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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, moral ambiguity, wrongful conviction, survivor’s guilt, grief and loss, injury and medical trauma, forced proximity under dangerous conditions, strong language, suggestive intimate scenes, and references to accidental death.

This is a DARK romance. 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

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Take Me to Church” — Hozier

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Earned It” — The Weeknd

“Ultraviolence” — Lana Del Rey

“You Should See Me in a Crown” — Billie Eilish

“Change (In the House of Flies)” — Deftones

“Line Without a Hook” — Ricky Montgomery

I didn’t fall for him. I climbed down into the dark on purpose, hand over hand, and called it gravity.

— Wren Aldric, Signal Fires

For everyone who stayed in the tower.

Even when staying was the more dangerous thing.
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The Descent

The altimeter is lying to me, and I’m letting it.

That’s the generous interpretation. The less generous one—the one I’d put in the incident report if I thought I’d live long enough to file one—is that I saw the numbers dropping nine minutes ago and chose not to care. The ceiling was supposed to hold at eight thousand. It didn’t. The turbulence was supposed to be moderate. It isn’t. And the engine, which passed its last inspection six weeks ago with a note that read within acceptable tolerances, is making a sound I’ve only heard twice before. Both times, I walked away. Not everyone in the aircraft did.

I push the cyclic forward and watch the snow close around the cockpit like a fist.

Dispatch called it a ground stop forty minutes ago. All rotary and fixed-wing grounded south of the divide. I was already north when the call came through, which is true, and I could have turned back, which is also true, and I didn’t, which is the truest thing about me.

The Lewis Range rises somewhere beneath me. I know this the way I know the bones in my own hands—by feel, by repetition, by the particular quality of updraft that comes off a ridgeline at seven thousand feet in early October. I’ve flown this corridor two hundred times. SAR extractions in July. Fire suppression in August. The autumn survey runs that nobody else bids on because the weather up here turns vindictive without warning.

I bid on all of them.

The engine note drops. Not the gradual decline of a system under stress—a step down, clean and sudden, like someone pulled a fuse. The rotor RPM gauge ticks backward. I adjust the collective, feeding fuel the engine can’t use, and for three seconds the helicopter holds. Steady. Obedient. The way it always is right before it stops pretending.

Then the second drop, and I know.

I don’t reach for the radio. There’s no one to call and nothing they could do. I run the autorotation checklist in my head—lower collective, maintain rotor speed, flare at the last second—but the visibility is twenty feet and the terrain is vertical and the checklist assumes a pilot who wants to survive. I want to survive. I’m almost certain I want to survive. The fact that I have to think about it is information I’ve been declining to process for about three years.

The cockpit shudders. Through the whiteout, I see the outline of a structure—angular, elevated, a dark shape on stilts against the snow. A fire lookout tower. There are eighteen of them in the Lewis Range, and I know which one this is. I know because I looked it up in April, when the Forest Service posted the seasonal assignments. Stanton Lookout. 7,200 feet. Staffed through October 15.

Staffed by Pilar Vaughn.

I looked it up on a Tuesday in March, sitting in the parking lot of a bar in Kalispell with the engine running and the heater on. I typed her name into the Forest Service seasonal staff database—public records, nothing that required clearance—and there she was. Tower #7, Lewis Range District, fire season April through October, extended winter maintenance assignment through March. Extended. She wasn’t doing a standard summer season. She was staying through the winter. Alone, at 7,200 feet, in a tower not much bigger than the cell her brother sleeps in.

I told myself I was checking because I needed to know where not to fly. Operational awareness. A pilot’s due diligence. I told myself a lot of things in that parking lot while the heater ran and the gas gauge dropped and the screen dimmed against my face. None of them were true. The true thing is: I’ve been carrying her brother’s innocence in a waterproof case for three years, and I looked up where she was because the weight of carrying it has become indistinguishable from the weight of the thing I owe her, and both of them are pulling me toward this mountain like gravity with a conscience.

I looked it up on a Tuesday in March, sitting in the parking lot of a bar in Kalispell with the engine running and the heater on and the phone in my hand. I typed her name into the Forest Service database—public records, seasonal staff postings, nothing that required clearance or deceit, just a man Googling the sister of the man he’d helped put in prison. Normal Tuesday behavior. The listing was dry: Stanton Lookout, Tower #7, Lewis Range District, fire season April through October, extended winter maintenance assignment through March. Extended. She wasn’t just doing a summer season. She was staying through the winter. Alone, at 7,200 feet, in a tower smaller than most prison cells.

I told myself I was checking because I needed to know where not to fly. I told myself it was a safety measure—operational awareness, a pilot’s due diligence. I told myself a lot of things in that parking lot while the heater ran and the gas gauge dropped and the phone screen dimmed against my face.

I didn’t plan this. I want that on whatever record survives. I didn’t aim for her tower. I didn’t take the contract because her name was on a duty roster I had no business reading. I didn’t fly into a storm because something in me has been leaning toward this specific coordinate for three years, the way water leans toward the lowest point in a landscape.

Except I did all of those things, and the fact that I did them without deciding to doesn’t make them accidents. It makes them something worse.

The phone is in my left jacket pocket. Ziplocked, waterproofed, the screen cracked from the day I found it. Three years I’ve carried it. Three years of evidence that could undo a conviction, free a man, and destroy what’s left of my family. Three years of reaching for it in the dark and putting it back.

The altimeter reads three hundred feet and falling. The rotor is windmilling. I can see the tower now—close enough to see the light in the cab, the yellow glow of a kerosene lamp behind glass. She’s up there. Watching the storm the way spotters watch everything: patiently, thoroughly, alone.

She doesn’t know I’m coming.

The mountain takes me the way mountains take everything—without negotiation, without ceremony, with the indifference of a force that existed before I was born and will exist long after the wreckage is cleared. The impact is a sound I’ll never forget: metal on stone, glass on ice, the shriek of a machine being torn apart by a landscape that doesn’t care about engineering tolerances or the name of the pilot inside. In the fraction of a second before everything goes dark, I think: this is what Cade heard. The mountain and the impact and the absolute certainty that you are no longer flying. You are falling. And the falling is a kind of truth that the rest of your life has been trying to avoid.

I pull the collective and brace for the tree line. The last thing I think, with the calm that comes right before the noise, is that I’ve been carrying this phone like a man carries a confession he’s not brave enough to make out loud. Maybe it’s time to let it land.

Then the trees, and the impact, and the dark.

Act I

THIN AIR
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Chapter 1
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Smoke Watch

Three things you learn in a fire tower: how to be alone, how to read wind, and how to lie to yourself about why you’re here.

I’m good at all three.

The barometer dropped fourteen millibars in two hours, which is the kind of number that makes dispatchers go quiet on the radio. I watched it happen from the chair by the east window, my third cup of coffee going cold on the sill, the Lewis Range disappearing behind a wall of gray that moved like something with intention. By noon, the ridgeline was gone. By two, the tree line. By four, I couldn’t see the catwalk railing six feet from the glass.

I radio dispatch at 16:00, same as every day.

“Stanton Lookout, checking in. Visibility zero. Barometric pressure 978 and falling. Wind sustained at forty-five, gusting sixty. Over.”

Garcia’s on tonight. I can tell by the half-second pause before he responds, the one he uses to choose his words the way a man chooses which end of a bandage to pull.

“Copy, Stanton. We’ve got a ground stop on all aircraft south of the divide. NOAA upgraded to blizzard warning, Lewis Range and northern Flathead County. Sustained through Tuesday minimum. You’re looking at six days.”

Six days. I do the math without meaning to: food for twelve, water from the snowmelt filtration, propane for the stove at current burn rate gives me nine days, the backup kerosene lamp and three novels I’ve already read twice. Six days is nothing. I’ve done fourteen in August, when the Spotted Bear fire chewed through sixty thousand acres and the smoke was so thick I navigated the tower by touch.

“Copy, dispatch. I’m provisioned. Stanton out.”

I set the radio down and look at my tower. Eight feet by eight feet. A cot against the north wall, a propane stove against the south, a desk with the radio and the Osborne Fire Finder bolted to the center. One chair. Four windows, one per wall, floor to ceiling. A trapdoor in the floor that opens onto the staircase—sixty-seven steps down to a ground-level storage shed where I keep the backup supplies, the first aid kit, and the emergency toboggan I’ve never had to use.

Sixty-four square feet. I’ve measured it. I’ve lived in it since April 3, which makes today day 189, and I’ve stopped pretending this is about fire season. Fire season ended three weeks ago. I filed for an extension through October 15. The district ranger approved it without questions, because nobody else wants Stanton and because I made a case about late-season fire risk that was technically accurate and emotionally fraudulent.

I’m not here to watch for fire. I’m here because this is the farthest I can get from the courtroom in Missoula where my brother went to prison, and from the apartment in Kalispell where my mother stopped sleeping, and from the version of myself that picked up a phone on a Thursday night and said, “Yeah, I can switch. Take my Saturday.”

I run my thumb along the scar on my left palm. Rappelling accident. Nineteen years old. The line slipped and the friction did what friction does to skin. It healed white and smooth, a ridge I can trace with my eyes closed. I trace it now. It’s the only habit I brought up the mountain, and it’s the one I can’t seem to leave at the bottom.

The wind hits the tower broadside, and the whole structure shifts. Not much. Two inches of lateral sway. The lookout is built for it—the steel legs flex, the cab pivots on the bolts. But at sixty miles per hour, those two inches feel like a hand grabbing the frame and shaking it to see what falls loose.

I brace my coffee cup. I check the stove damper. I look at the emergency contact form pinned above the radio, where my brother’s name used to be before I crossed it out in March and wrote my mother’s instead. Elena Vaughn. Kalispell, MT. I should call her. I haven’t called her in eleven days. She’ll worry about the storm. She worries about everything now, the way people worry when the big thing already happened and the worrying is all that’s left.

I don’t call. The radio is for emergencies and dispatch, and my mother’s voice will make me think about Mateo, and thinking about Mateo will make me think about the sentencing, and the sentencing will take me to the courtroom, and in the courtroom there’s a man in a witness chair with gray eyes and steady hands who said the words that put my brother in a cell for something he didn’t do.

Knox Ellery.

I haven’t said his name out loud in three years. My mother won’t. Mateo doesn’t, in his letters—he calls him “the pilot” or “the brother” or, once, in a sentence that made me press my forehead to the wall: “the other person on that mountain who lost someone.”

Mateo forgives everyone. It’s his worst quality.

The storm screams. I wrap both hands around my coffee and listen to the tower creak and groan, every bolt and brace talking to itself in the language of stress and load and metal remembering it used to be ore. I know this tower’s voice the way I know my own breathing. I know when the sway is normal and when it’s not. I know which gust will rattle the windows and which will hit the catwalk railing like a slap.

At 18:47, I hear something that isn’t the storm.

It comes from the south—a rhythmic chopping, mechanical, wrong. Too low. Too close. The frequency of a rotor under load, fighting air that doesn’t want to be cut. I press my face to the south window and see nothing. Whiteout. But I hear it, and the sound is changing, the way a note changes when the instrument breaks.

Then the engine quits. I know the sound of that, too. A helicopter engine dying sounds like a question someone stopped asking.

Silence. Two seconds. Three.

The crash is muffled by the snow and the wind, but I feel it in the tower’s frame—a concussion through the ground, up through the steel legs, into the floorboards under my boots. South-southwest, close, maybe three hundred yards. Maybe less. In this storm, it might as well be three hundred miles.

I’m already moving. Boots, gaiters, shell jacket, headlamp, the emergency pack I keep by the trapdoor. Inside the pack: splints, compression bandages, a cervical collar, an emergency bivvy, a space blanket, the SAM splint, the hemostatic gauze I pray I never need to use. Wilderness EMT certification renewed in January. The instructor said I was the best in the cohort. I told him I had motivation.

I don’t know who’s in that helicopter. I don’t know if they’re alive. I know that nobody’s coming to help them, because the ground stop means no SAR flights, and the nearest road is nineteen miles of unplowed forest service track, and by the time anyone could drive in, the cold will have finished whatever the crash started.

It’s me or it’s nothing.

I drop through the trapdoor and take the stairs two at a time, sixty-seven steps into the howling dark, my headlamp carving a cone of sideways snow. The wind hits me at the bottom like a wall, and I lean into it the way you lean into the thing you can’t go around.

My emergency pack weighs thirty-two pounds. The snow is thigh-deep. I follow the bearing I took from the window—south-southwest—and I count my steps, because in a whiteout the only navigation is the one you carry in your body.

I find the wreckage at step two hundred and fourteen.
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Chapter 2
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Wreckage

Pain has a geography. I’m learning mine.

The left side is the disaster zone—ribs two through five, something shifted wrong on impact, and every breath is a negotiation between my lungs and whatever’s pressing against them. The right side is functional but filing complaints. My left wrist is swollen, probably sprained, definitely not broken because I can still flex my fingers, and I test this by opening and closing my hand against the deflated airbag while the cockpit fills with cold.

The windshield is gone. Snow is coming in horizontally, coating the instrument panel, the seat, my legs. The helicopter is tilted maybe thirty degrees, nose down, wedged between two lodgepole pines that caught the skids and held. The tail boom is somewhere behind me, detached. I can hear metal ticking as it cools, a sound like a clock running backward.

I reach for the radio. The panel is dead. No battery, no power, the main bus tripped on impact. Standard. The ELT should be broadcasting—emergency locator transmitter, fires automatically on a hard landing—but in this storm, the signal will bounce off the terrain and die before it reaches a satellite. Nobody’s tracking me. Nobody knows I’m here.

I reach for my jacket pocket. Left side, inner. The ziplock bag is still there. I press my fingers against it and feel the hard rectangle of the phone through the plastic.

Still here. Still mine. Still the worst thing I own.

I need to move. The cold is the real danger now—not the injuries, not the fuel leak I can smell somewhere below the cabin, but the arithmetic of body temperature minus wind minus wet. I know the numbers. I’ve flown enough hypothermia extractions to know that at this temperature, with this wind, I have maybe ninety minutes before my core drops below useful. Below useful, I stop shivering. Below shivering, I stop thinking. Below thinking, the mountain keeps me.

I unclip the harness. The movement costs me a sound I don’t let out, a compressed grunt behind my teeth. I reach for the door handle. It’s jammed. I hit it with the heel of my good hand, twice, three times, and it gives with a crack of ice and bent metal. The door swings open into the storm.

I fall more than step out. My boots hit snow and go through to mid-thigh, and my ribs inform me that falling was a miscalculation. I stand there, bent at the waist, one hand on the fuselage, breathing in small careful sips until the pain contracts from a scream to a conversation.

Then I see the light.

A headlamp, maybe fifty yards out, bouncing through the whiteout like a buoy on black water. It’s moving fast. Whoever’s behind it is navigating thigh-deep snow in sixty-mile-per-hour wind, and they’re not slowing down.

I know who it is before the light reaches me. I know because of the tower, and the tower means Stanton, and Stanton means the roster I looked up seven months ago on a government website I had no reason to visit. I know the way you know the face on the other side of a courtroom—not as a person, but as a coordinate. A fixed point in the geography of the worst thing you’ve done.

The headlamp cuts through the last ten feet of storm and finds my face. I squint against it. Behind the glare, I see her.

She’s shorter than I expected. Five-five, maybe five-six, hard to tell with the bulk of the shell jacket and the pack on her back. Dark braid over her right shoulder, crusted with snow. Brown eyes, wide with adrenaline, scanning me the way a medic scans—not looking at me, looking at what’s wrong with me. Systematic. Fast. Professional.

And then she gets to my face, and the scan stops.

I watch it happen. Recognition isn’t a single moment. It’s a sequence—the eyes narrow, the jaw sets, the body stiffens from the ground up. She knows me. Not from a photo or a memory, but from a courtroom where I sat in a witness chair and described the condition of her brother’s climbing party in language so clinical the defense attorney called me “cold.”

She doesn’t say my name. She says something simpler.

“You.”

One syllable. The amount of history compressed into it could fill the space between us and still have weight left over. I open my mouth to respond and what comes out is the same word, different voice, same freight.

“You.”

For three seconds, we stand in the wreckage—her on her feet, me half-collapsed against the fuselage, the storm tearing between us like it’s trying to make the decision she hasn’t made yet. I can see it in her face. Not indecision—calculation. She’s a medic, and there’s an injured man in front of her, and the oath she took doesn’t have an exception clause for people who destroyed your family.

She crosses the distance. Not gently. She grabs my arm—the right one, the functional one—and drapes it over her shoulders, and her grip on my wrist is efficient and impersonal and strong enough that I feel the structure of her hand through my glove. She’s done this before. Carried weight through snow. Held someone upright who couldn’t hold himself.

Her hand wraps around my wrist, and in the glare of her headlamp I see it: the scar across her palm. White, smooth, a ridge that runs from the base of her thumb to the heel of her hand. I’ve seen photographs. I’ve read about it in a profile the local paper ran after the trial—“Sister of convicted guide Mateo Vaughn takes wilderness EMT certification,” and the photograph showed her hands holding a carabiner, and the scar caught the light.

I shouldn’t know that detail. The fact that I do is one of the things I’d have to explain if I were an honest man.

“Can you walk?” she says. Not a courtesy—an assessment.

“Yes.”

“Then walk. Three hundred yards, uphill. I’m not carrying you.”

She turns us toward the tower. Her headlamp makes a tunnel through the whiteout, and we move into it—her stride sure and practiced, mine a lurching improvisation. Every step feeds information to my ribs, and my ribs relay it upward with editorial commentary. She adjusts her pace without being asked, without looking at me, without acknowledging that the man she’s hauling through a blizzard is the man who took the stand and helped put her brother in prison.

I want to say something. An explanation, an apology, a warning—something to fill the space between my arm across her shoulders and the silence she’s built around us like a wall. But speaking requires breath, and breath requires ribs, and my ribs are currently engaged in a labor dispute, so I save it. I save everything. It’s what I do.

The tower materializes out of the storm. Steel legs, sixty feet of staircase, the lit cab at the top like an eye. She doesn’t stop at the base. She tightens her grip on my wrist and starts climbing, and I follow her, stair by stair, because following her is the only option she’s offered and refusing it means dying in the snow, and I’m not ready for that.

Not yet. Not until I’ve given her what I’m carrying.

At the top, she shoulders the trapdoor open and pulls me through. The cab hits me like a wall of heat—fifty, maybe fifty-five degrees, nothing close to warm by any standard except the one where I was just outside. She deposits me on the cot against the north wall with the care of someone setting down a package that might explode.

Then she steps back. Pulls the trapdoor shut. Stands between me and the only exit.

I look up at her. Pilar Vaughn. Twenty-seven years old. Wilderness EMT. Wildfire spotter. Sister of Mateo Vaughn, currently serving a three-year sentence at FCI Sheridan for negligent homicide in the death of Cade Ellery, age twenty-four.

My brother.

She looks down at me. And I can see, in the lamplight, the exact moment she decides she hasn’t saved me yet. She’s pulled me from the wreckage and carried me up the stairs and put me on her cot in her tower. But the question of whether she’s saving me or just bringing me closer—that’s still open. That answer is somewhere in the six days ahead of us, and she’s the only one who gets to write it.
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