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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, captivity, forced proximity, power imbalance, stalking, past domestic abuse, military violence and trauma, morally grey characters, explicit language, and dark themes. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Take Me to Church” — Hozier

“Hostage” — Billie Eilish

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Control” — Halsey

“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak

“Young and Beautiful” — Lana Del Rey

“my tears ricochet” — Taylor Swift

“I didn’t trap you. I just stopped giving you reasons to leave.”

D.K. Mercer, Iron Garden

For the ones who stopped running.
Not because they gave up.
Because they found something worth digging in for.
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Before

CADE

The camera on the south ridge picks her up at 4:47 p.m.

I almost miss it. The feed is grainy this time of day, sunlight catching the lens at a low angle, and the road through the lower valley has been a brown river of snowmelt and topsoil for three days. Nothing uses that road in April. Not the elk. Not Eli Marsh’s cattle. Certainly not anyone with the sense God gave a fence post.

But there it is. A white pickup, mud to the wheel wells, fishtailing on what used to be gravel and is now something closer to wet cement. I watch from the monitor in my operations room, coffee going cold in my hand, and I wait for the driver to do the smart thing. Stop. Reverse. Find a different route down the mountain.

The truck keeps going.

I set the coffee down. Pull the chair closer. The south-ridge camera has decent resolution for what it is. Military surplus, bolted to a Douglas fir I picked for its sight lines. I can make out the truck’s details now. Ford F-250, older model, white paint streaked brown. Montana plates. There’s a metal toolbox in the bed and what looks like a veterinary supply case strapped to the sidewall.

A vet. In April. On a road that hasn’t been passable since the second week of snowmelt.

The truck hits the soft spot where the drainage ditch collapsed last week, and the front end dips like a horse going to its knees. The rear tires spin. Mud geysers up behind the tailgate in two brown arcs, and then the truck settles with the particular finality of something that is not moving again without a winch.

I should turn off the monitor. She’ll call a tow. Eli’s ranch is four miles east and he’s got a tractor. Or she’ll walk back the way she came, hit cell range near the county road, call whoever vets call when they get stuck in the middle of nowhere. Either way, not my problem. I have two hundred acres of fortified solitude, six months of provisions, and a standing policy that the best neighbor is one I never see.

She gets out of the truck.

The camera gives me just enough to see her assess the situation. She walks the perimeter of the vehicle, testing the ground with each step. She’s wearing boots. Good ones. Mud-caked already, the soles thick enough to suggest she spends more time in pastures than parking lots. She crouches near the front left tire, pushes her braid over her shoulder, and studies the angle of the axle like she’s diagnosing something.

She is diagnosing something. The tilt says the truck’s front end is in about eighteen inches of saturated clay. The rear differential is grinding against the road surface. That truck isn’t going anywhere under its own power.

She stands. Wipes her hands on her jeans. Looks up the road, toward my property. Then down the road, toward Eli’s place. Then she opens the truck bed, pulls out a folding shovel, and starts digging.

Methodical. Competent. She clears mud from around the tires, packs branches underneath for traction, gets back in, and tries again. The engine roars. The tires spin. The branches shoot out like artillery. The truck sinks another two inches.

She gets out again. Stands there with her hands on her hips, mud up to her shins, and looks directly at the camera.

She can’t see it. I know she can’t see it. The housing is painted bark-brown and it’s thirty feet up in a fir tree. But she’s looking right at it, her jaw set, her braid hanging over one shoulder, and for a full ten seconds she stares at the spot where the lens is hidden like she knows exactly what’s watching her.

I don’t move.

She turns away. Goes back to digging.

The smart play is to let her work until she gives up. Let her walk to Eli’s. Let her be someone else’s inconvenience. My perimeter is secure. My supplies are stocked. My systems are clean. I have not had a visitor in eleven months, and that visitor was a lost hunter I pointed back toward the county road with a two-word sentence and a look that ensured he wouldn’t return.

But the road downstream is worse than she thinks. I checked it this morning. The culvert near the switchback washed out overnight. If she walks east toward Eli’s, she’ll hit a sixty-foot gap in the road surface with a twenty-foot drop into a creek bed running fast enough to roll a body. In the dark, she might not see it until she’s falling.

The sun is angling toward the ridge. She has maybe ninety minutes of usable daylight. She doesn’t know about the washout. She doesn’t know the temperature will drop below freezing tonight. She doesn’t know the closest cell signal is eleven miles south, and the road between here and there turns into a mudslide after dark.

She doesn’t know any of it. All she knows is mud and a dead truck and a mountain that doesn’t want her here.

That makes two of us.

I watch her try one more time. Same branches. Same technique. Same result. The truck shudders and sinks, and she slams her palm against the steering wheel hard enough that I see the jolt through the windshield on a camera mounted a hundred yards away.

She’s frustrated, not defeated. There’s a difference. I know it well. Defeated people sit down. Frustrated people hit things and keep going.

She keeps going.

I pick up the ATV keys from the hook by the door. Duke lifts his head from his spot by the woodstove, one ear gone, the other cocked in my direction. He knows the sound of those keys. He also knows I don’t take the ATV out this late unless something’s wrong.

“Stay,” I tell him.

He puts his head back down. Watches me with one brown eye. Doesn’t believe me, but obeys. That’s the arrangement.

The go-bag is where it always is. By the back door. Packed for seventy-two hours. I don’t take it. This isn’t an extraction. This is a retrieval of a civilian who got stuck in mud on a road I should have gated off two years ago.

I pull on my jacket. Check the sidearm out of habit, not necessity. A woman stuck in mud is not an operational threat. I know this. My hands check the weapon anyway, because hands remember what the brain decides to forget, and my hands remember that the last time I helped someone, three men came home in boxes.

The ATV starts on the first pull. The evening air is cold and smells like thawing pine and wet earth, the specific scent of a mountain deciding whether it’s done with winter. I take the south trail down, the one that runs parallel to the road. Faster than the road itself right now. Drier.

I tell myself I’m doing this because a dead woman on my access road brings attention. An investigation. Questions. Strangers in uniforms walking my perimeter, cataloging my cameras, asking why a man lives alone on a mountain with motion sensors and a reinforced communications room.

I tell myself it’s operational risk management.

The truth is simpler and worse: she looked at my camera like she could see me. Nobody looks at me. I built this life so that nobody ever looks at me again.

And she looked right at me.

Three years. Three years of silence and discipline and the controlled architecture of a life built for one. Three years of scanning frequencies and logging signals and walking the perimeter at 0200 while the mountain slept and the stars were so bright they looked like security lights and the only heartbeat in the compound was mine. Three years since the last time I looked at another person and felt anything other than a threat assessment.

She is not a threat. I have run every scan available to me in the thirty minutes I’ve been watching. Her truck is registered to Rowan Adler, DVM, out of a practice in the valley. The license plate is Montana, recent issue. The equipment in her truck bed—I zoomed the camera—is veterinary: a tackle box of instruments, a bottle of what looks like sedative, a folding crate. She’s a vet. She’s on a call. She took the road through my property because Eli Marsh told her to, because Eli Marsh is a good man who doesn’t know that the road he sends people down runs through the property of someone who catalogues every vehicle, every face, every deviation from the baseline of his isolation.

She is not a threat, and this is the problem, because my system has no protocol for not-a-threat. My system has: threat, potential threat, and unknown. Unknown defaults to potential threat. Potential threat defaults to avoidance. Avoidance means I stay in the compound, she walks to Eli’s, and by tomorrow morning she is a data point in my log and nothing else.

Except for the washout. Except for the freezing temperatures. Except for the fact that I watched her slam her palm against the steering wheel and I felt something in my chest that I haven’t felt in three years, something that predates the compound and the hard drive and the dead men and the flight, something that belongs to the version of me that existed before all of this, the version that would have walked down the hill without checking a sidearm or calculating an exit strategy, the version that would have just helped.

That version is dead. I killed him deliberately, the way you kill a compromised identity: thorough, clean, with no recoverable fragments. The man who walks down this hill to pull a truck out of the mud is not that man. He is the man who replaced him—the one with the perimeter and the protocols and the hands that check weapons by reflex. He is doing this for operational reasons. He is doing this because the risk calculation demands it.

The risk calculation is a lie. My hands know it. My hands are already on the ATV keys, and my pulse has shifted from resting to something faster, something that isn’t fear and isn’t vigilance and is, if I’m being honest with myself for the first time in three years, the simple, devastating biology of a man who has seen a woman and wants to be closer to her.

I don’t want to be closer to her. I want to retrieve a civilian from a hazardous road condition. I want to eliminate a variable. I want to preserve the operational integrity of my perimeter by ensuring that no one dies on my access road and draws the kind of attention that ends lives like mine.

The wanting is not in the plan. The wanting is the thing I built every wall and every lock and every rule to prevent. The wanting is the breach.

I am an excellent liar. I have lied to commanding officers, intelligence operatives, and the kind of men who verify lies with pliers. I have maintained cover stories for months at a time without a single tell.

But as the ATV crests the ridge and I see her below, mud to her knees, braid over her shoulder, hands on her hips in the last gold light of a dying afternoon, I can’t sell myself the lie that this is about the road.

It isn’t about the road.
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Stuck

ROWAN

The truck dies the way most things die in Montana: slowly, stubbornly, and covered in mud.

I feel the front tires lose traction first. The steering wheel goes soft in my hands, the kind of soft that means the road has stopped being a road and started being a suggestion. The F-250 is a good truck. Twenty years old, two hundred thousand miles, a rebuilt transmission and a heater that only works on the highest setting. She’s gotten me through blizzards, calving emergencies at two in the morning, and one memorable midnight run to Bozeman when a rancher’s bull put a fence post through his own shoulder.

She does not get me through this.

The mud takes us in increments. First the tires spin. Then the chassis drops. Then the engine screams in a pitch that tells me the rear differential is grinding against something it was never meant to touch, and I take my foot off the gas because killing the drivetrain won’t save me. It’ll just make the walk longer.

I sit for a moment. Engine idling. Heater blasting. The road ahead is a brown river cutting through pine and spruce. Behind me, the tracks I’ve already made are filling with water, the mountain erasing my passage like it was never here.

Eli Marsh told me to take this road. “Faster,” he said, his voice thin and frantic on the phone. “The main road’s washed out past the bridge. Take the back way. Through the Nash property. Nobody uses it, but it’ll get you here.”

Nobody uses it. That should have been my first clue.

I check my phone. No signal. The screen is cracked from when I dropped it last month, a spiderweb fracture across the left side that makes the display look like it’s flinching. I’ve been meaning to replace it. I’ve been meaning to do a lot of things.

The phone buzzes. One bar, maybe. A notification tries to load and fails. The screen flashes a name I don’t let myself read before the signal dies. My thumb finds the power button out of muscle memory. I push it down. Hold it. The screen goes black.

I get out. The mud swallows my boots to the ankle. It’s cold. Not winter-cold, but the raw, wet cold of a mountain that hasn’t decided if spring is permanent yet. The air smells like thawing earth and pine sap, and somewhere uphill, water is running fast enough to hear.

I walk the truck’s perimeter. Front left tire: buried to the hub. Front right: better, but not by much. The rear end sits higher, the bed’s weight keeping it from sinking as deep, but the angle tells me the front axle is resting on mud so saturated it might as well be quicksand.

I crouch by the front left tire. Push my braid over my shoulder so it doesn’t drag in the muck. The axle is caked brown. The undercarriage is groaning with the weight of clay packed into every crevice. This truck needs a winch. Maybe a tractor. Definitely more than one woman with a folding shovel and an emergency call that’s not getting any less emergency.

I dig anyway.

There’s a rhythm to futile work. You know it’s not going to be enough, but your body needs the motion. Scoop. Toss. Clear. Pack branches under the tire. Try again. The engine howls. The branches shoot out behind the truck like missiles. The tires find nothing but slick clay and the truck settles deeper, a fraction of an inch that feels like a verdict.

I slam my palm against the steering wheel. The sting feels productive. The truck doesn’t care.

Outside again. Hands on my hips. Mud drying on my jeans in a pattern that’ll take three washes to remove. The sun is low now, dropping toward the ridge, painting the treetops in a gold that would be beautiful if I weren’t calculating how many hours until dark.

I look up the road. The way it climbs into the trees, narrowing until it’s barely more than a path. Somewhere up there is the Nash property. Eli mentioned it once. A man who keeps to himself. Eli said it the way you say someone has a gun collection or an interesting relationship with local building codes.

I look down the road. Toward Eli’s place. Four miles, maybe. In good conditions, that’s an hour’s walk. In this mud, in fading light, on a road I don’t know? That’s a gamble I’m not sure I can afford.

I’m reaching for the shovel again when I hear the engine.

Not a truck. Smaller. Higher-pitched. An ATV, coming from uphill, moving fast and steady through terrain that would kill a regular vehicle. It rounds the bend through the trees, and I see him.

My first thought is military. I don’t know why. Maybe the posture. Maybe the way he sits on the ATV like it’s an extension of his body, no wasted motion, no casual slouch. He’s wearing a dark jacket, work pants, boots that have seen real work. His face is hard to read at this distance, but his body language is fluent. It says: I see you. I have assessed you. I have not yet decided what you are.

He pulls up twenty feet from my truck. Kills the engine. Doesn’t get off immediately. Just sits there, one hand resting on the handlebar, and looks at me. Then at the truck. Then at the mud. Then back at me.

“You Eli’s vet?”

His voice is flat. Not unfriendly. Not friendly either. Somewhere in between, where all the warmth has been stripped out and what’s left is pure function.

“Rowan Adler. I’m heading to his ranch. His mare’s colicking.”

He nods. Once. Like he already knew that and was confirming, not asking.

“Road ahead’s washed out. Culvert failed overnight. You can’t get through.”

“The road behind me—”

“Worse. That stretch you drove through is filling. Another hour, it’ll be impassable on foot.”

I look at my truck. At the mud. At the fading light. The math isn’t complicated: I can’t go forward, I can’t go back, and I’m standing in the middle of a mountain that’s dissolving under my feet.

“Do you have a phone I can use?”

“No cell signal up here. I’ve got a radio. You can reach Eli in the morning.”

“Morning.” I say it flat, because saying it any other way would let him hear the thing I don’t want him to hear.

He gets off the ATV. He’s tall. I’m five-seven and I have to look up. He moves like someone who’s spent a lot of time being careful about how much space he takes up and has given up trying. Broad shoulders. Lean everywhere else. His hands are large and scarred across the knuckles, and when he reaches for the winch cable mounted to the front of the ATV, his fingers work the mechanism with a precision that suggests he could do this in the dark. Probably has.

He hooks the cable to my truck’s frame without asking. Without explaining. The winch pulls, the ATV braces, and my truck lurches forward out of the hole with a sucking sound that’s almost obscene.

“You can pull it up to my place,” he says, unhooking the cable. “Roads should dry out in a few days. Week, maybe.”

“A week.”

He looks at me. Grey eyes. Light enough to look almost silver in the failing sun. Not warm. Not cold, exactly. Empty in a way that feels deliberate, like someone who cleaned out a room and left the lights on so you’d think it was still occupied.

“You got somewhere else to be?”

I don’t. That’s the whole problem. I moved to Montana three months ago because it was far from everything, and now the same distance that was supposed to protect me is trapping me on a mountain with a stranger who looks at me like I’m a math problem he’s deciding whether to solve.

“I’ll need my keys back when the roads clear,” I say.

He extends his hand. I stare at it. Then I understand. He’s not offering a handshake. He’s asking for my keys.

“Roads aren’t safe,” he says, like that’s an explanation.

“That’s not your call.”

“It is tonight.”

I should argue. I should refuse. I should get in my truck and take my chances with a road that’s dissolving into a creek bed, because the alternative is handing my keys to a man I’ve known for four minutes who lives alone on a mountain with cameras in his trees.

I drop the keys into his palm.

His fingers close around them. He turns back to the ATV without another word, and I follow in my truck, up a narrow trail through the trees, the mud sucking at my tires with every rotation. The trees thicken. The light dies. And when the canopy opens again, I see it.

Not a cabin. Not a house. A compound. Chain-link fencing topped with angled brackets. Solar panels on the roof. A structure that looks like it was built to survive things most people don’t plan for. Motion-sensor lights flare white as the ATV approaches, and in the glare I see cameras mounted at the gate, the roofline, the corners of every outbuilding.

He drove me to a fortress. And he has my keys.

My stomach drops to somewhere near my mud-caked boots. But I park where he points, kill the engine, and step out into cold air that smells like pine and woodsmoke and the particular silence of a place where no one will hear you if you scream.

I followed a stranger into a fortress on a mountain, and he has my keys, and the road behind me is gone.

I’ve made worse decisions. Recently. But I can’t remember when.
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Rules

CADE

She catalogues exits. I watch her do it, and I know she doesn’t realize I’m watching, because if she did, she’d be more subtle about it.

The front door: she checked the lock type when I held it open. Deadbolt, keyed from both sides. Her eyes went to the hinges next. Interior mount. She filed that. I know she filed it because her gaze lingered one second longer than a person who was simply walking through a door.

The windows in the main room: she stood near the south-facing set while I showed her where the towels were. She didn’t touch the glass, but she measured the frame with her eyes. Those windows are reinforced. Polycarbonate inner layer, standard glass outer. They look normal. They’re not.

She won’t break through them. But I note the fact that she considered it.

“Kitchen,” I say, leading her through. “Pantry’s through there. Water’s filtered. Comes from a well, not the creek. Propane stove, two burners. Don’t leave them on.”

She nods. Says nothing. Her eyes scan the countertops, the knife block, the door to the pantry. I can almost hear her running inventory. She’d be good at reconnaissance. The thought is inappropriate and I dismiss it.

“Your room.” I push open the door at the end of the hall. It’s spare. A bed, military-made with tight corners. A dresser with nothing on it. A window that looks out at the tree line.

She walks in. Touches the quilt. Her fingers run across the fabric like she’s checking the thread count or the temperature or something I can’t quantify, and I watch her hand move and I look away.

“Rules,” I say from the doorway.

She turns. Her expression is neutral. Patient. The expression of someone who has listened to a man’s rules before and has opinions about them she’s choosing not to share.

“Don’t touch the radio. Don’t go past the tree line. There’s a room at the end of the east hallway with a reinforced door. Don’t try it.”

“What’s behind the door?”

“The third rule.”

She holds my gaze for three full seconds. I count them. I count things. It’s a habit from a previous life that has never stopped being useful.

“What about my truck keys?” she says.

“What about them?”

“I want them back.”

“When the roads dry.”

“That’s not your decision to make.”

“On my mountain, everything is my decision.”

Her jaw tightens. Not anger. Something older than anger. Something she’s had practice swallowing.

“How long?” she asks.

“Few days. Week at the outside.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“I don’t kid.”

I don’t. Not about timelines, not about terrain, and not about the structural integrity of mountain roads in the third week of spring thaw. The culvert washout alone will take a week to stabilize. The county won’t send a crew until the main road is clear, and the main road is a problem for people with more resources than this county has ever had.

She studies me. I let her. Most people look away from me quickly. I’m told my face is not inviting. I have cultivated this. A face that discourages conversation discourages contact, and contact is the preliminary stage of every operational failure I’ve ever witnessed.

She doesn’t look away.

“Fine,” she says. Not agreement. Acknowledgment. The difference matters. Agreement means acceptance. Acknowledgment means she’s heard me and is already planning her counterargument.

From the living room, Duke growls. Low, sustained, the growl he reserves for things he hasn’t classified yet. Rowan Adler is now in his territory, and Duke does not share territory. I found him two years ago on the north ridge, half-dead from exposure, one ear gone to frostbite or a fight or both. He bit me twice during the first week. Now he sleeps by the stove and tolerates my existence. We understand each other. We both prefer a world with fewer variables.

“Your dog doesn’t like me,” she says.

“He doesn’t like anyone.”

“Including you?”

“Including me.”

She looks toward the growl. Her expression changes. The wariness is still there, but something else surfaces. Professional interest. She’s a vet. Of course. Duke is not a guest to her. He’s a patient she hasn’t been introduced to.

“Don’t touch him
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