skull.
I clenched my jaw. “Don’t.”
She blinked, slightly startled at my tone. Then, slower—softer, but deliberate: “Where is he?”
Something cold settled deep in my stomach.
He’s in my apartment. Where I left him.
The image flashed too vividly behind my eyes—Micah, still and cold, the jacket too stiff beneath my fingers, the air too heavy, too silent.
I hadn’t meant to do it.
I hadn’t meant to—
I forced my expression blank. “I don’t know.”
Naomi’s gaze flickered, her fingers tapping once against her coffee cup. 
A stretch of silence pressed between us.
Then, finally, she sighed. “You know,” she murmured, “you and Micah were always together. Like you were brothers.”
The words cut through me.
Like you were brothers.
My breath hitched slightly, but I covered it with a sharp exhale. I forced a scoff, shaking my head. “He’s not my brother.”
Naomi’s lips parted slightly, eyes narrowing. “I never said he was.”
I stilled.
The room felt too warm, the air pressing against my skin, thick and suffocating. Naomi didn’t look away, didn’t move, just kept her gaze locked onto mine—waiting.
Waiting for what?
For me to slip up?
For me to confirm whatever thought was already crawling through her head?
I swallowed hard, forcing my voice steady. “Doesn’t matter.”
Naomi hummed, tilting her head slightly. “You sure about that?”
I met her gaze, steady but hollow. “Yeah.”
Her jaw shifted. She didn’t push it further.
She ran her thumb along the rim of her cup, gaze flicking toward the window. The neon glow from the buzzing motel sign cast strange shadows along her face.
After a moment, she spoke again—quieter this time.
Naomi’s gaze lingered on me for a beat too long. Then, finally, she sighed.
“I was sorry to hear about her,” she said. “I mean that.”
Something in my chest lurched.

She meant Sunny.
She had to mean Sunny.
But she said it like—
Like she knew.
My fingers fisted into the fabric of Micah’s jacket, twisting it into my fists beneath the table. The words felt like nails pressing against my skull, digging in, tearing apart.
I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t think.
The phone in my pocket buzzed.
I stiffened.
The sound barely registered at first, just a dull vibration against my side, but then it came again. And again.
Naomi tilted her head, watching me. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I said automatically. My voice was too tight.
Another buzz.
I shifted in my chair, trying to ignore it, trying to will it to stop, but the weight of it pressed against my thigh, against my palm, against my head.
Buzz.
Buzz.
Buzz.
“You still talk like she’s still out there.”
Naomi’s voice was quiet. Careful.
I looked up sharply.
She didn’t flinch, but she was watching me more closely now.
“I just need to fix it,” I muttered.
Naomi frowned. “Fix what?”
I shook my head. “Nothing.”
She didn’t look convinced. “Matt.”
Another buzz.
This time, I couldn’t ignore it. I yanked the phone out of my pocket and looked down.
Micah’s mom.
Missed call. Missed call. Missed call.
A text flashed across the screen.
‘WHERE IS HE?’
The next one came before I could breathe.
‘Matthew, please.’
My throat locked. The phone vibrated again, and I saw the new call coming through. Her name on the screen. The weight of it pressing down on me.
Buzz.
Buzz.
Buzz.
“Matt,” Naomi said again, voice lower now. Less teasing. More aware. “What’s up with your phone?” 
I didn’t answer.
She sat up straighter, eyes flicking between the screen and my face.
“Matt.”
The buzzing wouldn’t stop.
I needed it to stop.
I slammed the phone down on the table so hard the cups rattled.
Naomi flinched.
The motel room was dead silent except for the vibrations against the wood. The sound filled every space between us, an awful, relentless pulse pressing against the walls, against my ribs, against my skull.
I couldn’t breathe.
Naomi didn’t move.
I lurched to my feet.
Her hands curled around her mug, but she didn’t pick it up.
“I need to go.”
“Matt—”
“I just— I just need to go.”
I turned for the door.
Keys.
I needed keys.
I spotted them on the dresser. The keys. My pulse jerked in my throat.
The buzzing hadn’t stopped. It was everywhere now—inside my skull, pressing against my ribs, throbbing through my bones.
I reached for them.
Naomi’s eyes flicked to the keys.
She inhaled sharply.
Her chair scraped against the floor. "Matt." A warning. A plea. A split-second too late.
The phone buzzed again.
I flinched. My fingers curled tight around the keys.
Her hand shot out. “Matt, don’t—”
She stood up so fast her chair scraped against the floor. “Are you serious right now?”
I couldn’t think.
The buzzing hadn’t stopped.
I yanked the keys into my fist.
Naomi stepped forward, grabbing my wrist, her grip tight. “Matt—”
I shoved Micah’s phone into her hands.
She startled, her fingers tightening around it automatically.
“Take it.”
Her grip loosened just slightly, her expression shifting to something unreadable. “What—”
But I was already gone.
The door slammed behind me.
I stumbled toward the car.
Naomi’s car.
Didn’t think. Didn’t stop.
I jammed the key into the door, yanked it open, and threw myself into the driver’s seat. The interior smelled like stale coffee and lavender—faint, lingering, familiar.
The phone was still buzzing in my head. Even without it in my pocket, I could hear it. The phantom vibration crawling under my skin, pressing against my ribs, rattling through my bones.
I turned the key in the ignition. The engine sputtered, then roared to life.
Footsteps pounded against the pavement.
“Matt!”
Naomi’s voice, sharp and disbelieving.
I gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white.
“Don’t do this!”
I couldn’t look at her.
Couldn’t face her.
I slammed the gear shift into reverse.
The tires screeched against the asphalt as I peeled away from the motel, headlights cutting through the dark.
Naomi’s figure shrank in the mirror, standing there in the middle of the lot, her hands still gripping the phone I had shoved at her.
Micah’s phone.
I swallowed hard.
Didn’t think.
Didn’t stop.
I just drove.
The city blurred past me, bright lights streaking through the rain-streaked windshield. I gritted my teeth, blinking hard, trying to push away the static in my head.
Find her.
Fix this.
That was all that mattered.
That was all that ever mattered.
I gripped the wheel tighter. The city blurred past me, neon lights smearing like wet paint against the windshield.
I didn’t have to think about where I was going. My hands already knew the way.
The engine hummed beneath me, steady, like a heartbeat I had forgotten was mine.
I had already left. I had already decided.
I just didn’t realize I had been deciding all along.

And I had to go back.

I had to go back to where it all started.








CHAPTER 22
Summer, three years and three months ago
The candles flickered, casting a warm, wavering glow across the table. Wax dripped in uneven trails down their sides, sinking into the thick icing of the cake. The faint scent of smoke and vanilla filled the air.
“Make a wish, sweetheart,” Sunny’s mom said, her voice gentle but stretched thin.
Sunny hesitated, fingers fiddling with her soft green blouse. The light caught in her eyes, reflecting off the gold lettering of the Happy Birthday banner taped unevenly to the wall behind her. Balloons hovered in the corners of the room, sagging slightly from the heat. Someone had scattered confetti across the table earlier, and now it stuck to the condensation of abandoned drinks.
She inhaled.
Then, with a slow, deliberate breath, she blew out the candles.
The flames disappeared one by one, leaving behind thin tendrils of smoke curling into the dim light.
Cheers broke out around the room. Someone whistled. Micah, leaning too far into the arm of the couch, cupped his hands around his mouth and called out, “Wish for better music taste!” Before dissolving into a drunken laugh.
Sunny rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Shut up.”
But then he was there, grinning as he slung an arm around her waist, pulling her into him.
“C’mon, birthday girl,” he murmured, voice low and teasing. “What’d you wish for?”
She huffed a soft laugh, but before she could answer, he kissed her.
The room kept moving—conversations overlapping, someone pressing a plastic knife into Sunny’s hand, a bottle of something fizzy popping open—but my world narrowed to that moment.
To them.
To the way her hands rested against the front of his shirt, how she let herself lean into it for just a second before pulling away with a quiet, breathless laugh. To the easy way they fit together, like it was instinct.
To the way I had to look away.
Sunny’s mom was watching too, smiling faintly from the other side of the table. The expression didn’t quite reach her eyes, and for a moment, I wondered if she was thinking the same thing I was.
That something about it already felt like an ending.
She adjusted the beanie on her head—a soft, knitted thing, slightly out of place against the rest of her outfit. But I knew why she wore it.
And so did Sunny.
She turned to her mom, touching her hand lightly. “You sure you don’t want some cake?”
Her mom’s smile stayed, but it wavered slightly. “Maybe later.”
A lie.
We all knew it.
Sunny must have, too, because she didn’t push.
She just gave her mom’s hand a squeeze, then turned back to the party.
I should have, too.
I should have grabbed a drink, laughed at something Micah said, blended into the noise.
Instead, I watched her.
How she moved back into the crowd, smiling at someone, nodding at something, but there was a distance to it. A slight delay. Like she wasn’t entirely there anymore.
The candles had been blown out. The wishes made. But something still lingered in the air, heavy and unspoken.
And then, slowly, the party started winding down.
Not all at once, but in slow, uneven waves—laughter fading, bodies sinking into couches, conversations stretching thinner. A record spun lazily in the background, half-drowned beneath the low murmur of voices. Empty bottles littered the counter. Someone had scrawled something obscene on Micah’s arm in permanent marker while he snored on the couch, one shoe missing.
I barely looked at him.
I was watching her.
Sunny stood by the window, fingers barely touching the glass, her gaze somewhere far past the glow of the streetlights. She wasn’t watching the party anymore. She wasn’t really here anymore.
She was leaving.
Not forever. Just a few weeks. That’s what she had said. A short trip, a program for her studies.
But that didn’t change the fact that in a few hours, she’d be on a plane, and I’d still be here.
I ran my tongue over my teeth, exhaling slowly. My hand twitched in my pocket, my fingers brushing against the small box.
I had meant to give it to her earlier, but something kept stopping me.
It wasn’t a big thing. Just a gift. Something small. Something to remind her of home.
So why did it feel like something else?
I forced the thought away, pushing off the wall and stepping toward her.
“You always sneak off when things start winding down?” My voice came out quieter than I expected.
She glanced at me over her shoulder, a small smile tugging at her lips. “I’m just catching my breath.”
“Yeah?” I watched the way her fingers tapped lightly against the windowpane. “That why you look like you’re already on the plane?”
She hesitated—just for a second. Then she turned away from the glass, crossing her arms loosely over her chest.
“I don’t know,” she admitted.
I didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to talk about how she was leaving or how she already had one foot out the door.
“C’mon,” I said, nodding toward the door. “Let’s get out of here for a second.”
She tilted her head slightly, studying me. Then—without a word—she stepped away from the window and followed.
The air outside was crisp, cooler than I expected for the season. The streetlights buzzed faintly, casting long, sleepy shadows against the pavement. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked once, then fell silent again.
Sunny let out a breath, tilting her head back to glance up at the sky. “Stars look different here,” she murmured.
I frowned, glancing up too. “They look the same.”
She shook her head. “Not really. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just imagining it.”
I didn’t answer. Instead, I reached into my pocket, fingers closing around the small box. My grip tightened around it for a second before I pulled it out.
She must have caught the movement, because her gaze flicked toward me. “What’s that?”
“A gift.” I hesitated, then exhaled, holding it out to her. “For your trip.”
She blinked, surprised, before taking it carefully. “Matt—”
“Just open it.”
She did.
The light above us cast a soft glow over the silver necklace inside. A blue sun, its edges slightly rough from where I had worked over them again and again. 
I had made it myself. 
I didn’t tell her that, but maybe she already knew.
Sunny stared at it for a second before brushing her thumb lightly over the engraving on the back.
If you fall, I fall.
A small, breathless laugh left her. “Is this—”
“A Titanic reference,” I admitted. “You always said that part was your favourite.”
She shook her head, biting her lip. “You really remembered that?”
I shrugged, but something tightened in my chest. “Yeah.”
She didn’t say anything for a second. 
Then she carefully lifted the chain, letting the pendant catch the light before she turned slightly. “Put it on me?”
I hesitated.
Not because I didn’t want to.
But because when I reached forward, when my fingers brushed against the nape of her neck, I noticed how smooth her skin was. How the only mark there was a small freckle.
My fingers lingered for a second longer than they should have. The clasp was small, delicate. It took me a moment to fasten it, my hands a little unsteady.
Her hair, soft, golden and weightless, tickled against my wrist as I let the chain settle into place. She smelled like vanilla and citrus, something warm and clean, something so undeniably her that the scent burrowed into my lungs, took root in the hollow parts of me. I held my breath without realizing it.
“There,” I whispered.
She reached up, her fingers brushing mine for the briefest second before tracing over the pendant. Her touch was light, reverent, like she was memorizing the shape of it. Then she turned back to face me.
“How does it look?”
I swallowed.
The blue sun rested just above her collarbone, catching the faint glow of the streetlights. Against her skin, it almost looked like it had always been there. Like it belonged.
“Good,” I said, my voice coming out rougher than I meant it to. I cleared my throat. “Really good.”
She smiled, tilting her head slightly. “You okay?”
I forced a small smirk. “You think I’d give you a bad gift?”
She rolled her eyes, nudging me lightly with her elbow. “I mean it, Matt.”
I should’ve said yes. Should’ve laughed it off, made some sarcastic remark, turned the moment into something easier. But the truth pressed too thick against my ribs, too tangled in my throat to ignore.
Instead, I exhaled sharply, looking past her, out toward the empty street. “It’s just weird,” I muttered. “You leaving.”
She was quiet for a second. Then, softer—“It’s not forever.”
I clenched my jaw.
But it’s still time without you.
I didn’t say it. I couldn’t. Because it sounded pathetic. Because it sounded like something I wasn’t allowed to feel.
She shifted slightly, and from the corner of my eye, I saw her fingers drift to the pendant again. She rubbed her thumb over it absentmindedly, like she was already getting used to the feeling of it against her skin.
Something twisted in my stomach.
Three months ago, I thought. The bar.
I hadn’t meant to remember it. Hadn’t meant to let it slip through the cracks. But it was there now, lodged in the back of my skull, pushing against the present moment like something trying to get out.
She had kissed me.
Drunk, impulsive, fleeting—but real.
It had happened.
For a few seconds, she had leaned in, her lips warm and unfamiliar, her hands curling lightly into my shirt. And for a few seconds, I let her.
Then she pulled back. 
I had pretended it didn’t mean anything.
She had pretended it didn’t happen.
And Micah never knew.
I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip, forcing the memory away.
She exhaled through her nose, a soft, almost-laugh. “You’re staring.”
I blinked, looking away. “It just looks—” I caught myself, jaw tightening slightly before I forced a breath. “It suits you.”
Her smile softened, something warm, unreadable flickering behind her eyes. Then, before I could say anything else, she reached for my hand.
It was instinct, the way I let her take it.
Her palm was small, warm against mine, fingers wrapping lightly around my own. She gave it a quick squeeze, the kind of casual affection that should’ve been meaningless.
But I felt it like a noose tightening around my neck.
And I knew then—knew without fully knowing—that there was no part of me that would ever be able to untangle from her. No part of me that wouldn’t fall, if she fell first.
“I’ll be back before you know it,” she said, voice light, certain. “I wanted to ask you to take care of Micah while I’m gone,” she chuckled, motioning inside at this drunken slumber. “But I’m sure you will anyway. And then, only a couple weeks after that, we’ll go on that ski trip you planned.”
The words landed with a strange weight in my chest.
Right. The ski trip.
I had planned it months ago—back when winter still felt like something far off, something we could chase instead of something creeping closer with every passing day. I had imagined the slopes, the cold bite of the air, the stretch of untouched snow. Nights spent nursing hot drinks by the fire. Long mornings where we wouldn’t have to rush anywhere. Just us. Just a break from everything.
But of course, inviting Sunny had automatically meant Micah would be there too.
I clenched my teeth, shifting my weight slightly. 
It wasn’t like I didn’t know that when I brought it up. Wasn’t like I hadn’t made peace with it a long time ago. 
Where Sunny went, Micah followed. That’s how it had to be. 
I wondered if that made me a bad friend. 
If wishing, just once, that it could be different—that I could be the one pulling her into a kiss in front of everyone, that it could be me she leaned into so easily—meant I was selfish. If it meant I wasn’t a friend at all.

But the thought was gone as quickly as it came. 
What does it matter? 
It wasn’t like I could change anything.
So I forced a smirk instead, shaking my head. “You’re awfully confident for such a bad skier,” I teased. 
Sunny scoffed, nudging me lightly with her shoulder. “I’m an awesome skier.”
She lifted her chin, mock-offended. “Just because I wiped out that one time–”
“One time?” I let out a low laugh. “Sunny, you took out an entire row of kids like a bowling pin. They had to shut down the slope.”
She groaned, dragging a hand down her face. “You love bringing that up.”
“Because it was hilarious.”
“For you, maybe.”
I grinned, leaning against the railing. “I can still hear the ski patrol guy yelling, ‘Ma’am, you can’t just close your eyes and hope for the best!’”
She huffed, crossing her arms. “Okay, first of all, rude. Second of all, you didn’t even help me. You just stood there laughing.”
“In my defence, you told me you were fine.”
“I had a ski pole tangled in my jacket.”
“And you said you were fine.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it, shaking her head with a reluctant smile. “Unbelievable.”
I shrugged. “Hey, at least you didn’t break anything.”
She let out a soft breath, her smile lingering as she ran her fingers over the pendant again, absently rolling it between her thumb and forefinger like she was trying to remember the shape of it. I hated how much I liked that. “You know,” she murmured, “I’m actually kind of excited for this trip.”
Something in my chest twisted.
I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the way she said it—soft, thoughtful. Like it mattered. Like it was something she had actually been looking forward to, not just something she had agreed to because Micah had.
“I mean,” she continued, “I know we’ve gone skiing before, but… I don’t know. It feels different this time. It’ll be nice, right? Just the three of us, out there. No distractions. No… complications.” Her gaze flickered up to mine. 
I tensed.
Just slightly. Just enough for her to notice.
Her lips pressed together, studying me. Then, carefully, “You’ve been okay, right?”
The question was light, but I felt the weight of it.
I forced a smirk, shrugging. “I’m fine.”
She didn’t look convinced. “You sure?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, why wouldn’t I be?”
Sunny hesitated, then exhaled, shaking her head. “I don’t know. You’ve just been… off, lately.”
I swallowed hard. “I—”
Three months ago.
The bar.
Her lips on mine, just for a second. Just long enough for it to mean something before she pulled away. Before reality hit us like n avalanche. Like it hadn’t just rewritten something in my head. In my chest.
I cleared my throat. “I’m the same as I’ve always been.”
Sunny studied me for a beat longer, like she didn’t believe me. Like she wanted to say something else.

Then she just smiled, tilting her head slightly. “If I fall, you fall,” she said as touched the pendant again, and this time, she didn’t let go.
And neither did I.
"Guess that means you're stuck with me forever,” she teased. 
I chuckled dryly but tried to put as much enthusiasm in it as I could. “Yeah. I guess.”

"I’ll never take it off." She promised. 
And she never did.







CHAPTER 23
The road stretched ahead of me, quiet and endless.
Not just quiet—empty.
No headlights in the distance, no scattered cabins with warm-lit windows, no signs of life. Just the steady hum of the engine, the crunch of tires against old, frost-bitten pavement, and the dull ache in my skull that hadn’t faded since I left town.
I wasn’t sure how long I had been driving. The landscape blurred, the trees clawing at the sky, black and bare. Snow thinned the lower I got, patches of dead grass bleeding through the frost.
At some point, my hands turned the wheel, and I found myself on the old winding road leading to Maggie’s house.
I hadn’t meant to come here.
At least, I didn’t think I had.
Maybe some part of me had always been heading this way.
One of the few places in the world I felt comfortable, even if only briefly.
I exhaled sharply, tightening my grip on the wheel.
She’s fine.
That was the thought I clung to as I pulled up to the house.
She doesn’t hate you.
Maggie was fine. She had to be.
And she didn’t hate me.
She barely communicated with the outside world.
She didn’t know anything.
She didn’t know what I’d done.
The car door creaked as I stepped out, the cold biting deep. The kind of cold that didn’t just settle on your skin—it dug in, made a home in your bones. My breath fogged in front of me, and I shoved my hands into my pockets, staring up at the house.
It was dark.
No porch light. No glow from the windows. No movement inside. Just the same old wooden frame, leaning slightly with age, nestled against the mountain like it had always been.
For a second, I thought about knocking.
But something stopped me.
Something small.
Something rotting.
I frowned.
At first, I couldn’t even place what was wrong. My eyes scanned the porch, the steps, the empty rocking chair Maggie always left outside. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at.
The windowsill.
The fruit.
I almost didn’t register it at first.
But the longer I looked, the worse it got.
Apples. Pears. A couple of oranges. The same ones Maggie always left there, too stubborn to buy a fruit bowl, always saying the cool air by the glass kept them fresh.
Only they weren’t fresh now.
They had been sitting there too long.
The apples had caved in, their skins wrinkled and dark. The pears sagged, leaking small pools of syrupy liquid onto the wood. The oranges had lost their colour, their rinds pale and brittle, dry like bone.
It was wrong.
Maggie wouldn’t have let them rot like that.
She just wouldn’t.
I took a slow step closer, my stomach twisting.
Maybe she left.
Maybe she had gone into town for supplies and just… forgot.
I stared at the fruit; at the way the liquid had dried in sticky patches against the wood.
No.
This had been sitting here for too long.
Too long for it to be an accident.
A sick feeling curled in my stomach, cold and slow, creeping up my spine.
I should check on her.
That was the next thought. The logical one.
Go inside. Make sure she’s okay.
But I didn’t move.
I just stood there.
I could just knock.
I could walk up those three steps, knock on that door, and wait.
If she answered, I could say I was just stopping by. That I was passing through. That I wanted to see how she was doing.
If she didn’t…
My pulse stuttered.
I imagined pushing the door open.
Imagined stepping inside.
Imagined what I might find.
The thought alone made my breath catch in my throat.
She’s fine.
The words felt different this time.
Like something I was forcing through clenched teeth.
I took a step back.
Then another.
My hands curled into fists inside my pockets.
Then I was turning away, climbing back into the car, hands gripping the wheel too tight as I pulled back onto the road.
I kept driving.
Kept moving.
Kept running.
Just like always.
The road unravelled beneath my tires, winding deeper into the mountain.
I tried not to think about Maggie.
Tried not to picture her house shrinking in the rearview mirror, dark and lifeless. Tried not to wonder how long those fruits had been rotting on her windowsill.
I tried.
And I failed.
A pulse of unease settled in my gut, a sick, nagging weight I couldn’t shake. It clung to my skin, wound tight around my chest.
I pressed harder on the gas.
The road narrowed the further I went, the trees closing in, their bare branches skeletal against the night. The cold grew sharper, the air thinner. Soon, patches of snow thickened along the edges of the asphalt, stretching like veins across the road.
I drove until the tires started slipping.
Until the mountain refused to let me go any further.
Until I had no choice but to stop.
I killed the engine.
For a moment, I just sat there, hands resting on the wheel, breath fogging up the windshield. The silence pressed in.
I should’ve felt alone.
But I didn’t.
Not really.
Something about the stillness felt too thick, too heavy—like the woods themselves were watching, waiting.
I exhaled sharply, shaking the thought away.
Get moving.
I stepped out, slamming the door behind me. The sound echoed against the trees, sharp and out of place. My boots sounded against the frozen ground as I moved toward the back of the car, pulling my pack from the trunk.
The mountain loomed above me; its peaks swallowed in darkness.
Frostspire.
The name wove through my mind like a whisper of smoke.
I adjusted my straps, sucked in a sharp breath, and started walking.
The hike was slow, brutal.
The deeper I went, the more the cold gnawed at me. Wind howled through the trees, whipping snow across my face, biting at the cracks in my skin. My legs ached, my fingers stiffened, my breath came in short, sharp bursts.
But I didn’t stop.
I couldn’t.
Not this time. 
Not now. 
The weight in my chest pushed me forward. Something coiled in the back of my skull, restless and uneasy.
Something was waiting for me.
The thought sent a shiver down my spine, but I didn’t let myself dwell on it.
I just kept climbing.
Higher.
Deeper.
Until finally, through the trees, the outline of the cabin emerged.
I slowed.
The wind howled through the branches, rattling the wooden frame. Snow had piled against the door, the steps nearly swallowed beneath it. The windows were dark.
A heavy stillness hung in the air.
Elias’s cabin had never felt warm, but now, something about it felt wrong.
I swallowed hard, forcing my feet forward. My boots creaked against the wood as I climbed the steps, each one heavier than the last.
I hesitated.
Then I reached for the handle.

I couldn’t place the reasoning, but I had to see him. Even if he would try and convince me to stay. Or to turn myself in. or whatever smart-mouthed thing he would say. I just needed to see a familiar face before my final summit. 

The door swung open with a slow, aching groan.
The air inside was stale, unmoving. 
The scent of damp wood and dust clung to the walls, but beneath it, something lingered. 
Something sharper. 
Something I didn’t want to name.
My eyes adjusted to the darkness.
And then I saw him.

Elias.
Hanging from the ceiling.
My body froze. 
The breath I had been holding burned in my chest, but I couldn’t let it out. A sharp, dizzy spell washed over me, the kind that made the world tilt at the edges, unsteady beneath my feet.
I took a step back, hitting the doorframe. The wood sung a protest under my weight, but the sound barely registered.
Elias’s body swayed slightly, the old rope creaking from where it had been fastened to the beams.
His head tilted forward, chin resting against his chest, face obscured in shadow. 
His hands hung limp; palms slack. 
His boots barely grazed the floor.
He had been here a while.
Too long.
The smell hit me next.
I sucked in a sharp breath and instantly regretted it. The air was thick, cloying, stale. Rot and dust and something I didn’t want to name. I gagged, pressing the back of my hand against my mouth. My knees nearly buckled.
This wasn’t—this wasn’t supposed to happen.
Not to Elias. Not like this.
Something cracked open in my chest, a deep, hollow ache, spreading through my ribs like ice. I barely noticed the way my fingers dug into the wood behind me, how tightly I was gripping it, how my nails were threatening to splinter it apart.
I forced in another breath, but it didn’t steady me. It only made the room feel smaller.
The buzzing in my head grew louder, swelling until I swore I could hear the blood rushing through my ears.
He was gone.
Elias was gone.
I dragged a shaking hand through my hair, gripping at the strands, nails digging into my scalp. My lungs refused to expand all the way. My eyes stung.
I barely noticed it at first, too caught in the static crawling through my brain, the unrealness of it all.
But then something warm slipped down my cheek.
A tear.
I reached up instinctively, my fingers brushing against the wetness before I even fully registered it.
I was crying.
I blinked rapidly, trying to force it down, trying to stop it. But it didn’t stop.
Another tear.
And another.
I hadn’t even realized I could still cry.
A ragged breath tore through me, my throat tight. I felt raw, stripped bare, like my body didn’t know how to process this. Like some part of me was still rejecting it, still trying to piece it together into something that made sense.
But there was no sense to be found.
Just the chair lying on its side beneath him.
Just the newspapers scattered across the table.
Just the mountain, finally taking him too.
I forced myself to move.
One step forward.
Then another.
My legs felt unsteady, my hands numb as I reached out, as if touching him would make it real. Would make it true.
“Elias,” I rasped. My voice cracked.
Nothing.
Of course nothing.
I exhaled shakily, my breath uneven. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, trying to regain some control, trying to pull myself together.
I forced myself to move.
One step forward.
Then another.
The cabin creaked, a sound too loud in the thick, unmoving air. My pulse pounded in my ears, a dull, frantic rhythm, but my body still felt numb, like I was watching this from outside myself.
I reached out.
Not for him.
For something else.
Something near his hand.
A photograph.
It lay on the table, just within reach of his slack fingers. The edges were worn, curling slightly at the corners, smudged with age.
Elias, younger, standing beside a woman.
She was smiling—softly, like she was trying to hold something back. Auburn hair, light eyes, a quiet kind of beauty. She looked at the camera, but Elias wasn’t looking at it.
He was looking at her.
Something in my chest squeezed.
His wife.
I swallowed hard, my throat dry, my lips parting slightly as I exhaled.
She died on the mountain.
That’s what he had told me.
That night, on the descent, when I was spiralling, chasing shadows in the snow. When he tackled me, held me down, forced me to stop before I ran myself straight off the ridge.
He told me.
And I—
I never asked about her.
I stared at the picture, my grip tightening around the edges, my fingers pressing into the old paper.
I never asked.
Not then.
Not after.
Not ever.
A lump rose in my throat.
I dragged a hand down my face, squeezing my eyes shut.
How many times had I done this?
How many times had I stood in this cabin, talking to him, eating the food he offered, warming my hands by his fire—never thinking to ask?
Never thinking to care.
I let out a shaking breath.
"I'm sorry," I muttered, barely above a whisper. "Elias, I'm so—"
"Of course you didn’t ask." A voice cut through the silence.
I froze.
The air seemed to shift, thickening, pressing in from all sides. My fingers twitched against the photograph.
The voice was familiar.
Too familiar.
I knew it before I turned.
Before I had to see.
"Told you you’re selfish."
Micah. 
I couldn’t move.
I gripped the photograph tighter, the edges digging into my fingers, grounding me.
Micah took a step forward.
I flinched.
He tilted his head slightly, watching me. His voice was light, almost amused.
“How are you here?”
I tried to force the words out steady, but my voice barely held. It came out thin, shaking.
Micah blinked at me, his brows raising. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
I shook my head, the room tilting with the movement. I felt like I was sinking, like something was dragging me under. My chest heaved, my breath coming faster. My legs gave out, and I hit the floor hard, my hands splaying out against the wooden planks.
“Because I…” My throat tightened. The words stuck. My fingers curled against the ground.
Micah crouched in front of me, close now. Too close. His grin was sharp, cutting, his blue eyes bright with something knowing. 
“You what?” His voice dropped lower. “What did you do, Matt? Say it.”
I pressed my back against the wall, as if I could sink into it, as if I could slip between the cracks and disappear. My pulse hammered against my ribs, my hands trembling.
“I…”
The word caught in my throat, like something clawing to stay buried.
Micah didn’t blink. “Say it.”
“I killed you.”
The words left me like a breath torn from my lungs, and the moment they were out, the room stretched around me—bigger, emptier. The weight of them settled like a stone in my gut, heavy, suffocating.
Micah smiled. Satisfied.
“Don’t worry,” he said, voice light, casual, like we were talking about the weather. “I’m still dead.”
Then, he lifted his shirt.
The air turned to ice in my lungs.
A wound—gaping, torn, raw—split his torso open, the skin jagged and ruined. Blood pooled dark against his ribs, trailing down, soaking the waistband of his jeans. A gash. A stab wound. The same one I had put there.
I gagged, twisting away, squeezing my eyes shut. But I could still see it. Still hear the wet sound of tearing flesh, of his breath rattling through blood.
“And you didn’t just kill me,” he said, his voice still too light, too casual. “You killed him, too.”
Something in his tone made my stomach drop.
Slowly, I forced my eyes open.
Micah wasn’t looking at me anymore.
He was pointing.
My gaze followed.
At first, I didn’t see anything.
Just the dim corner of the cabin, the shadows stretching long and deep.
Then something moved.
A boy.
Small, scrawny. Dark hair, wide eyes.
He stood there, looking at me.
Micah.
But not Micah now. Micah from before.
The first time I ever saw him in the playground.
A lump lodged itself in my throat.
He was younger than I remembered—ten, maybe twelve. His hoodie was too big, his hands shoved into the pockets, the same way he had stood the day we met. His gaze was sharp, assessing. Curious.
He tilted his head, studying me. Studying himself.
The cabin spun, the walls closing in, the air thick and suffocating.
This isn’t real.
It couldn’t be.
Micah grinned. The boy grinned.
Identical.
I pressed my hands against my ears, hard, but I still heard him, like his voice was coming from inside of my head. 
“Told you…” boy Micah said, his voice curling like smoke. “Hurt people hurt people. And you hurt everyone you love.”








CHAPTER 24
Winter, three years ago 
People say the mind holds on to the best memories you have. 
And I wish I could keep this one forever.
The silence of the mountain had always made me feel at ease. 
It was a quiet that wasn’t empty, but full—heavy with the weight of fresh snowfall, with the soft whisper of the wind through the peaks. 

The snow had been falling all afternoon, thick and beautiful, turning the world outside into something untouched, something perfect. From where I sat by the window, I could see the ski lifts swaying gently in the breeze, their frames vanishing into the golden haze of the setting sun.
I wrapped my hands around my coffee mug, warmth seeping into my fingers, and glanced over my shoulder at Sunny. 
She was sprawled across the bed, golden hair spilling over the pillow in soft, tangled waves. Her eyes—dark, deep, always full of something just out of reach—flickered over the pages of a battered paperback she’d plucked from the resort’s shelf of forgotten books. 
She tucked her feet beneath her, lavender socks peeking out beneath the oversized sweatshirt she was drowning in.
She looked peaceful. Happy.
And I was happy, too. 
She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, completely absorbed in whatever plot twist had just unfolded.
Micah emerged from the bathroom, towel-drying his hair, already grinning. “So,” he drawled, plopping down beside her and making the mattress bounce, “did you finally pick between the two love interests?”
Sunny smacked his arm without looking up. “Shut up, Micah.”
He chuckled, but his grin softened as he glanced at her, something in his expression settling into quiet affection. Without thinking, he leaned over and pressed a quick kiss to the top of her head.
Something twisted in my chest.
I turned my gaze back toward the window, focusing on the endless white beyond the glass.
“Do you ever think about how quiet snow is?” I asked, more to break the silence than anything else.
Sunny hummed. “It’s peaceful,” she murmured, “like the world’s been muted for a little while.”

Peaceful.
I nodded, letting my head rest against the chair. “Yeah,” I said, exhaling slowly. “I like it.”
And I did.
The quiet wasn’t heavy. It wasn’t pressing in on me, suffocating. It was just there, a steady presence wrapped around the resort, softening the world outside. The mountain felt vast, open. A place where things could just exist—no weight, no worry, no second-guessing.
Sunny smiled, satisfied with my answer, and turned another page of her book. Micah let out an exaggerated sigh near her.
“Alright,” he groaned dramatically, stretching his arms above his head, “what’s the move for tonight? Cards? Drinking games? Watching Matt wipe out on the slopes in slow motion?”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re the only one who wiped out today, Micah.”
“Lies. Defamation.”
Sunny giggled, nudging him with her knee. “You did take down a poor twelve-year-old today. And he was so polite about it.”
Micah groaned, draping an arm over his eyes. “He called me sir. Like I was some kind of washed-up dad on a mid-life crisis ski trip.”
I snorted. “Maybe he sensed something.”
“I hate both of you.”
“We love you too,” Sunny grinned, tilting her head toward me
I glanced between the two of them—the two people I trusted most in the world—and let the warmth of the moment settle in my chest.
“Drinks by the fire?” Micah suggested.
I sat up immediately. “Now you’re talking.”
Sunny stretched, yawning, then slid off the bed. “Alright, but I’m making the first toast.”
She reached out, and without thinking, I took her hand, helping her to her feet.
It was natural. Easy. Like it had always been.
And it had.
That’s what this trip was. Easy. The three of us, together, like always. No tension, no weirdness—just us.
And for the first time in a long time, I let myself believe that nothing would ever change.
The lobby was warm, the massive stone hearth crackling with golden light. The scent of pine and melting wax lingered in the air, a trick of the resort to make people feel cozy, safe.
Sunny, Micah, and I had claimed one of the couches near the fire, a half-empty bottle of wine between us. Sunny had kicked off her boots, tucking her feet beneath her, rolling the pendant between her fingers absently. The one I had given her.
She still wore it.
Even after her trip abroad, even after Micah had slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, even as she curled into his side—she still wore it.
That thought shouldn’t have mattered.
But it did.
Micah nudged my shoulder. “Alright, get up. You’re helping me.”
I raised a brow. “Helping you with what?”
Micah smirked, pulling his phone out of his pocket and unlocking the camera. “Hold this.”
I took the phone, amused but curious. “What am I—”
“Just hold it steady, man. You’ll see.” He stepped back, straightening his shirt, running a hand through his messy hair. His smirk softened into something more genuine, something real.  
I hit record.
Micah grinned at the camera with two thumbs up before turning. 
“Alright, folks, welcome to our last night in the mountains. If I die tomorrow on the slopes, let it be known that it was not my fault, but rather Matt’s terrible guidance.”
“Hey!” I protested.
He just laughed, shaking his head, then turned to look at Sunny, still curled up by the fire. His smile lingered, something softer than usual settling in his expression.
He reached into his pocket.
I watched, lips curving with amusement.
He pulled out a small, velvet red box.
My pulse stuttered.
Dropped to one knee.
My smile dropped.
The camera stayed steady, but everything inside me was unravelling.
Sunny gasped, her hands flying to her mouth.
I couldn’t hear what Micah was saying.
The words blurred together, blending into the hum of the fire, the murmur of distant voices, the clink of glasses and clapping from the bar. I only saw the way her eyes widened, the way her hands trembled as he flipped the lid open, the glint of a diamond ring catching the warm light.
I couldn’t move.
Then—
She nodded.
Laughed through tears.

Said yes.

And I shut the camera off.
Everything was not fine. 
Not even close. 
And the truth was, I was the last one to see it.












CHAPTER 25
Elias was still hanging.
I forced my gaze away, swallowing the bile rising in my throat. The rope creaked slightly, his weight shifting just enough to make my stomach twist.
I needed to move.
I turned toward the table, toward the mess of papers scattered across it, looking for something—anything else. 
And then I saw it.
The newspaper.
I almost didn’t register it at first. My mind caught on the grainy texture of the paper, then my eyes landed on the photo. And I stopped breathing.
My own face stared back at me.
‘Search Continues for Missing Man last seen near Hollow Ridge.’
A cold, suffocating weight pressed into my chest.
I reached out, fingers brushing over the rough surface, tracing the headline like touching it might make it make sense. My name was printed beneath the photograph—my full name. A timeline. A disappearance.
I shook my head. 
This was wrong.
I wasn’t missing.
I was right here.
The walls of the cabin felt smaller, closer, the shadows stretching too long across the wooden floor. The wind outside howled through the cracks, and somewhere in the distance, something groaned under the weight of the cold.
Behind me, the rope creaked again.
I clenched my teeth. My throat felt too tight, my skin buzzing with something feverish and electric.
Move.
I turned away from the table, my fingers curling into fists. I had to go. I had to—
"Leaving already?"
Micah’s voice.
I froze.
He was still by the doorway, leaning against the old wooden frame, arms crossed over his chest. He tilted his head slightly, his grin sharp, easy.
"You’re not even gonna cut him down?" he asked. "Damn, Matt. Harsh."
My pulse roared in my ears.
I wasn’t looking at Elias. I wasn’t. But Micah’s voice made it impossible not to feel the weight of him still hanging there, still motionless, still—
"At least you brushed my hair," Micah continued, smirking, “didn’t know you cared so much about the dead looking pretty."
A sharp, hot wave of nausea hit me.
I clenched my jaw. "Shut up."
Micah laughed. "Hey, I’m just saying—if I had known you were this sentimental, I would’ve let you style my hair before."
I lunged toward the door, shoving past him. The cold air slammed into me as I stepped outside, my breath clouding instantly.
I barely got a second of relief before I saw him.
Standing by a tree.
Waiting.
My breath caught.
Micah was already there.
My stomach dropped.
I had left him inside.
I had just walked past him.
But there he was, leaning casually against a tree a few feet ahead of me, looking completely unbothered. His arms were crossed, his expression relaxed, like he’d been there the whole time.
Like he had been waiting.
My pulse jerked.
I took a step back, half-expecting him to disappear, for the edges of reality to snap back into place and confirm that this—this—was all in my head.
But he didn’t disappear.
He just raised a brow, tilting his head slightly. "What? Thought you lost me?"
A flicker of movement behind him caught my eye—a shift in the shadows. I almost looked, almost let myself believe something was lurking deeper in the trees, but I forced my gaze back to Micah. To his eyes. Bright. Sharp. Too alive for someone dead.
I swallowed hard. "You’re not real."
Micah sighed dramatically, pushing off the tree like my words physically exhausted him. "You keep saying that. Like it’s supposed to do something. Like it’s some magic spell that’s gonna make me poof into thin air." He stretched his arms over his head with a lazy roll of his shoulders. "Hate to break it to you, but you don’t get rid of me that easy, brother."
My jaw clenched. "You’re not my brother."
Micah’s smirk twitched—just slightly—before he masked it with amusement. "Oh, come on. After everything? After all the times I covered your ass, all the times you came crawling back needing me, and now—now—I’m not your brother?" He whistled low, shaking his head. "Damn, Matt. Cold."
I squeezed my eyes shut, dragging my hands down my face, trying to shove him out of my mind like shaking off a bad dream.
Breathe.
When I opened them—
He was still there.
Still watching.
Still smiling.
Still waiting.
Something inside me twisted, cold and slow, curling up into my ribs.
A sick, twisting pull.
I knew where I had to go.
Without another word, I turned toward the mountain. And I started walking.
I kept leaving him behind, walking past him, and he insisted on appearing in front of me. 
He grinned, stretching his arms out, rolling his shoulders. "Gotta say, I thought you’d tap out by now. Maybe take a nice little nap in the snow. Just let it all fade away." He hummed, shifting like he was getting comfortable. "Wouldn’t that be easier?"
I clenched my jaw. "You’re not real."
Micah just shrugged. "That doesn’t seem to be stopping me, does it?"
I moved past him.
Didn’t look. 
Didn’t hesitate. 
Didn’t acknowledge the way the wind carried his voice, like it was woven into the air itself.
"You really just left Elias like that, huh?" he called after me. "Didn’t even want to honour the man who helped you, like, 6 times, or something. I don’t know, I lost count when it got annoying.” 
I flinched.
But I didn’t stop.
I focused on my breath, on the snow, on the way my legs burned with every step. I focused on moving forward.
Again, he was ahead. 
Standing just off the path, leaning against a boulder, arms crossed. He looked bored. "You really know how to drag out a death march, huh?"
I swallowed hard, but didn’t make eye contact. 
Just keep walking.
Micah tilted his head. "You’ve got a real talent for that, you know. Walking away."
I ignored him.
"You walked away from me. Walked away from Elias. Walked away from every single person who actually gave a damn about you."
I exhaled sharply through my nose.
Micah smirked. "It’s almost impressive, really."
I didn’t engage. Didn’t let him in.
But something shifted in his expression.
His smirk faded, just slightly. His gaze narrowed.
"And Sunny?" he asked, voice softer. "You walked away from her, too—didn’t you?"
Something inside me lurched.
My feet stilled, just for a second.
"You could’ve stopped this," he murmured, almost thoughtful. 
I forced myself forward.
"If you had just stopped being such a selfish—"
"Shut up."
Micah grinned. "There it is."
I pushed on.
The path curved sharply ahead, leading toward the final stretch of the climb—near the summit, toward the last place anyone had seen her.
But something pulled at me.
A strange, invisible tug, like a thread wrapping around my ribs, reeling me toward the right—toward the cliffs.
I slowed.
Micah tilted his head, curious. "Well, well. Look at that. You’re finally listening to yourself."
I ignored him.
The cliffs weren’t far from the peak. Just off the main path, where the ground dropped off into a sheer, unforgiving ledge. 
A place no one hiked. No one camped. 
I didn’t know why I was going.
I only knew I had to.
The snow was thinner here, swept away by the wind, exposing the black rock beneath. It stretched out in fractured veins, dark and jagged, splitting the landscape into something harsher—something untouched.
The air smelled different—sharper, like ice and stone and something old.
Not old in the way a place wears its years gently. No. Old in the way bones are old. In the way things that should be buried still linger, half-forgotten, half-rotting beneath the surface.
I swallowed hard.
The first step onto the ledge felt like stepping somewhere else entirely.
A different world.
A different moment.
A memory I didn’t remember.
My body knew this place.
I just didn’t know why.
The wind curled through the cliffs, cutting deep into my skin, but I barely felt it. The sky stretched wide, so wide it felt like if I took another step, I might fall right through it.
And Micah—
Micah followed.
But his footsteps didn’t make a sound.
"Look at you," he murmured, voice light, amused. "Didn’t think you had it in you to come this far."
I exhaled sharply, staring out at the view in front of me. Not answering.
He clicked his tongue, shaking his head. "You always liked the dramatic route." A pause. Then, grinning, "Could’ve just taken the trail, but no—Matt Cain has to make an entrance."
I ignored him.
Because for the first time since the climb started—I stopped moving.
Because God—this place.
It was nothing like the rest of the mountain.
The world stretched out beneath me, endless and open. The town was a distant blur, swallowed by the deep blue of the valley. The sunrise bled across the horizon, washing the peaks in soft gold and violet, the light catching on the snow, turning everything into something eerily beautiful.
Too beautiful.
I had seen a thousand landscapes. A thousand mountain views.
But this one—
This one felt different.
Like it had been waiting for me.
Like something was about to happen.
The wind howled low against the rock, curling around my ribs like a whisper.
Micah stepped up beside me.
"It’s nice, huh?" he mused, voice casual. But not quite.
I stayed silent.
He didn’t look at me. He just stared out at the horizon, hands shoved in his pockets, his face unreadable.
"You know," he murmured, "I get why she liked it here."
My breath hitched.
The words pressed against something raw in my skull, something that made the back of my neck prickle.
Micah grinned, slow and knowing. "She did, you know. Come up here. All the time."
My stomach twisted.
I turned sharply. "Shut up."
Micah arched a brow. "What? It’s true. You don’t remember?"
I didn’t.
But something about the way the wind moved through the trees, the way the rocks curved along the edge, the way the cold settled against my skin—
It felt like I should.
It felt like a place where something ended.
Or maybe—
A place where something had already ended.
And I just hadn’t figured it out yet.
I stared out at the cliffs, my pulse hammering.
Micah leaned in, but I couldn’t feel his breath again me. 
"You’re close now," he murmured. "Just a little further, Matt."
I shivered.
I could feel it.
That pull. That invisible thread tightening around my ribs.
My fingers curled into fists.
The mountain had always felt like a place of answers.
And for the first time, I knew—knew—that I was about to find one.
Micah took a step back, watching me, his smirk fading into something quieter. Something almost fond.
"You know," Micah said, voice light, "this would be a hell of a place to jump."
“Oh my God!” I finally yelled. “Can you shut up and leave me alone?” 
"Relax," he laughed. "I didn’t mean you. I meant her."
The words hit like a fist to the gut.
I turned to him sharply. "What?"
But Micah was already gone.
The space where he had been standing was empty, nothing but snow and shadow stretching between me and the edge of the cliff. The wind howled low, curling through the rocks, but there were no footsteps. No fading laughter.
Just silence.
A thick, suffocating silence.
I exhaled hard, pressing the heel of my palm against my forehead.
 
He wasn’t real. 
He wasn’t real. 
He was never real.
Then why did it feel like the world had just swallowed something whole?
I squeezed my eyes shut.
The wind stirred again, shifting the snow beneath my boots. Something moved at the edge of my vision.
Slow.
Still.
Waiting.
I jolted, my breath catching. My chest locked.
Because she was there.
Standing just at the ledge, just within reach.
Sunny.
I forgot how to breathe.
She didn’t move.
Didn’t flicker.
Didn’t disappear.
She just stood there, pale against the dawn, her hair drifting lightly in the wind, strands of gold catching in the fragile light.
I took a step forward before I could stop myself. My boots crunched softly in the snow.
She didn’t react.
Didn’t shift away like she had before.
She was waiting for me this time.
I swallowed hard, pulse hammering against my ribs, slamming into my skull.
I took another step. 
Then another.
And then—I was running.
I didn't think. Didn't hesitate.
I ran straight to her.
I crashed into her, my arms wrapping tight around her shoulders, my fingers gripping her back, burying myself in her warmth.
Except—
She wasn’t warm.
Her skin was colder than the snow beneath us. Too smooth. Too still. Like the warmth had been drained out of her completely, leaving only something that looked like her.
A tremor jolted through me, but I clung to her anyway. "Jesus, Sunny, I—" My voice cracked. My throat burned. I pulled back just enough to look at her, to see her face, to make sure she was real.
And she was.
She was here. She was here.
She wasn’t pulling away. She wasn’t moving at all.
But—
Something was wrong.
Her lips parted. Her eyes flickered over my face, unreadable. The wind tangled through her hair, but she didn’t blink.
Then, softly—
"Why?"
The word punched through my ribs.
I exhaled shakily, my grip tightening. 
"I know—I know, I should’ve found you sooner. I should’ve—" My voice broke. "I didn’t mean to hurt him. I swear, I didn’t mean to hurt him—"
I felt the tears before I realized I was crying. My hands trembled against her, my whole body shaking. "But you’re here now," I whispered, desperate. "You’re here and we can—we can fix this, Sunny. We can leave, we can—"
"Why?"
Softer this time.
It cut through me. Deeper than before.
My breath stilled. Something cold curled beneath my skin as I cupped her face like I was afraid she’d disappear if I let go, my hands swallowing the chill of her skin, pressing desperately into the reality of her presence.
"You’re here," I whispered, voice splintering. "God, Sunny, you’re actually here."
“Why?” She repeated. 
I shook my head. "Sunny, I…" tears streamed down my face, “I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t mean to kill Micah. I swear to you, I –“ 
She tilted her head.
Just slightly.
Just enough for the light to catch on her eyes—hollow, dark, endless.
Her lips parted.
"No, Matt."
A pause.
"Why did you kill me?"
















CHAPTER 26
Winter, three years ago
I woke up to the sound of quiet laughter.
For a moment, I stayed still, eyes half-lidded, caught between sleep and the dull ache in my skull. The air in the room was warm, thick with the scent of pine from the wooden beams and the lingering trace of last night’s fire. My breath was slow, heavy. I wasn’t ready to move.
Then I heard it again—soft, breathless, familiar.
I shifted slightly, my head turning toward the bed beside mine.
Micah and Sunny.
The sheets were tangled around them, bodies half-covered, limbs draped over one another like they had no idea where one ended and the other began. Micah’s arm was curled around her waist, his fingers tracing slow circles against the fabric of her sweater. Sunny was laughing against his chest, her face pressed into his collarbone, her hand resting over his heart. She murmured something I couldn’t hear, and Micah hummed in response, tilting her chin up, pressing his lips to hers.
A sharp, cold weight settled in my stomach.
I exhaled, forcing my gaze away, staring at the ceiling.
Yesterday.
The ring. 
The laughter. 
The way her hands trembled when she said yes. 
The way Micah had grinned like he had never been more certain of anything in his life.
The way I had smiled through it, pretending it didn’t burn.
I swallowed hard, pushing myself upright, running a hand through my hair. My head throbbed. The floor felt unsteady beneath my feet as I stood, but I ignored it, grabbing my hoodie from where it was draped over the chair and shrugging it on.
"Morning, sunshine."
Micah’s voice—warm, teasing. Like nothing had changed.
I didn’t look at him. "Morning."
Sunny sat up, stretching, her sweater slipping off one shoulder. The ring on her finger glinted in the morning light. She caught me looking and grinned, holding her hand out.
"Crazy, right?" she said, wiggling her fingers. "I still can’t believe it."
I forced a smile. "Yeah. It’s, uh… it’s beautiful."
Micah chuckled. "Not bad, huh? Had to pull some strings to get the right one."
Sunny beamed, leaning into him, her head resting against his shoulder. "I love it," she murmured.
I nodded, swallowing against the tightness in my throat. "I’m happy for you."
The words felt heavy in my mouth. Like they were meant to mean something else.
Sunny didn’t seem to notice. She was still admiring the ring when she sighed, stretching again before sliding out of bed. "I need to freshen up," she announced, padding toward the bathroom.
"Don’t take too long," Micah called after her. "We’re getting the biggest breakfast this place has to offer."
She laughed, waving him off before disappearing through the door.
I ran a hand over my face, trying to scrub the sleep from my eyes, but the weight in my chest stayed put. Micah stretched his arms over his head, sighing like he had just woken up from the best sleep of his life.
"Man, I’m starving," he said, throwing the blankets off and swinging his legs over the side of the bed. "Let’s hit the buffet before Sunny takes an hour getting ready."
I nodded; my mouth dry. I didn’t trust myself to speak.
He didn’t seem to notice.
Nobody seemed to notice that while they were having the best day of their lives, I was having the worst of mine. 
The dining hall was already buzzing by the time we made it downstairs. Families huddled over plates of steaming eggs and sausages, skiers in thick sweaters and beanies nursed mugs of coffee, their voices low and drowsy. The smell of maple syrup and fresh bread hung in the air, thick and warm.
It should have been comforting.
It wasn’t.
I followed Micah toward the buffet, grabbing a tray, pretending to browse while he loaded his plate like he hadn’t eaten in days.
"I love their breakfasts," he said, eyes lighting up as he stacked pancakes onto his plate. “This place is heaven.”
I forced a small laugh, but it barely sounded like me. I wasn’t hungry. The sight of food made my stomach turn. But I grabbed a plate anyway, picking up a slice of toast I wasn’t planning on eating.
We found a table near the window, the view spilling out into the snow-covered slopes beyond the glass. The world outside was pale and endless, the trees swaying gently against the morning sky. I stared out at it, trying to anchor myself.
Micah dug into his food like nothing was wrong.
For a moment, there was only the clatter of silverware, the hum of conversations around us, the sound of him chewing. Then—
"Sorry, sorry," Sunny said, sliding into the seat beside Micah. "Took longer than I thought."
Micah barely looked up from his plate. "You took, like, ten minutes."
"Exactly," she teased, stealing a piece of his toast. He swatted at her hand, but she just grinned, popping it into her mouth anyway.
I watched them, the way her fingers brushed against his wrist like she didn’t even realize she was doing it, the way he rolled his eyes but softened at the same time.
They looked like they belonged together.
And they were beautiful together. 
And with every fibre of my being – I despised it. 
Sunny caught me staring and smiled. "You have to try the coffee," she said, wrapping her hands around her mug. "I don’t know what they put in it, but it’s amazing."
I nodded, forcing myself to grab my own mug, even though the thought of drinking anything made my stomach clench.
She exhaled happily, stretching out her fingers, and the ring reflected the morning light, casting tiny bright spots across the table. I couldn’t stop my eyes from landing on it.
"It still feels weird," she admitted, turning her hand slightly, like she was still adjusting to the sight of it. "Like it’s not really mine yet."
Micah smirked. "Guess you’ll just have to wear it forever, then."
Sunny grinned, nudging him. "I think I can live with that."
I swallowed hard, my throat dry.
Sunny glanced at me. "What about you? How do you feel about all of this?"
I blinked, caught off guard. "What?"
She tilted her head. "Yesterday was… a lot. And I know you’re not exactly the biggest romantic, but you’ve been kind of quiet."
Micah snorted. "Matt? Quiet? That’s a first."
Sunny gave him a look before turning back to me, her smile softer.
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out at first.
How did I feel?
Like I was suffocating. 
Like something inside me had snapped so violently, I wasn’t sure I could put the pieces back together. 
Like I had spent years convincing myself that this moment would never happen, or that I would be the on one knee for her, and yet—here we were.
But I couldn’t say any of that.
So, I forced a smile instead. "I’m happy for you guys."
Sunny’s expression warmed. "Good."
Micah clapped a hand against my back. "Of course he is. He’s my brother. Technically, you’ll be in-laws."
The word penetrated me like a knife. 
In-laws.
Like this was set in stone. Like this was something I was supposed to be a part of. A title slapped onto a reality I hadn’t accepted, hadn’t even begun to process. The word twisted in my stomach, cold and hollow. It felt wrong—wrong in a way I couldn’t name, like a bad taste in my mouth, like something pressing down on my chest, squeezing. Like I was being erased.
Sunny let out a breath, standing up. "Alright, I need to go to the bathroom before I finish eating. I swear, my bladder is the size of a peanut."
I barely heard her. 
My pulse drummed against my skull, my breath a little too shallow, my fingers curling beneath the table.
In-laws.
Like I had been put in the wrong place in this story. Like I was watching it unfold from the sidelines, trapped in a role I never agreed to play.
Micah grinned. "Yeah, you kinda do."
She rolled her eyes, ruffling his hair before walking off.
The air shifted when she left. 
I felt it before Micah even spoke.
He leaned back in his chair, tapping his fingers idly against the table. "So," he said, almost too casually, "I’ve got something to ask you."
I already knew I wasn’t going to like it.
"So, here’s the thing," he started, tilting his head. "I’ve been thinking about this for a while. And, well—you’ve always been there, man. Since day one."
I didn’t move.
"You’ve had my back through all kinds of shit. Maybe I had yours more than you had mine,” he laughed, mostly to himself, “but, you know. You’re my best friend, my brother…" He let out a short breath, shaking his head with a small chuckle. "Honestly, you’re probably the only person who knows me better than Sunny."
A dark pain bloomed in my chest.
Micah’s grin twitched, just slightly. "So, what do you say?" His eyes flickered, watching me carefully. "Will you be my best man?"
The words landed like a punch.
I stared at him.
My throat went dry.
For a second, the whole room blurred, the clatter of silverware and the hum of morning conversations fading beneath the ringing in my ears. My heart lurched against my ribs, my stomach twisting in a way that felt wrong.
Micah didn’t notice. Or maybe he did, and thought it was an overflow of happy emotions. 
He was still watching me, waiting for an answer, still tapping his fingers against the table like this wasn’t—like this wasn’t—
I choked out a laugh. "Me?"
"Of course you, dumbass. Who else would it be?"
Who else would it be?
The words dug into me, deeper than I wanted them to.
Who else.
Like this was a given. Like I was the obvious choice.
Like he hadn’t taken everything from me and was now not only asking me to smile through it, but participate in it.
I tried to hold his gaze, to push through the knot in my throat, the sick weight curling in my stomach. 
"I…" My voice caught. I cleared it. "I don’t know what to say."
"Say yes," Micah said simply. "C’mon, Matt. I can’t get married without you."
My chest ached.
Brother.
I clenched my jaw, staring down at my untouched plate. The toast sat there, cold and lifeless, crumbs scattered along the rim. 
I wasn’t hungry. I hadn’t been hungry since last night. Since the moment I saw her say yes.
Since the moment I realized I had already lost.
"Yeah," I said, voice quieter. "Yeah, of course."
Micah beamed, leaning over to clap my shoulder. "Knew you would. This is gonna be amazing, man. You and me. Planning the best damn wedding Sunny’s ever seen."
I barely heard him.
The world outside the window stretched pale and endless. My reflection was faint in the glass, barely there, like I was already disappearing into something smaller.
Sunny returned a moment later, sliding back into her seat with a content sigh. "God, I swear, I drink one glass of water and I have to pee a hundred times."
Micah chuckled, slinging an arm around her. "Gotta work on that bladder, babe."
She swatted at his chest. "Shut up."
I pushed my chair back. "I’ll be right back," I said, forcing my voice to sound light. "Need to grab something."
Micah raised a brow. "What?"
I shrugged. "Just… something I need."
Neither of them questioned it.
Neither of them noticed the way my hands curled into fists inside my pockets.
Neither of them stopped me when I walked away.
The hotel was warm, the hallways lined with polished wood and old ski memorabilia. The gift shop and pharmacy were tucked in the back, small but well-stocked, their shelves lined with everything from overpriced souvenirs to first-aid kits and toiletries.
The air smelled like fabric softener and fresh coffee. The radio played something soft, something I didn’t recognize.
I walked straight to the pharmacy’s counter.
The young woman behind it looked up, offering a polite smile. "Good morning. Need any help?"
I swallowed. Nodded. "Yeah, uh… do you have anything for motion sickness?"
"Motion sickness?" She tilted her head slightly. "Are you traveling today?"
"No," I said quickly. Too quickly. I forced a small laugh, shaking my head. "Just… uh, long hikes make me feel a little off sometimes. Figured I’d grab something just in case."
She nodded, stepping away to scan the shelves. "We have a few options," she said, returning with a small box. "These are over-the-counter. They work well, but be careful—one pill should be enough. Two might upset your stomach. Three and, well…" she gave a small laugh. "You won’t be going anywhere for a while."
I took the box from her, running my thumb over the label.
One should be enough.
Two might upset your stomach.
Three—
My pulse ticked faster.
I reached into my pocket, pulling out some cash. "I’ll take it."
I stepped out of the pharmacy, the small box of pills tucked into my pocket.
My stomach was still twisted, knotted tight with everything I was trying not to think about. The weight of Micah’s words, the ring on Sunny’s hand, the way my name—best man—felt like an insult instead of an honour.
I clenched my jaw and exhaled sharply.
It didn’t matter.
I just needed to get through today.
The hike. A few hours. That was all.
I made my way back to the dining hall, my feet moving automatically, but my body felt heavier, like I was sinking into something I couldn’t crawl out of.
Micah and Sunny were still sitting at the table, caught up in conversation, leaning into each other like they were in their own little world. Like I wasn’t even here.
I slid into my chair. 
Micah glanced up. “Hey, man. You good?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Just needed some aspirin.” I lied. I didn’t want them to know that the thought of them getting married made me want to shove my head in a toilet. 
Sunny frowned slightly, eyeing the packaging as I opened it. “You feeling sick?”
I shook my head. “Just a little off. Nothing crazy. Maybe I’m hungover.”
Micah smirked. “Probably all that brooding. It’s gotta take a toll on your system eventually.”
I didn’t laugh. Just popped a pill into my mouth, swallowing it dry. It settled in my throat for a second before going down.
Micah hummed before reaching for his drink. “Good thing you’re coming with us today. Nothing like fresh air and some good old-fashioned hiking to clear the mind.”
I watched him take a sip, my fingers tightening around the edge of the table.
I wasn’t supposed to be here.
Not like this.
Not sitting across from them, watching him be the one beside her, the one she smiled at like he was everything she’d ever wanted.
Micah’s gaze flickered back to me. “You sure you’re good to go? You look a little—”
“I’m fine,” I said, maybe too quickly. I forced a breath through my nose. “Just… gonna grab some water before we head out.”
I stood up before either of them could say anything, heading toward the self-serve station by the buffet.
The water pitcher sat on a tray, beads of condensation dripping down the glass. Next to it—Micah’s bottle. Uncapped. Half-empty.
He must’ve refilled it before I came back.
I glanced around.
Nobody was looking.
The dining hall was busy, but not in a way that made me feel watched. Conversations overlapped, silverware clattered against plates, the hum of life moving forward like nothing was wrong.
I pulled the box from my hoodie pocket.
One pill.
Two might upset your stomach.
Three—
My breath stilled.
I tipped them into my palm.
Tiny. White. Harmless.
I let them drop into the bottle.
They hit the water silently, sinking fast, vanishing before they could even leave a trace.
I gripped the bottle by the cap, giving it a quick shake. Just enough to dissolve them completely. Just enough to make sure they would do what they were meant to.
I wasn’t trying to hurt him.
Just—have a moment. Just some time. 
That was all.
I screwed the cap back on, steadying my breath before heading back to the table.
Micah was mid-conversation with Sunny, laughing at something she had said. He reached for his water absentmindedly, taking a long sip before setting it down.
“Alright,” he said, stretching. “You two ready?”
Sunny nodded, already grabbing her jacket from the back of the chair. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”
Micah grinned. “That’s why I picked this trail. The views are insane.” He turned to me, nudging my shoulder. “What about you, best man? Think you can keep up?”
I forced a smirk. “Try me.”
We headed back upstairs, the weight of our boots muffled by the old wooden floors. The morning sun spilled through the hallway windows, casting sharp beams across the carpet, dust motes flickering in the light.
Sunny was still buzzing with excitement, talking about the trail, how the views at the top were unreal. Micah hummed in agreement, but I could tell he wasn’t fully paying attention.
Sunny sang as she packed, moving between the closet and the bed, stuffing extra layers into her backpack. 
I pulled on my jacket, adjusting the straps of my pack, forcing myself to match her easy, casual movements.
Micah stayed on the bed for a while, tapping on his phone, looking fine—mostly. Every now and then, he shifted like he couldn’t get comfortable, but he didn’t say anything.
Fifteen minutes passed.
The room was filled with small sounds—the zip of a bag, the shuffle of boots, the occasional chatter from Sunny about the trail.
Micah pushed himself up with a groan, stretching his arms above his head. “Alright, let’s do this.”
Sunny shot him a look. “We have everything?”
He rolled his shoulders. “Yeah, think so.”
He grabbed his water bottle from the nightstand, taking a long sip before standing fully. But the second he did, he hesitated—like something in his stomach had twisted the wrong way. He winced, bringing a hand to his side.
I kept my face blank.
Sunny was lacing up her boots. “Are you okay?”
Micah exhaled through his nose. “Yeah, I just—ugh.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a second, shaking his head. “My stomach feels kinda weird.”
Sunny frowned. “From breakfast?”
He grimaced. “Maybe.” He shifted, rolling his shoulders. “Probably just ate too fast.”
I kept my expression neutral.
Sunny zipped up her bag. “You’ll feel better once we start moving,” she said, flashing him a smile. “Fresh air and exercise are, like, the cure for everything.”
Micah huffed a laugh, but I could see the discomfort creeping into his expression. He leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees, exhaling through his teeth.
“Yeah,” he muttered. “Maybe.”
Sunny turned to grab her boots. I stood, shouldering my pack, moving deliberately, methodically.
Micah sat still for a few more seconds, then let out a low groan, rubbing his temples.
Sunny paused, watching him. “Micah?”
He let out a short breath. “Okay, yeah, no—this is not just breakfast.”
Sunny’s brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”
Micah shook his head, standing too fast—then immediately sinking back down onto the bed, his hand flying to his stomach.
“Oh, Jeez,” he muttered, his jaw clenching. “I feel really nauseous.”
Sunny moved toward him. “What? Since when?”
He made a face, shaking his head. “I don’t know, it just hit me.”
I swallowed.
Sunny placed a hand on his forehead. “You don’t feel warm.”
“Not sick-sick,” he muttered. “Just—ugh.” He exhaled sharply, dragging a hand over his face. “God, this sucks.”
Sunny hesitated. “Do you think you need to lie down?”
Micah let out a short, humourless laugh. “Kinda feels like I need to die.”
Sunny gave him a look. “Dramatic.”
Micah shot her a weak glare, then rubbed at his stomach again, shifting uncomfortably.
Sunny sighed. “Babe, if you’re really not feeling good, we don’t have to go. We can do the hike next time we’re here.”
Micah groaned, rubbing his temples. "No, no, I can do it," he muttered, shaking his head. He pushed himself up again, slower this time, gritting his teeth against whatever was twisting inside him. "It’s just… probably nothing."
Sunny didn’t look convinced. "Micah—"
But he was already reaching for his bag, slinging it over one shoulder. His jaw was tight, his movements tense, but he forced a grin. "C’mon, fresh air and exercise, right?"
He barely took a step before his entire body tensed. His face twisted, his throat bobbing as he swallowed hard.
Then, abruptly, he dropped the bag.
"Shit—"
He bolted for the bathroom.
Sunny blinked. "Micah?"
The sound of retching echoed from behind the door.
Sunny winced, taking a hesitant step forward. "Micah, are you—"
Another sound. 
Flushing. 
Coughing.  
Then chuckling. 

"Well. That was disgusting."
Sunny crossed her arms, frowning. "Yeah, no kidding."
The toilet flushed again. The sink ran. Then, finally, Micah cracked the door open, still looking a little pale. He braced himself against the frame, running a damp hand over his face.
"Maybe one of the eggs was bad," he muttered.
Sunny frowned. "I ate the eggs, too."
"Yeah, well, maybe mine had extra bad vibes or something," he shot back weakly.
Sunny tilted her head slightly, glancing at me. "Actually… Matt, you weren’t feeling great earlier, either. Maybe it’s the same thing?"
I blinked, just for a second, then quickly nodded. "Yeah, could be. The eggs smelled kinda weird," I added, keeping my voice even. "Maybe they weren’t as fresh as they looked."
Sunny wrinkled her nose. "Ew. If I get sick later, I’m suing."
Micah let out a weak chuckle. "I’m sure you will, babe." He rubbed at his stomach again, shaking his head. "Seriously, though. You guys should go. Best man and soon-to-be bride? Bonding time. You don’t have to babysit me."
Sunny hesitated, shifting her weight. "Are you sure? We can stay—"
"Yes," he said firmly, waving a hand at her. "I just need to lie down or something. If I get worse, I’ll text."
Sunny turned to me, adjusting the strap of her bag. "Maybe we should just do this another time?"
I hesitated. 
The last thing I wanted was for her to back out now.
It would destroy everything. 
I shifted my stance, glancing toward the window where the sky stretched pale and clear over the slopes. "I mean… we could," I said slowly, then added, "but I’m not sure if the weather will hold up next time. The forecast said it’d probably be snowing by the end of the week. If we wait, we might have to put it off for a while."
I kept my voice casual, just an observation, just a thought.
Sunny bit her lip, considering.
Then she sighed. "Well… it is the perfect day for it."
Micah, still leaning against the doorframe, smirked faintly. "See? Perfect. Now go. Have fun. Just don’t let Matt get lost or do anything stupid."
Sunny rolled her eyes, “just, call me if you get worse so I could sue for you,” then looked at me. "Alright. Guess it’s just us, then."
Just us.
I swallowed. "Yeah."

The trail stretched before us, cutting a winding path through the snow-dusted pines. The morning air was crisp, cold enough to sting my lungs, but not unbearable. The kind of cold that was fresh. Sharp. Awake. The crunch of our boots against the frozen ground was the only sound at first, the quiet between us comfortable, almost easy.
Sunny was a few steps ahead, her strawberry blonde hair catching the pale light, swaying with every step. She turned back to me every so often, her breath curling in the air like smoke.
“You’re not dying back there, are you?” she teased.
I huffed a small laugh, adjusting the strap of my backpack. “Not yet.”
She grinned. “Good. Wouldn’t wanna have to carry you.”
We kept climbing, the incline gradually steepening. The trail wasn’t difficult—Micah had picked it specifically for the views, not the challenge—but it still made my legs burn, my heartbeat drum heavier in my chest.
Sunny didn’t seem to notice the effort. She was still beaming, still filled with energy, pointing out things along the way—a squirrel darting up a tree, the way the sun hit the frost on the branches, how the distant peaks looked like something out of a painting.
I nodded along, responding when I needed to, but mostly, I just watched her.
Watched the way she moved, the way she talked, the way she laughed to herself when she slipped on a patch of ice and barely caught herself.
Like nothing was wrong.
Like the world hadn’t just shifted beneath me.
“God, I love it up here,” she said after a while, adjusting her gloves. “It’s like… I don’t know. Like everything makes sense, you know?”
I swallowed, my throat tight. “Yeah.”
She glanced back at me, catching something in my expression. “Are you okay?”
I forced a smirk. “What, you worried I can’t keep up?”
She scoffed. “You’re in worse shape than I thought if this little hike is killing you.”
I rolled my eyes, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets. “I’m fine.”
She studied me for a second, then shrugged. “Good. Because I don’t wanna have to tell Micah that his best man needed a break.”
The words landed like a punch to the ribs.
I exhaled sharply, glancing up the trail. “Lead the way, then.”
She grinned, picking up her pace again.
We kept climbing, the landscape stretching out around us, the trees thinning as we gained elevation. The sky was a bright, endless blue, the sun reflecting off the snow in blinding patches. It was beautiful.
And I hated it.

Hated that she was here, with me, laughing and talking like today was just another day. 
Hated that I could pretend, for just a second, that it was. That nothing had changed. That we were just Matt and Sunny, climbing a mountain together, like we had done a hundred times before.
But we weren’t.
Because this time, Micah wasn’t here.
And I had made sure of it.
The thought slithered through my chest, coiling tight in my ribs.
Sunny let out a soft breath, stopping at a bend in the trail.
“Look,” she murmured.
I stepped up beside her, following her gaze.
The valley stretched out below us, endless and vast. The slopes curved down into thick forests, the rooftops of the distant town barely visible beneath the trees.
Sunny sighed, resting her hands on her hips. “It’s so pretty.”
I swallowed. “Yeah.”
She glanced at me again, smiling. “Thanks for coming with me.”
My pulse stuttered.
I forced myself to hold her gaze, to keep the mask in place.
“Of course,” I said.
She beamed, then turned back to the view, stretching her arms above her head.
I watched her, the way her breath curled in the cold air, the way her fingers brushed against her necklace before she tucked it under her jacket.
For a moment, I let myself believe this was enough.
That being here, alone with her, would be enough.
But deep down, I already knew.
It wasn’t.
Sunny exhaled, a deep, contented breath, her eyes still on the valley stretching beneath us. 
“Thanks for not saying anything to Micah.”
I stiffened. My grip on my jacket sleeve tightened before I could stop it.
I forced my expression to stay neutral at her sudden comment. “Saying anything about what?”
She turned to me. “About that night.”
My stomach twisted.
That night.
I knew exactly what she meant.
The bar. The neon lights across her face. The way the air between us had been thick with something unspoken, something dangerous. The way her fingers had curled around my shirt. The way her lips had tasted like whiskey and regret.
I had never stopped thinking about it.
And I thought she had.
“You thought I was going to tell him?”
Sunny shrugged, shifting on her feet. “I don’t know. I just… I’m glad you didn’t.”
My jaw clenched.
She didn’t sound guilty. Not exactly.
More like… relieved.
Like it had never mattered to her in the first place.
I kept my voice steady. “Why?”
She let out a quiet laugh, like it should have been obvious. “Because it was stupid.” She shook her head, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “And none of this would’ve happened if Micah thought there was something between us.”
Something sharp and bitter curled in my chest.
None of this would’ve happened.
The words sank deep.
I felt them settle in my ribs, pressing down like a weight.
I let out a slow breath through my nose. “Right,” I murmured.
Sunny gave me a look. “You know what I mean.”
I didn’t.
Or maybe I did, and I just hated it.
Hated the way she said it like it was a fact. Like it was something I was supposed to understand, supposed to agree with.
Like it wasn’t a lie.
I clenched my jaw. Forced a smirk. “Yeah. Of course.”
She studied me for a second, then let it go.
The wind shifted, cold and sharp. She wrapped her arms around herself, tilting her head toward the sky.
“Hey,” she said suddenly, her voice lighter. “Wanna see something cool?”
I blinked. “What?”
Her grin widened. “Come on.”
Before I could question it, she grabbed my hand and tugged me off the main trail.
The second her fingers brushed against mine, my heart stuttered.
She let go as soon as we stepped into the trees, weaving through the thinning branches like she knew exactly where she was going.
I hesitated for half a second, then followed.
The path was barely a path at all, just patches of snow-covered rock, scattered footprints, places where the trees grew crooked and close together.
But Sunny moved through it with ease.
She didn’t even look back.
Like she knew I would follow.
Like she knew I always would.
My pulse pressed against my throat as I kept close behind her, stepping carefully over fallen branches and slick patches of ice. The ground here was rougher, more uneven, the incline steeper.
It didn’t take long before I saw where she was leading me.
The trees thinned, then disappeared entirely.
The mountain stretched out before us, vast and endless.
And the ground—
The ground just stopped.
I slowed as we approached the edge.
The drop-off was sharp, sudden. The cliffs were jagged, the rock beneath our feet fractured in dark, uneven cracks. Wind curled through the space between them, sharp and whistling, pulling at the loose strands of Sunny’s hair.
She sighed, stepping toward the edge, her boots pressing against the last solid piece of ground before nothing.
My breath caught.
She spread her arms out slightly, tilting her head back, eyes closed. “God, I love it here.”
My hands curled into fists.
She was too close.
Too close to the edge.
She turned, looking at me over her shoulder, her expression soft. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
It was.
But not in the way she meant.
Not in the way she thought.
It was terrifying.
It was vast, endless, open.
It was—
She smiled faintly. “I could stay here forever.”
Something cold crawled up my spine.
I swallowed hard, my voice rough. “Sunny—”
She turned back to the drop, letting out a slow breath.
I forced my feet forward, stopping just beside her. Close enough to pull her back if I
had to. Close enough that I could hear her heartbeat if I tried.
My fingers twitched at my sides.
Sunny sighed. “Don’t worry, I’m not gonna fall.”
I didn’t answer.
I just stared at her.
At the way the wind tangled in her hair, at the way her breath curled in the air, at the way the sunlight caught the gold in her eyelashes.
She wasn’t scared.
She wasn’t nervous.
She just stood there, watching the world from above, calm.
The wind howled low across the cliffs, curling through the jagged rock, slipping between the cracks like something alive.
Sunny sighed, slow and deep, her eyes fixed on the world below.
“I mean, look at it,” she murmured. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of this.”
The light hit her just right—soft golden hues streaked across the sky, reflecting against the untouched snow, spilling warmth over her skin.

She was glowing.
Like she belonged here.
Like she was a part of the mountain itself.
I wasn’t looking at the view.
I was looking at her.
She didn’t even notice.
Didn’t notice the way my nails pressed into my palms. Didn’t notice the way my chest ached with something sharp and ugly, something I couldn’t swallow down.
She just kept staring out, lost in it.
Lost in everything.
And I—
I couldn’t take it anymore.
“You shouldn’t marry him.”
The words slipped out before I could stop them.
The air between us stilled, like the mountain’s breath had caught.
Sunny blinked, finally turning to me, a small, confused smile tugging at the corner of her lips.
“What?” she said, half-laughing.
I didn’t laugh.
I didn’t move.
I just looked at her.
At the ring on her finger.
At the future she was walking straight into.
At everything I was about to lose.
Sunny’s smile faltered.
She tilted her head slightly, eyes searching my face. “Wait, you’re serious?”
My throat was dry. “Yeah.”
She let out a breathless laugh, shaking her head. 
“Matt—”
“He doesn’t love you like I do.”
Silence.
For a long, excruciating second, she didn’t move.
Didn’t blink.
Didn’t breathe.
Then she let out a short, disbelieving laugh. “You’re… messing with me.”
I stared at her. “I’m not.”
Her expression shifted. “Matt—no.”
“Yes.”
She took a step back, shaking her head. “You don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
Her lips parted, but nothing came out.
She looked at me like I was someone she didn’t recognize.
Like I had just unravelled the world beneath her feet.
Like I was ruining everything.
Something twisted in my chest, sharp and deep.
She finally found her voice. “Matt, what the hell are you talking about?”
I let out a breath, my hands shaking slightly. “You know what I’m talking about.”
Her eyes darkened. “No. I don’t.”
I took a step closer, voice lowering. “That night—”
“No.”
“Yes,” I insisted. “It wasn’t stupid. You felt it. We both did.”
“That was a mistake.”
“That was real.”
Sunny inhaled sharply, shaking her head again. “Oh my god.”
“You love me.” The words left my lips. “You’ve always loved me.”
“No,” she snapped, voice sharp, stepping away from the edge. “Matt, stop.”
“You’re lying.”
“I’m not lying.”
I took another step, desperate now. “Yes, you are.”
She let out a harsh breath, her hands pressing against her temples like she could physically block me out. “I cannot believe you’re doing this right now.”
“I can’t pretend anymore.”
Her eyes flashed. “Then what the hell do you want from me, Matt?”
I swallowed, my voice rough. “You.”
The word was quiet. Small.
Desperate.
Sunny closed her eyes for half a second before looking at me again, her face hard.
“I can’t believe this is happening right now,” she said, her voice lower now. “It was nothing. I’m sorry it happened, Matt, but it meant nothing.”
I flinched.
She exhaled sharply, shaking her head. “You think we’d be here if there was something between us?” She gestured toward the ring on her finger. “This wouldn’t be happening if—”
“Because you settled.”
The words were like a slap.
Her jaw tightened. “Excuse me?”
I swallowed. “You settled for him.”
Her eyes blazed. “I love him.”
I shook my head. “You don’t.”
“Yes, I do, Matt.” Her voice rose, sharp and final. “And you’re being an asshole.”
She shook her head. “You should’ve kept this to yourself. You should’ve let it go.” She exhaled, eyes flashing. “You should’ve just been my friend.”
I stared at her.
The world felt smaller.
Like something was caving in.
Like I had just thrown myself off the edge.
Sunny shook her head one last time, her voice colder now. “This conversation is over.”
And then—
She turned her back to me and started walking.
This was it.
The final nail in the coffin.
The end of everything.
She wasn’t going to change her mind.
She wasn’t going to turn back around and realize she had been wrong.
She wasn’t going to love me.
Not now.
Not ever.
The realization hollowed me out, scraped me raw from the inside.
I turned my gaze back to the cliff’s edge. 
The drop stretched before me, sharp and endless. The wind cut through the space between the jagged rocks, howling through the emptiness below.
I didn’t move for several minutes. I even thought she left without me, but she didn’t.

“Matt.”
Her voice was careful now, edged with something quiet and uncertain. She had noticed my silence, the way I hadn’t moved.
I didn’t look at her.
She took a step closer. “Come on,” she said, gentler this time. “Let’s go back.”
I still didn’t move.
Another step.
The shift in the air was subtle, but I felt it—the hesitation in her breath, the way her voice tightened just slightly.
“Matt?”
I exhaled. The wind swallowed the sound.
She took another step, close enough now that I could feel her behind me, could hear the way her breathing had changed.
For the first time since I met her, I scared her.
It should have mattered to me.
It didn’t.
“None of this matters,” I murmured.
She froze.
I turned my head slightly, just enough to see her in my peripheral vision.
Her forehead was creased, brows pulled together. “What?”
I let out a slow breath, the weight in my chest pressing harder. “Everything is meaningless without you.”
Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak.
I turned to her fully now, my throat dry. “I love you.”
She winced.
I barely noticed.
“I have loved you since the moment I saw you,” I went on, voice rough, thick with something I couldn’t swallow down. “Five years, Sunny. Five years, and my only sin was not getting to you before he did.”
Her entire body went stiff.
“Matt.” Her voice was barely a whisper now. “Please—”
She walked closer to me then reached for me.
I barely felt it.
“This isn’t fair,” I spoke through clenched teeth, more to myself than to her. “It should’ve been us.”
She stepped forward suddenly, grabbing my wrist, pulling me back from the edge.
“Matt, stop…”
Her grip was desperate, tight.
I didn’t move.
I couldn’t move.
“You don’t understand,” I said, my voice breaking. “I can’t—I don’t know how to exist without you.”
“Then learn,” she choked out. “But don’t do this. Please, Matt. You’re not thinking straight.” Her eyes were wide, wet, full of something I couldn’t name.
She was scared.
Of me.
She was crying for Micah.
Not for me.
Not for us.
For him.
Something inside me twisted violently.
I couldn’t take it.
She yanked harder on my wrist, her fingers digging in, desperate now. "Matt, no. You're not thinking clearly. Please, just come back—"
My whole body felt like it had locked into place, my pulse hammering so loud it drowned out everything else. The wind. The mountain. Her voice. All of it, fading beneath the storm inside my skull.
"I'm done," I whispered, my throat raw. "I can't—I can't go on like this."
Her breath caught. "Don't say that," she pleaded, her grip tightening, almost painful. "Matt, please—"
She pulled harder, trying to drag me back from the edge, but I wouldn't budge.
Something sharp and broken spilled out of me. A breath. A laugh. A sob. "What’s the point?" My voice cracked, shaking with everything I could no longer hold in. "It was always him. It was always going to be him. I can’t live like this."
She panicked then. 
I saw it in her eyes, the way something shifted—like, for the first time, she realized how far gone I was. How deep this ran.
And then—she pulled.
Hard.
The ground tilted.
We fell.
The snow crushed beneath us as we hit the ground, my weight slamming against her as we tumble, limbs tangling. I heard her gasp, the air leaving her lungs, the sharp impact of our bodies colliding.
And then—I was on top of her.
Breathing hard.
Shaking.
The world spun.
I saw her face beneath me, wide-eyed, her lips parted in shock, strands of her hair spilling into the snow like a halo. She tried to push against my chest, but I barely felt it.
I was trembling. My whole body, shaking with something too big, too dark to contain.
It wasn’t fair.
It wasn’t fair.
It wasn’t fair.
My fingers curled around the pendant at her throat as I looked down at her. 
The one I gave her.
The one Micah never noticed.
The one that should’ve meant something.
I wrapped it around my hand. Tight.
"Matt—" Her voice was small, hoarse, but I barely heard it.
I pulled.
She gasped, her hands flying to my wrists, clawing at them, trying to break free.
But she couldn’t.
She was too small. Too weak.
I was stronger.
I always had been.
And she—she was leaving me.
For him.
For him.
"Why?!" I roared, my vision going red, that darkness that lay dormant in my chest for years breaking out. "Why wasn’t it me?!"
Those dark brown doe-like eyes stared at me, terrified. 
She tried to say something, but the words barely made it past her lips. Her fingers dug into my skin, weak, slipping.
I couldn’t stop.
I couldn’t stop.
“Why is it never me?!”

I kept pulling. Kept pressing. Kept tightening the pendant around her neck.
“I love you so much, and it doesn’t matter! It never did!” 

Her body jerked beneath mine, legs kicking against the snow, hands still clawing at my arms, but slower now.
Weaker.
My heart pounded so hard it hurt. 
My ears were ringing. 
My breath came in sharp, shallow gasps, my vision blurring.
Then—
Her fingers stilled.
Her lips parted slightly, eyes glassy.
Her body slackened.
The fight—the life—drained from her all at once.
I froze.
The wind howled through the cliffs.
I couldn't move.
I couldn't breathe.
My grip went slack. The necklace slipped from my fingers, falling against her throat in a loose coil.
"Sunny?"
I shook her.
She didn't move.
No, no, no—
A sharp, panicked breath clawed its way out of my chest.
I cupped her face, my thumbs brushing over her cheeks, over the skin that had always been so warm.
Now—it was cooling.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No.
No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. 
NO! NO! NO!
My chest caved in. "Come on, wake up," I choked, shaking her harder. "Sunny. I’m sorry, I lost my temper for a second. Just –"
Nothing.
“Sunny, come on, stop acting like that,” I gripped her shoulders and pulled her up, but she fell back, her hair cascading on her face. 
I watched her. 
I don’t know for how long. 
No, this wasn’t possible. 
This wasn’t real. 
It couldn’t be real. 
“Sunny, seriously, this isn’t funny,” tears streamed from my face like my brain realized something my body refused to, “come on, lets go back, Micah’s waiting.”
No sound. 
No movement. 

“Sunny…”

What have you done? 
No, I didn’t. 
I didn’t mean this. 
This isn’t happening. 
I didn’t do anything. 
But you did.
You killed her.
And now she’s dead. 

A guttural scream tore through me, ripping from the depths of my soul and exploding into the air, a raw, feral sound that cracked the sky and shattered the world around me. It clawed its way out of my throat, jagged and relentless, splitting me open from the inside, vibrating through my bones, rupturing my breath, until all that remained was the echo of something too wild, too broken, to be human.
I cried.
I sobbed.
I hugged her.
Waiting for her to say something.
Waiting for her to make a sound.
When I did hear a sound, it didn’t come from her. It came from the mountain.
A deep, thunderous crack split the air.
The ground beneath me trembled.
The wind roared, vicious, deafening.
And somewhere above—
The avalanche came.
I staggered to my feet, my legs trembling beneath me, adrenaline burning through my veins like acid. I tried to pull her up with me, gripping her arms, willing her to move, to hold on. But my strength was draining, slipping from me as fast as the earth beneath my feet. My fingers went numb, my grip faltered. I let go.
I turned and ran.
The wind howled, the ground churned. The mountain rumbled like something alive, something angry. I glanced back just in time to see it—the wall of snow crashing down, swallowing her whole, dragging her body toward the cliff’s edge.
Burying her. Hiding her.
As if the mountain itself was protecting her remains from me.
I tried to keep running, but my foot caught on shifting snow. My body twisted, weightless for a heartbeat—then I was falling, tumbling, the world spinning in white and cold and silence.
The next thing I remember a voice. Rough. Gritted.
“Dead yet?”
I forced my eyes open. 
A face loomed over me. Dark eyes, shadowed beneath a furrowed brow. A rugged jaw, half-hidden behind an unkempt beard. 
“No?” he said. “Then get up.”
















CHAPTER 27
I fell to my knees.
The snow gave way beneath me, soft and soundless, swallowing my weight like a ghost.
My breath came in shallow gasps, my pulse roaring in my ears. 
My hands hung limp in my lap, useless, trembling.
I remembered.
I remembered everything.
The cold press of the necklace against my fingers. The way her body arched beneath me, her hands clawing, her lips trembling around silent, desperate words. The way her breath had hitched—
And then stopped.
I looked down at my hands.
They weren’t the hands of a murderer.
They couldn’t be.
But I saw it.
Saw the phantom imprint of her throat, the bruises that would have spread like ink beneath my touch. Saw the way my fingers had wrapped around something delicate, something breakable.
Saw the moment I broke her.
I shook my head, my stomach twisting, bile creeping up my throat.
This wasn’t real.
This couldn’t be real.
“God,” I whispered, gripping my hair, tugging hard enough to hurt. “No. No, no, no, no—”
I looked up.
Sunny was still standing there.
At the very edge.
The wind pulled at her hair, whipping it around her face, but she didn’t move, didn’t react. She was still.
She was staring at me.
She opened her mouth. And then—
“You killed me.”
The words shattered me.
I flinched, shaking my head. “No.” My voice was hoarse, unsteady. “That’s not true.”
Her face didn’t change.
“You killed me, Matt.” Her voice was soft. Almost pitying. “Right here. Three years ago. You strangled me to death with the necklace you gave me.”
I pressed my palms against my temples, shaking my head, refusing to let the words settle in. “No, that’s… that can’t be real. I couldn’t. I would never…”
She didn’t respond.
My soul cracked. 
I pushed to my feet, my legs weak beneath me, my breath coming in short, desperate bursts. I took a step forward.
She didn’t move.
I took another.
She was so close now. Close enough to touch.
“Sunny…” My voice broke.
I reached for her.
She didn’t flinch. Didn’t retreat.
My arms wrapped around her, pulling her against me. Holding her.
My hands threaded into her hair, pressing my nose against the crown of her head, breathing her in. I felt her, felt the shape of her beneath my touch. Her heartbeat. Her breath.
She was here.
She was here.
She was real.
I pulled back just enough to cup her face in my hands, brushing my thumbs over her cheekbones. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, over and over again. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—I didn’t—”
I didn’t know what I was saying anymore.
My own voice became a distant hum, my words spilling from me in a desperate rush, but I couldn’t process them, couldn’t hold onto them.
All I knew was her.
Her skin beneath my palms. 
The shape of her lips. 
The colour of her eyes. 
The way her hair tangled in the wind.
I took her hands in mine, pressing them to my lips, kissing them, murmuring between each press of my mouth— “You’re here. You’re here now. You’re here. You’re okay.”
She didn’t respond.
Her gaze had drifted to the distance, to something I couldn’t see.
I swallowed. My hands tightened around hers.
“Sunny?”
Her eyes finally met mine.
Then—
She smiled.
A slow, soft, knowing smile.
She squeezed my hands, her grip tightening. 
I smiled back. 
“You’re here,” I nodded, my voice muffled to my own ears, as if I was under water. 
She stepped back.
I stepped back with her.
She took another step back. 
I let her lead me. Like I always did. 
She leaned backwards into the fall, into the void, pulling me with her.
And I didn’t fight it.
As I fell, I just looked at her. 
I blinked. 
She was gone. 
I blinked.
She was there.
I blinked. 
She was gone again. 
I blinked.
She was there again.
I blinked. 
She was gone. 
The ground was getting closer. 
I blinked. 
She wasn’t there anymore. 

People say the mind protects you from the worst things you’ve done. 
I wouldn’t know – I can’t seem to forget. 
Not the way she smiled. 
Not the way her fingers laced with mine. 
Not the wind whipping past us. 
Not the mountain pulling me down. 
Not her.
Not this. 
Not the path to sunshine. 




