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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of kidnapping, captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, toxic attraction, grief, parental abuse, death of a minor (off-page), political corruption, and dark romantic dynamics. 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.
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I didn’t come to save you. I came because the fire you started was the only thing keeping me warm.

— Lena Morrow, The Kept Girl

For the ones who left the door unlocked.
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Prologue
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Before

Three months is a long time to watch someone.

Long enough to learn which light she leaves on when she can’t sleep. Long enough to know that she takes her coffee black in public and loads it with cream when no one’s looking. Long enough to recognize the exact moment the performance clicks on behind her eyes, like a switch flipped at the base of her skull, turning her into the mayor’s daughter instead of the woman underneath.

I know things about Wren Gallagher that she doesn’t know I know. That her left shoe always comes off first. That she runs in the dark, predawn, three-mile loops along the creek behind the Gallagher house, and she runs angry, like she’s trying to leave her own skin behind. That she hums something tuneless when she’s thinking, then stops as soon as she realizes she’s doing it, and the silence afterward is the saddest sound I’ve heard in years.

I didn’t plan to learn any of that. The plan was simple: surveillance, logistics, extraction. Watch her long enough to find the gap in her routine, the thirty seconds when she’d be alone and unguarded and close enough to grab. A window. That’s all I needed. A clean, professional window.

Instead I got three months of her face in the cold light of the porch and her shoes kicked off on frozen wood and the way she breathes when she finally stops pretending. Three months of watching a woman perform a life she never chose, and the slow, sick realization that I understood her. That I saw her. That the seeing was becoming the point.

That’s not the plan. Seeing her is not the plan.

Tonight is the last night. Tomorrow morning, before her predawn run, I take her. The truck is prepped. The cabin is stocked. Flint is in position in Billings, ready to make the first call to the mayor’s office forty-eight hours after extraction. Ransom demand: four hundred thousand dollars. The exact amount Dale Gallagher pocketed from the development deal that ate my father’s ranch, adjusted for inflation. Poetic, maybe. I don’t care about poetry. I care about the number being precise enough to make him sweat, to make him understand that someone knows exactly what he took and exactly what it cost.

Four hundred thousand for the ranch. Nothing for what came after. There’s no number for what came after.

I check the rifle. Clean the bolt. Run the action. The rifle is for show. I won’t use it on her. I won’t use it on anyone, if the plan holds. The point of the rifle is the same as the point of the zip ties and the blacked-out windows on the truck: the performance of danger. Make her compliant through fear so I don’t have to make her compliant through force. Force is off the table. It was never on the table. She doesn’t know that, and she can’t know that, but the line is absolute.

I tell myself this is professional. Discipline. Damaged goods reduce ransom value. Cold logic for a cold night.

The truth is simpler than that, and I don’t look at it.

Ten-thirty. The fundraiser is winding down. I can hear it from the tree line: laughter, the clink of glasses, the low hum of people performing generosity at five hundred dollars a plate. The Gallagher house is a colonial revival on three acres at the edge of town, white clapboard and black shutters, the kind of house that says old money and good taste and nothing to hide. I’ve studied every angle. I know the sight lines from every window and the blind spots behind the garage and the six-foot gap in the hedgerow where the motion light doesn’t reach.

The back door opens.

She comes out alone.

She’s wearing a dress the color of dark wine, and her hair is pinned up in a way that looks effortless and probably took thirty minutes, and she’s carrying her shoes in one hand, index finger hooked through the straps like she couldn’t stand them a second longer. She crosses the porch barefoot. The wood must be freezing. January in Montana is no place for bare feet. She doesn’t seem to care.

She sets her shoes down at the edge of the steps and leans against the railing and breathes. Just breathes. The kind of exhale that sounds like she’s been holding it for hours. Her shoulders drop. Her jaw unlocks. The performance switch clicks off, and the woman underneath surfaces like something rising from deep water.

She curls her toes against the frozen wood.

I watch her do it from forty feet away, crouched in the dark at the edge of the spruce line, and I feel something shift in the machinery of the plan. A gear catching wrong. A tooth stripped. Nothing I can point to, nothing I can fix, just the sense that a mechanism designed for one purpose has been repurposed for something else without my permission.

She stays for three minutes. She looks at the mountains. She rubs her bare arms against the cold but doesn’t go inside. I could catalog the slope of her neck and the shadows her collarbones throw in the porch light, and I do, and I hate that I do, and I do it anyway.

Then the door opens behind her. A man’s voice, older, warm with practiced charm. “Wren, honey, the Petersons want a photo.”

The switch clicks on. I can see it happen from forty feet away. Her shoulders square. Her spine straightens. Something in her face resets, like a screen going from standby to active, and the woman who was breathing on the porch becomes the mayor’s daughter who smiles on command.

“Coming,” she says.

She picks up her shoes. She doesn’t put them back on. She walks inside barefoot, carrying the performance with one hand and the shoes with the other, and the door closes behind her, and the porch light catches the spot where her toes were, and I stay in the tree line for another eleven minutes, watching nothing.

I tell myself I’m running final reconnaissance.

I tell myself a lot of things.

The plan is solid. The execution is clean. The ranch is gone. My father is gone. Maeve is gone. Dale Gallagher will get a phone call in forty-eight hours, and the sound of his own fear on the other end of the line will be worth every month of preparation, every frozen night in this tree line, every dollar I sank into a decommissioned lookout station in the mountains where I used to be somebody’s son.

Tomorrow, Wren Gallagher becomes the most valuable object in Montana. A bargaining chip. A pressure point. A means to an end that has been twelve years coming.

Tomorrow, I take her.

Tonight, she curls her toes on cold wood and breathes like a woman who has been suffocating, and I watch her, and something in me that I will not name knows that the plan is already compromised. That it was compromised the first night I saw her on this porch, three months ago, barefoot and unguarded and nothing like the photograph I pulled from the town website.

I almost walk away.

Almost is a dangerous word.
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Chapter One
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Taken

The hood smells like motor oil and something older, something chemical and sour that coats the back of my throat when I try to scream.

I can’t see. My wrists are bound behind me with something thin and hard that bites when I twist, and I’m on a surface that vibrates and lurches, and the cold is so deep it feels like a fist inside my chest. A truck. I’m in a truck. The engine rattles through the floor and up through my hip where I’m lying on my side, and every bump in the road makes my teeth click together.

I remember the parking lot. The fundraiser running late. My father’s hand on my shoulder for the final photo, his fingers gripping hard enough to dent through the fabric of my dress, his voice in my ear, low and warm for the cameras: Smile, sweetheart. I remember the cold air on my face when I finally escaped to the parking lot. The sound of my heels on asphalt. My keys in my hand.

I remember the hand over my mouth.

It happened fast. A shape behind me. An arm around my waist, lifting me off the ground. The chemical smell. I kicked. I think I connected with a shin. I bit down on the hand and tasted something metallic, and then the world tilted, and something covered my face, and the cold became the only thing that was real.

I don’t know how long I’ve been in this truck. An hour. Three hours. The engine never stops. The road gets worse. Every pothole sends a jolt through my shoulder where it presses against the metal bed, and I twist against the bindings until my wrists burn, and the hood stays, and the dark stays, and the cold stays.

Think. Stop screaming and think.

My name is Wren Gallagher. I am twenty-four years old. My father is Dale Gallagher, mayor of Ridgeline, Montana. I was taken from the parking lot behind my father’s house after a fundraiser in January. Someone will notice I’m missing. Someone will call the police. My father will move heaven and earth to find me because that is what fathers do.

That is what fathers do.

I say it to myself like a prayer, even though I know better. Even though some part of me that I buried a long time ago whispers that Dale Gallagher has never moved heaven and earth for anything that didn’t pay dividends. But I can’t think about that right now. Right now, I need to stay alive. Right now, I need to pay attention.

The truck slows. Gravel under the tires instead of asphalt, then nothing, just the groan of the engine climbing. We’re going uphill. The elevation change presses my body against the tailgate, and I brace my bound hands against the wall behind me and try to track the turns. Left. Right. Long, grinding switchback. The air through the hood gets thinner, colder, tastes like pine sap and altitude. Mountains. We’re in the mountains.

The engine cuts.

Silence is worse than movement. In the silence, I can hear my own breathing, jagged and too fast, and the tick of the cooling engine, and wind. Not gentle wind. The kind of wind that makes structures groan.

A door opens. Boots on frozen ground. My body goes rigid, every muscle bracing for something I can’t see coming. The tailgate drops with a metallic clang that rings through my skull, and then hands grip my arms and pull me out, and I stagger on numb legs and almost fall, and he catches me.

He catches me like it’s reflex. One arm around my waist, steadying, efficient. Not rough. Not gentle. Professional. Then he guides me forward, and I stumble on uneven ground, rocks and ice under my heels, and I hear a door open, a real door, wood and hinges, and then warmth. The sudden change in temperature makes my skin sting.

He sits me down on something low and hard. A cot. The metal frame bites into the backs of my thighs through my dress. I hear him move away, and there’s a sound I can’t place, a ratcheting click, and then the hood comes off.

I blink.

Lamplight. A single kerosene lamp on a rough wooden table, throwing a circle of amber warmth that reaches just past the center of the room. The room is small. One room. Log walls, dark with age, a wood stove in the corner radiating heat that I can feel from here. One door, heavy, with a bolt that slides from the inside. Two windows, narrow, maybe fourteen inches wide. High on the walls. Too small to climb through.

I catalog all of this in the time it takes to blink twice, and then I look at him.

He’s standing by the table with the lamp between us. Tall. Not the showy kind of tall that comes with bulk. Lean, like the mountain stripped him down to what’s structural. Dark hair cut badly, uneven at the sides. A face built from straight lines and hard angles, jaw and cheekbones and brow ridge, nothing decorative. And his eyes, watching me from the other side of the lamplight, are the grey-green of river water in winter. Clear. Patient. Unsettling.

His hands hang at his sides. I look at them because I can’t hold his gaze. The hands are scarred. A crooked right index finger. Calluses across the palms. Working hands, not clean ones. The same hands that covered my mouth. The same hands that caught me when I stumbled out of the truck.

“My name is Cross,” he says. His voice is low, even, unhurried. Like this is a conversation he’s rehearsed. “You’re in a cabin in the Beartooth Mountains. There’s no cell service. The nearest town is forty miles south. No one knows where you are except me and one other person who isn’t here.”

I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.

“No one is going to hurt you,” he says.

I stare at him. I’m sitting on a cot in a strange cabin in the mountains with my wrists bound behind my back, wearing a fundraiser dress and no shoes, and a man I’ve never seen before is telling me no one is going to hurt me. The absurdity of it almost makes me laugh. Almost.

“You kidnapped me,” I say. My voice sounds foreign. Hoarse from the cold and the screaming.

“Yes.”

“And you’re telling me no one’s going to hurt me.”

“Yes.”

“You see the contradiction.”

Something moves across his face. Not a smile. The ghost of one, there and gone. “I see it,” he says.

He crosses to the stove and opens the door and feeds a log in. The fire crackles and spits, and the circle of warmth in the room pushes outward, and I watch his hands while he works. Steady. Precise. No wasted movement. Everything about him is like that. The way he stood by the table, weight balanced, shoulders relaxed. The way his eyes tracked me without moving his head. He’s comfortable here. More than comfortable. He knows this cabin the way you know a place you’ve lived in, not a place you’re visiting.

I file this away. Every detail is a weapon I might need later.

“Why me?” I ask.

He closes the stove door. He doesn’t turn around. “Your father has something I want.”

“Money.”

“Money,” he confirms. Then he does turn, and his eyes find mine in the lamplight, and for a half second I see something there that isn’t rehearsed. Something raw and personal that has nothing to do with money. It’s gone before I can name it.

“My father will pay,” I say. “Whatever you’re asking. He’ll pay.”

I say this with absolute conviction, and I wonder, even as the words leave my mouth, whether I believe them. Whether my father has ever paid full price for anything in his life.

Cross pulls a chair from the table and sits down across from me, three feet of cold air between us. He reaches into his pocket and takes out a knife. My entire body seizes. He leans forward, and I flinch backward, and he pauses, and his eyes hold mine, and he says, very quietly, “Your wrists.”

He cuts the zip ties.

I bring my hands forward and the blood rushes back into my fingers in a wave of pins and needles. Red marks circle both wrists. I rub them and he watches me do it, and I catch him looking at the marks, and something tightens in his jaw. He puts the knife away.

“There’s water on the table,” he says. “The cot is yours. I’ll sleep by the door.”

He stands and moves to the far side of the room, and I realize there is no far side of the room. The cabin is maybe fifteen by twenty feet. He sits on the floor with his back against the wall by the door and crosses his arms and closes his eyes, and I sit on the cot in a dark wine dress with no shoes and raw wrists and think: he’s blocking the exit even while he sleeps.

I look at the windows. Too small. I look at the door. Deadbolted. He’s between me and the bolt. I look at the stove, the table, the kerosene lamp. The lamp is glass. Heavy enough. But he’s bigger and faster and he has a knife, and I am barefoot in a dress, and outside this cabin there is nothing but mountains and dark and cold that would kill me before I reached the road.

So I sit. And I think. And I listen to the wind outside and the fire inside and the breathing of the man who took me. I notice things. The shelves are stocked: canned food, boxes of pasta, jerky, coffee. Enough for weeks. The wood pile by the stove is tall and dry. There’s a satellite phone on a shelf by the door, antenna retracted. He planned this. Not the clumsy, frantic kind of planning that comes from desperation. The methodical kind. The kind that says he’s been thinking about this for a long
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