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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of violence, murder, vigilante justice, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, moral ambiguity, references to sexual assault (off-page), stalking behavior, forced proximity under duress, explicit language, and morally grey characters in a dark romantic context.

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.

“There is a country past the last law, where two people stand with nothing between them but the truth. That is where love begins its worst work.”

— Eliot Vane, The Unwritten Verdict

For the ones who love the man with blood on his hands.\nYou know who you are.
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Before

RONAN

Blood dries faster than you’d think in cold like this.

I hold my hands under the pump until the water runs clear, then hold them longer because the sting keeps me present. The knuckles on my right hand are split again—same fault line as last time, a ridge of scar tissue that opens like a zipper whenever I ask too much of it. I asked too much of it tonight.

The cabin smells like pine resin and copper. I leave the door open while I work, letting the mountain air scrub the worst of it out. Minus fourteen, according to the thermometer nailed to the porch post. The cold is a living thing up here. It doesn’t creep. It takes.

Dale Morrow is in the truck bed, under a tarp I found behind the woodpile. He’s face-up because I couldn’t stomach leaving him face-down in the snow like an animal. Funny, the courtesies you extend to the dead. He didn’t extend any to the living.

I dry my hands on a rag that used to be gray and is now the color of rust. The cabin is small—one room and a half-bath, a woodstove in the corner, a cot pushed against the far wall. I’ve been here eleven days. Long enough to know the rhythm of the mountain: the way the pines groan before a storm front, the particular silence that means snow is coming sideways, the hour in the afternoon when the sun hits the western ridge and the whole valley turns the color of a bruise.

I pull the folder from under the mattress and flip through it one more time. Habit. I’ve memorized every page. Dale’s patterns. His hunting ground. The names of the women he thought nobody would believe, in towns so small that “jurisdiction” was a word people used to mean “not my problem.” Seven names. Seven women who reported what he did and watched the paperwork vanish. Sera’s name is the third on the list. I don’t let my thumb stop there.

At the back of the folder, clipped to a printout from the county clerk’s website, is a photograph. Not of Dale. Of the sheriff.

Sheriff Lena Cahill. Elected fourteen months ago. The youngest to hold the office in Gallatin County’s history, which matters less than the reason she got the job: she’s clean. I spent three weeks confirming that—background, disciplinary records, the Denver situation. A cop who reported her own partner for crossing a line. A cop who walked away from a career to keep a principle. That’s either the most honest person in Montana law enforcement or the most dangerous, and for what I need, the distinction doesn’t matter.

I close the folder and slide it back under the mattress. I don’t look at her photograph again. I looked at it too many times this week already, and not for the reasons the plan requires.

The woodstove needs feeding. I split a log by feel—the axe knows the grain by now—and stack the pieces inside the iron door. The fire catches immediately, that deep orange that means the coals are right. I watch it for a minute. Two. My hands have stopped bleeding.

I step onto the porch and study the ridgeline.

The snowpack up there has been building for days. Every backcountry skier in Montana knows what that shelf looks like when it’s ready to let go—a cornice curling over the edge like a fist. The logging road below it is the only way in or out. One good vibration. One truck engine at the wrong frequency. The whole ridge comes down, and that road becomes a memory.

I checked the avalanche forecast this morning. Considerable above seven thousand feet. The cabin sits at sixty-eight hundred. The road crosses seventy-two hundred at the switchback.

I light a cigarette and watch the smoke vanish into air so cold it looks blue. The plan is clean. Has been for weeks. Dale is dead. The evidence is intact—his phone, his messages, the log of names. All of it needs to land on the desk of someone who won’t bury it. Someone who’ll look at what he did and feel the same thing I felt, and then do the thing I can’t: make it official. Make it matter in the language of courts and statutes and jurisdictions.

That’s where the sheriff comes in.

I filed the assault report myself. Anonymous tip from a burner phone, routed through a gas station in Missoula. Enough detail to bring someone out here. Specifically, enough detail to bring her out here. I know her patrol patterns, her staffing gaps, her habit of running solo on calls the budget doesn’t cover. A six-hour drive through a blizzard to arrest a man for a bar fight—that’s not efficient. That’s the kind of call a sheriff takes when she’s trying to prove something to herself.

The cigarette burns down to my fingers. I let it.

There’s a sound beneath the wind. Faint. Rhythmic. An engine, fighting the grade.

I flick the butt into the snow and go back inside. I sit down at the table. I fold my scarred hands in front of me, and I wait.

The thing about a trap is that it works both ways. You build the cage, you choose the bait, you set the trigger. But you’re inside the perimeter too. You’re in it until it’s done.

Headlights sweep across the cabin wall. She’s here.

I think about Sera’s bracelet in my bag. I think about Dale’s phone in the glovebox. I think about the ridge and the road and the snowpack, and how precisely this night needs to go.

I don’t think about the photograph.

I don’t think about her face.

Act I

WHITEOUT
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Jurisdiction

LENA

Six hours is a long time to spend with a dead heater and a warrant that might not stick.

I’ve been driving since noon, and the blizzard that was supposed to stay north of Missoula decided to follow me south like a dog with no manners. My wipers are losing the fight. The county’s Bronco—which the budget committee swore had “another good winter in her”—is shaking through the switchbacks like a shopping cart with a bent wheel, and the logging road I turned onto forty minutes ago hasn’t been plowed since the last ice age.

I thumb the scratch on my badge where it sits on the passenger seat. A habit I should break. Jo calls it my rosary.

Deputy Navarro’s voice crackled out of the radio an hour ago, somewhere around mile marker sixty-seven. “You’re going to lose signal past the ridge, boss. You want me to call Fish and Wildlife for a second unit?”

“For a bar fight?” I said.

“For a bar fight with a guy who put another guy through a pool table. In a town where nobody filed a witness statement. On a road with avalanche warnings.”

“It’ll be fine.”

“Lena.”

“Jo.”

She let out a breath that sounded like surrender. “Call me when you have signal. If you don’t check in by midnight, I’m sending everybody.”

That was two switchbacks and one near-fishtail ago. The radio’s been static since.

The trees close in as the road narrows—lodgepole pines so thick and uniform they look planted by a machine. My headlights carve a tunnel through the snow, and everything beyond the beams is pure black. No houses. No power lines. No evidence that anyone has ever come up here and had a good time.

The warrant in my glovebox says Ronan Ashe, male, thirty-three, no fixed address. Assault in the second degree, stemming from an incident at a bar called The Sluice in the town of Darby. The victim—one Dale Morrow, forty-one, of Darby—was beaten severely enough to require airlifting to St. Patrick’s in Missoula. Twelve witnesses. Zero statements. The anonymous tip that led me here came from a gas station payphone sixty miles away, and it was specific enough to make my teeth itch: the cabin at the end of Forest Road 407, past the third creek crossing, set back from the turnaround.

Too specific. Tips like that come from someone who wants you to find what they’re pointing at. In my experience, that’s either a concerned citizen or a person building a stage.

I learned to read tips in Denver. The good ones are vague—“I heard yelling,” “there’s a weird smell.” The bad ones are detailed in ways that feel rehearsed, scripted for an audience of one. This tip had a script’s precision. The cabin at the end of Forest Road 407. Not a cabin off 407. Not somewhere on 407. The cabin. The definite article of a person who has been there and wants you to go there and has a reason for the wanting that they’re not including in the call.

I should have brought Jo. I should have waited for the storm to pass. I should have done a lot of things, but the truth that sits at the center of my decision-making like a rock in a riverbed is this: I took this call alone because I don’t trust anyone else to do it right. Not since Denver. Not since the eleven seconds that turned me from a detective with a future into a sheriff of a county most people can’t find on a map.

Eleven seconds. I’ve done the math. It’s the time it takes to fill a coffee mug. To walk from one end of a hallway to the other. To make a decision that divides your life into before and after with the clean, irreversible precision of a blade through paper.

The Bronco lurches over something buried in the snow—a rut, a root, a warning—and the headlights sweep across a clearing. A cabin. Small, square, built from logs that have gone silver with weather. Smoke from the chimney. A black Ford truck parked alongside, bed covered with a blue tarp.

I park twenty feet back. Standard approach: engine running, high beams on the door, radio attempt before exit. I try the radio. Nothing but the empty hiss of a signal that left for warmer country hours ago.

I pull on my gloves. Check my weapon—Glock 19, full mag, one in the chamber. Badge on my belt. I grab the warrant, fold it into my coat pocket, and step out into air that hits my lungs like broken glass.

The snow is knee-deep between my truck and the cabin. Every step sounds like I’m chewing through Styrofoam. I can feel the mountain above me—not see it, feel it—the weight of all that rock and snow and silence pressing down like a hand on the back of my neck.

I climb the porch steps. Two of them, rough-cut, iced over. My right hand rests on my holster. My left knocks. Three times, hard. Sheriff’s knock.

The door opens before the third knock finishes.

He fills the frame.

That’s the first thing—how much space he takes up. Not just height, though he’s tall. Six-two, maybe six-three in boots. It’s the breadth of him. Shoulders built for labor, not a gym. Hands hanging at his sides that look like they were designed to take things apart. Dark hair, cut short enough to be practical. A jaw that belongs on a wanted poster.

And his eyes. Pale gray, nearly colorless in the porch light, watching me with the absolute stillness of a man who was expecting company.

His knuckles are split. Dark blood crusted in the creases. He makes no effort to hide them.

“Evening, Sheriff.”

He says it like he was expecting me. Not surprised. Not nervous. Not even particularly interested. Like I’m a delivery he ordered and the only question is whether I’m on time.

I find my voice. Find it where I always find it—in the script, the procedure, the words that mean I don’t have to decide anything yet.

“Ronan Ashe?”

“That’s what it says on my mail.”

“I’m Sheriff Cahill, Gallatin County. I have a warrant for your arrest in connection with an assault on Dale Morrow in Darby on December eighth. I’m going to need you to turn around and place your hands behind your back.”

He looks at me the way you look at weather. Like I’m something happening, not someone standing. His gaze tracks down my coat, my belt, my holster, my boots, and back up to my face. Not checking me out. Cataloging me. The difference is in the precision.

“You drove six hours through this?” he says.

“Turn around, Mr. Ashe.”

“Alone?”

I don’t answer that. I shift my weight to widen my stance, drop my hand to the Glock’s grip without drawing. “Hands. Behind your back. Now.”

He holds my eyes for three full seconds. I count them the way I count everything in a standoff—by heartbeat. Then something that might be respect passes through those gray eyes, and he turns. Slowly. Arms out, wrists together, like he’s done this before or rehearsed it in front of a mirror.

I cuff him. His wrists are thick enough that the cuffs barely close on the last notch. His skin is warm despite the cold, and I catalog that detail the way a cop catalogs details, which is to say: I pretend it’s professional.

“You want to tell me about the blood on your hands?” I ask.

“Wood splitting,” he says. “Axe handle slipped.”

“That’s a lot of blood for a slipped axe.”

“I’m a heavy bleeder.”

I walk him to the porch railing and tell him to sit. He does, folding himself down with a grace that a man in handcuffs shouldn’t have. The snow is falling harder. I need to search the cabin, search the truck, and get him into my Bronco before the road gets any worse. Procedure. I can do procedure in my sleep.

I start with the truck.

The tarp in the bed is tied down with bungee cords. I pull one corner free with numb fingers, expecting firewood, equipment, a cooler full of whatever a man living alone in the backcountry survives on.

Dale Morrow stares up at me from under the blue plastic.

His face is wrong. Broken in ways that say fists, not accident. Eyes half-open, frosted over. Lips pulled back from his teeth in a grimace that might have been his last expression or might just be what the cold does to a body. He’s wearing a flannel shirt and jeans and one boot. The other boot is missing. There’s no coat.

I pull the tarp back. Let the snow fall on him. I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth, the way the department psychologist taught me after my third homicide scene in Denver, and I think: This changes everything.

This was supposed to be an assault arrest. A six-hour drive and a pair of handcuffs and a long, quiet ride back. Not a body. Not a murder.

I run the numbers because numbers are the only thing I can control. Rounds in my magazine: sixteen, including the chamber. Hours until anyone comes looking: forty-eight, minimum, assuming Jo follows through on her threat. Square feet between me and the nearest backup: none. Ways this situation ends well: fewer than I want to count. The math is bad. The math has been bad since the switchback, and it’s getting worse by the minute.

The snow falls on Dale Morrow’s open eyes. It settles in the creases of his flannel shirt and on his frozen lips. I watch it accumulate the way you watch sand in an hourglass—each flake a second, each second a decision I’m deferring because the alternative is making a choice I’m not ready for.

I look at him on the porch and I do what I always do with suspects: I build a profile. Male, early thirties, manual laborer or ex-military based on the build. Controlled body language—no fidgeting, no shifting weight, no displacement behaviors. He sat down when I told him to and he's stayed down, which means he's either compliant or conserving energy, and the look in those eyes says it's not compliance. The blood on his knuckles is dried, hours old. He hasn't attempted to clean it. A man who hides a body under a tarp but doesn't wash his hands is either careless or making a statement, and nothing about Ronan Ashe reads as careless.

The part of me that went to the academy, that graduated third in her class, that spent four years in Denver Homicide before the eleven seconds that ended everything—that part says: Secure the scene. Photograph the body. Preserve the chain of custody. Call it in when you have signal. The part of me that drove six hours alone into a blizzard because she doesn't trust anyone else—that part says something quieter, something I don't want to hear: You're not afraid of him. And that's the most dangerous thing about this situation.

I turn to look at Ronan Ashe, sitting on the porch with his hands behind his back and snow collecting in his hair, and he’s already watching me. Those pale eyes, steady. Not afraid. Not remorseful.

Patient.

“Evening, Sheriff,” he says again. And this time it sounds different. This time it sounds like a door closing behind me.

The snow falls between us. His eyes hold mine. And somewhere on the mountain above, in the dark where the pines meet the ridgeline and the wind carries the weight of everything that’s about to happen, something shifts. Not rock. Not snow. Something older. The sound a story makes when it decides who’s telling it.
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Dead Weight

RONAN

She holds her weapon like someone who learned from recoil, not a manual.

I noticed it the second she stepped onto the porch—the way her hand dropped to the Glock without conscious thought, thumb riding the retention strap, index finger extended along the frame. Muscle memory from a thousand repetitions, not academy posture. She’s drawn that weapon in the real world, aimed it at a person who was trying to hurt her or someone else, and the knowledge lives in her tendons now.

I catalog her the way I’ve been trained to catalog any threat. Height: five-seven, five-eight in the boots. Build: lean, functional, a runner’s economy of movement. Hair: dark red, pulled into a knot at the base of her skull so tight it looks like it hurts. Eyes: brown with something warmer underneath—copper, maybe, though the porch light isn’t good enough to be sure.

She swept the cabin approach before stepping onto the porch. Checked her flanks, the roofline, the tree line behind my truck. She knocked with her weak hand so her strong hand could stay on the weapon. She positioned herself at the hinge side of the door, not the latch side, so if I swung it hard, it wouldn’t hit her.

Competent. Careful. Alone.

The file said brown eyes, five-seven, one-thirty. What the file failed to convey—what no surveillance report can convey—is how a person wears their height. Some people five-seven are small. She is not small. She fills the porch with intention the way a fire fills a room with heat: not by size but by energy. Every angle of her body is positioned. She has the physicality of a woman who has spent years teaching her frame to communicate authority, and the teaching has become native—not performed anymore, just structural, the way a bridge doesn’t perform bearing weight.

And the eyes are not brown. Not in the porch light, not this close. They’re copper—dark copper, the color of a penny worn smooth by years of handling. Brown is a word someone puts in a file when they don’t look closely enough. I looked too closely. The plan doesn’t have room for copper eyes, and the plan is already accommodating details it wasn’t designed for.

I let her cuff me because the plan requires it and because I’m not going to fight a woman who drove six hours through a killing storm to do her job. There’s a particular kind of stubbornness in that—taking a call nobody asked her to take, driving into weather that wanted her dead, all because the warrant had her name on it and she decided that meant something. I understand stubbornness. It’s the engine that runs in place of everything else once the normal motivations burn out.

Her fingers are cold against my wrists. She fumbles the cuffs once—not nerves, just numb fingers—and when they click shut, her knuckle brushes the inside of my forearm. The tattoo. She doesn’t see it in the dark, but I feel the contact like a current. Just skin. Just cold. Just the kind of detail I should not be noticing about the officer who’s about to find a body in my truck.

She tells me to sit. I sit. The porch railing bites through my jeans. I watch her walk to the truck, and her posture changes—shifts from approach to investigation, her weight settling, her movements slowing. She pulls the tarp.

I watch her face.

It’s the only part that matters. Not what she sees—she’s going to see Dale Morrow’s broken face and one missing boot and the frost on his open eyes. What matters is what happens in her expression between the seeing and the processing. That gap is where I’ll read her.

She goes still. Not rigid—still. Like a lake freezing from the surface down. She looks at Dale for five full seconds, and in those seconds, I watch her run through every implication: assault warrant becomes murder investigation, backup becomes essential, the man on the porch becomes a suspect in a homicide, and she is alone on a mountain in a blizzard with exactly none of the resources this situation requires.

She doesn’t vomit. Doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t turn away. She breathes in through her nose and out through her mouth with the rhythm of someone who’s practiced the technique, and I think: She’s seen bodies before. Not many, but enough. Denver.

She pulls the tarp back over Dale’s face. When she turns to me, her expression is the one I expected—professional, controlled, the cop mask fully deployed. But her hands are different. Her hands are shaking, and she doesn’t try to hide it.

I respect that. Hiding the shaking hands is vanity. Letting them show is honesty.

“That’s Dale Morrow,” she says. Statement, not question.

“Yes.”

“You killed him.”

“Yes.”

She absorbs that. No outrage, no speech about rights, no performative shock. Just the word and the fact of it settling into her understanding like a stone into water.

“When?”

“Four hours ago. Maybe five. I didn’t check the time.”

“Where?”

“In the clearing. Fifty yards east. The snow’s covered it by now.”

She looks east, into blackness and driving snow. I can see her calculating: crime scene preservation, evidence collection, chain of custody. All of it impossible in these conditions. All of it moot if the road closes.

“I need to contact my department,” she says.

“Radio won’t reach from here. The ridge blocks everything below the summit.”

“Cell?”

“No towers for thirty miles.”

Her jaw sets. She looks at the road behind her—the logging track that brought her up through the switchbacks—and I see the moment she considers driving back down. Taking Dale in the truck bed and me in
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