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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, stalking, surveillance, captivity, violence, morally grey characters, death of a parent (off-page, past), explicit language, dark themes, and toxic relationship 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.

PLAYLIST

“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“I Wanna Be Yours” — Arctic Monkeys

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Bury a Friend” — Billie Eilish

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Gemini Feed” — BANKS

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

“West Coast” — Lana Del Rey

“Controlled Burn” — Josh Ritter

“The coldest places on earth aren’t the ones without sun. They’re the ones where someone stood close enough to warm you and chose to stay frozen instead.”

— Eli Voss, Letters from the Northern Line

For the ones who love a man who watches from the dark.

And for the girls who can fix an engine at forty below zero.

He never deserved you. But God, did he try.
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Prologue
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Before the Ice

I know the exact temperature at which a person stops shivering.

It’s not the cold that kills you. People think that, but they’re wrong. The cold is honest. It tells you what it’s doing. Your fingers go white, then blue, then the pain sharpens into something clean and final. You can respect that. You can fight it. What kills you is the moment your body quits fighting, when the shaking stops and a strange warmth floods your chest and you think, for one perfect second, that everything is going to be fine.

That’s the lie. The body’s last act of mercy before the organs fail.

I’ve watched it happen. Twice. Both times, I was the reason the cold got its chance.

The first was a man who owed Grady Falconer money and tried to run. January, four years ago. The Mackenzie River road, sixty kilometers south of Tuk. I caught him at a fuel stop and he bolted onto the ice on foot, which was the kind of decision that tells you everything about how afraid he was of what was behind him. I didn’t chase. I didn’t have to. The river ice was thirty inches thick and the temperature was minus forty-one and the man was wearing a cotton jacket. I stood by the truck and timed it. Nineteen minutes before the shivering stopped. Twenty-three before he sat down. By the time Koda drove out to collect him, he was smiling.

The second was Grady himself. But that’s a story that belongs to someone else, and I’m not ready to tell it yet.

I stood outside the depot in Inuvik with my collar turned up and my hands in my pockets, watching her through the bay doors. She moved between the rigs like water through pipe, efficient, unhurried, her braid swinging against the back of her thermal jacket. Minus thirty-two and she had her sleeves pushed to her elbows while she torqued a lug nut. The burn scar on her left forearm caught the overhead fluorescent and turned silver.

Rumi Holt. Twenty-six. Mechanic. Daughter of a dead man who deserved better than the ending he got.

She didn’t know I was here. She didn’t know I’d been here for two years, in one form or another. Standing in parking lots. Sitting in diners three booths away. Reading her service requests at the dispatch office she never thought to lock. I knew her schedule better than she did. I knew she took her coffee with two sugars and no cream. I knew she called her sister every Sunday at nine and lied about how she was doing. I knew she’d been pulling her father’s accident records from the territorial archives, one document at a time, building a case she didn’t have the pieces to finish.

I knew the way she hummed under her breath when the diagnostic came back clean, a tuneless three-note phrase she probably didn’t know she made. I knew she had a scar on her left knee from a fall off a snowmobile at twelve. I knew her lease was month-to-month and her savings account held eleven thousand dollars and her browser history was a graveyard of dead-end searches for accident reports that no longer existed in any database she could access.

Two years is a long time to watch someone without being seen. It requires discipline, patience, and a willingness to stand in parking lots at minus thirty while your extremities calculate the exact cost of your obsession. I was good at it. I was good at most things that required stillness and attention and the suppression of every human impulse that might give me away. Grady had trained that into me before I understood what he was training me for.

I had the pieces. I’d been removing them.

Not because I wanted her blind. Because the people who killed Hank Holt would kill his daughter, too, if she got close enough to see them clearly. I’d already buried the man who gave the order. Grady Falconer was six feet under the permafrost with my handprint bruised into his throat, and the world was better for it. But his network was a hydra. Cut a head, another grows. The only way to keep Rumi safe was to sit on the body of the beast and make sure no new head turned in her direction.

That was the reason I gave myself. Clean. Logical. The kind of justification that sounds right at two in the morning when you’re parked outside a woman’s apartment watching her kitchen light go out.

The truth was uglier. The truth was that I’d crossed the line from protection to obsession somewhere around month four, and I didn’t have the decency to feel ashamed. I watched her because I couldn’t stop. Because the way she bent over an engine with her lower lip between her teeth made something in my chest cavity rearrange itself. Because she talked to the trucks like they were horses, low and steady, and they ran better for her than they did for anyone else, and I understood that impulse. I understood wanting to run well for her.

I was not a good man. I ran a supply line that moved product through the Northwest Territories on roads made of ice, and the product wasn’t always the kind that came with a shipping manifest. I’d done things that would keep a priest in the confessional until Easter. I’d done things that would keep Rumi Holt awake at night if she ever learned my real occupation.

But the ice road communities needed supply lines that the government wouldn’t fund and the legitimate carriers couldn’t sustain. The northern settlements, the ones above the tree line where winter lasted eight months and the roads were made of frozen water, they needed medication and fuel and generator parts, and they needed them delivered by people who understood that a truck on a frozen lake is a controlled act of faith. Some of what I moved was legal. Some wasn’t. The margins on the legal product paid for the transport of the illegal, and the margins on the illegal kept thirty-seven communities connected to the world that had otherwise decided to forget they existed.

I told myself this. I told myself the math justified the product. I told myself that Grady’s operation, under my management, was cleaner than it had been under his. Fewer people hurt. Fewer bodies. A more surgical distribution network that kept the violence contained and the product away from the communities I was pretending to serve. The math was true. The justification was a coat of paint on a rotting wall, and I knew it, and I wore it anyway, the way I wore my jacket and my watch strap and my silence.

And in forty-eight hours, she was going to learn everything.

Because I was about to step out of the shadows and into her convoy, and once I did, there was no version of this story where she didn’t eventually look at me and see exactly what I was. A killer. A liar. A man who’d been standing in her blind spot for seven hundred and thirty days and calling it love.

The bay doors rattled open wider and she stepped out, wiping her hands on a rag. She squinted into the dark lot. For a moment I thought she saw me. Her gaze swept right past the spot where I stood against the chain-link fence, and I held still the way you hold still when something wild gets close enough to touch. She didn’t see me. She never did.

That was going to change. Tomorrow I would board her convoy as the new security lead, and she would look at me for the first time with those sharp brown eyes, and I would have to stand in the full beam of her attention and not flinch. I had faced men with guns. I had walked into rooms where the odds were against me and the exits were blocked and the only way out was through. None of that frightened me the way her gaze did. Because guns and knives and men with grudges, those were problems with solutions. Rumi Holt looking at me and deciding what she saw was something I couldn’t control, and control was the only tool I’d ever trusted.

The wind shifted. The cold found the gap between my collar and my neck and slid in like a blade. I didn’t move. I’d learned to hold still in weather that would send most men to shelter, and the skill had served me in every part of my life except this one. In this one, stillness was indistinguishable from cowardice. Two years of watching was two years of not acting, and the difference between patience and fear was a line I’d stopped being able to see.

She turned back inside, and the fluorescent light caught the wrench on her belt. Hank’s wrench. I’d recognize it anywhere. Fifteen-inch Craftsman, wooden handle worn smooth by two generations of Holt hands. He’d been holding it the last time I saw him alive.

I pressed my thumb against the inside of my wrist, against the tattoo I kept covered with a watch strap. A date. Her father’s death date. My penance, inked into the skin where a pulse beats.

In forty-eight hours, the ice would break. The engine would die in the middle of a frozen lake, and I’d be trapped in a cab with the woman I’d been watching for two years, and she’d either be mine or we’d both be at the bottom.

I didn’t know yet which outcome I was hoping for.

That was a lie, too. I knew. I’d known since the first time she laughed into a satellite phone outside a gas station in Yellowknife and the sound went through me like a fracture through plate ice. Fast. Irreversible. The kind of break you can’t drive around.

I’d killed for her father. I’d taken a dead man’s empire to keep her safe. I’d spent two years in the cold, literal and otherwise, building a perimeter around a woman who didn’t know she was guarded. And now I was going to walk into that perimeter and let her see me, and the seeing would either be the beginning of something or the end of everything, and the ice beneath my feet was already singing the way it sings before it breaks.

She was mine. She just didn’t know it yet.

I stepped away from the fence and walked toward the depot. Toward her. Toward whatever this was going to cost me.

The cold pressed against my back like a hand pushing me forward, and I let it.

Act I

THE LONG HAUL
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Chapter One
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Dead Weight

The convoy yard in Inuvik smelled like diesel and regret, which, in my experience, was the smell of every decision I’d ever made before sunrise.

I stood at the edge of the staging lot with my toolkit over one shoulder and a thermos of coffee I’d already half drained, watching three Kenworth W900s idle in the predawn dark like sleeping animals. Big rigs. Long-nose conventionals built for the TransCan, repurposed for ice road runs that would take them across frozen rivers and lakes where the margin between solid ground and a cold grave was measured in inches of ice and the driver’s willingness to pray.

I didn’t pray. I checked tire pressure and torque specs. God and I had an understanding: He stayed out of my engine bay, and I didn’t blame Him for the things He let happen on these roads.

“Holt!” Dispatch. A man named Garrett who ran the Inuvik yard with all the warmth of a tax audit. He waved me toward the lead truck. “You’re on Rig One. Full inspection before we roll. New crew on security, so don’t give me grief about the manifest.”

“What’s the cargo?”

“Industrial equipment. Northern relay stations.”

I looked at the trucks. Industrial equipment didn’t usually travel with armed men in the follow vehicle. I’d counted four so far. Young, hard-faced, wearing the kind of winter gear that cost more than a month of my salary. They moved around the rigs with a territorial ease that had nothing to do with standard security protocol.

“Since when does industrial equipment need a private army?”

Garrett didn’t look at me. “Since the client started paying triple rate. You want to ask questions, or you want to get paid?”

I wanted to get paid. I also wanted to take this specific run, because in approximately fourteen hours, this convoy would pass within two hundred meters of the coordinates where my father’s truck punched through lake ice nine years ago. Where Hank Holt, the best driver to ever work the Dempster corridor, allegedly misjudged the thickness and drove an eighteen-wheeler into black water at forty below.

Allegedly.

I’d spent three years pulling that word apart like an engine I couldn’t reassemble, and I still didn’t have enough pieces to see the whole machine. What I had were inconsistencies. A thickness report that didn’t match the weather data. A dispatch log with a twelve-minute gap. A mechanic’s inspection record filed six hours after the truck left the yard, which meant either someone inspected a truck that was already gone, or the paperwork was fiction.

Tessa thought I was obsessed. My sister had said the word once, carefully, over the satellite phone, the way you’d say cancer to someone who hadn’t been diagnosed yet. I’d hung up on her, which was unfair, because she was probably right. But obsession and grief looked identical from the inside, and I’d stopped trying to tell them apart. The investigation was the engine I couldn’t stop working on, the one diagnostic that never came back clean, and walking away from it would mean accepting that the last thing my father did on this earth was make a mistake. I wasn’t ready for that. I might never be ready for that.

I touched the wrench on my tool belt. Dad’s. Fifteen-inch Craftsman, the wooden handle worn to a satin smoothness by his palm and then mine. It was too big for most of the jobs I used it on, but I carried it anyway. The way some people carry a saint’s medal or a rabbit’s foot. Proof that someone I loved had existed and held the same weight in his hand.

I walked to Rig One and started my inspection. Tires, suspension, brake lines, coupling, frame. The truck was in decent shape for a Kenworth with three hundred thousand miles on the odometer. The engine was another matter. She was running rough, a slight hesitation in the idle that most people wouldn’t catch but that sat in my ear like a wrong note in a familiar song.

I marked it in my logbook: possible fuel injector drift on cylinder three, recommend recheck at first rest stop. The ice roads didn’t forgive mechanical uncertainty. At minus forty, rubber seals contracted, metal tolerances shifted, hydraulic fluid thickened to honey. An engine that ran rough in the yard could die on the ice, and a dead engine on the ice was a coffin on wheels. I’d seen it happen. My father had seen it happen more times than he could count. He’d taught me that the difference between a truck that made it and a truck that didn’t was usually a quarter-turn on a bolt that someone hadn’t checked.

I was shoulder-deep in the engine bay, checking the fuel injectors, when someone’s shadow fell across the frame.

“Rumi Holt.”

Not a question. A confirmation. The voice was low, unhurried, with the flattened vowels of someone who’d grown up north of the fifty-fifth parallel. I pulled my head out of the engine bay and looked up.

He stood at the edge of the overhead light’s reach, tall enough that I had to tip my chin to find his face. Broad shoulders inside a black canvas jacket. Hands in his pockets. Jaw that looked like it had been cut from something harder than bone, with a scar tracing the left side from ear to chin. A thin, deliberate line. Not an accident. Someone had put a blade to this man’s face and lived long enough to finish the stroke, which told me either the man with the blade was very fast or the man in front of me had let it happen.

His eyes were the color of lake ice. Pale grey, almost colorless, steady in a way that made my skin tighten. Not warm. Not cold. Just present. Like a lens adjusting to focus.

He didn’t belong here. That was my first thought, the mechanic’s instinct that cataloged things by whether they fit the machine. The security men in the follow vehicle were hired muscle, interchangeable, the human equivalent of aftermarket parts. This man was something else. He stood the way the truckers stood, weight balanced for uneven ground, shoulders settled, as if the cold didn’t touch him or he’d made his peace with it so completely that resistance was unnecessary. He’d been on ice before. Not as a tourist. The kind of familiarity that lived in the body, not the brain.

On me.

“I didn’t give you my name,” I said.

“You didn’t have to.” He nodded toward the wrench on my belt. “Hank Holt’s daughter. The mechanic.”

My fingers found the wrench handle. Reflex. The mention of my father’s name from a stranger’s mouth was a fishhook in my ribs, and I hated that it still worked after all these years.

“Who are you?”

“Silas Vane. I’m running this convoy.”

“Garrett runs the convoy.”

“Garrett runs dispatch.” His gaze dropped to my hands, still greasy from the injectors, then tracked down to the wrench. Stayed there a beat too long. When his eyes came back to mine, something had shifted behind them, but I couldn’t read it. “I run everything else.”

I wiped my hands on a rag and met his stare. In my experience, men who announced themselves as being in charge either were, or desperately needed you to think so. Silas Vane didn’t look desperate. He looked like a man standing in his own living room.

“Then you can tell me what’s really in that cargo hold,” I said. “Because ‘industrial equipment’ doesn’t come with a security detail.”

He almost smiled. I say almost because his mouth moved a fraction, and the scar on his jaw stretched, but the expression never reached his eyes. “Finish your inspection, Holt. We roll in forty minutes.”

He turned and walked toward the follow vehicle, and I watched him go because I was furious and not because of anything else, and if my gaze caught on the way his shoulders filled that jacket, that was the fluorescent lighting’s fault and I refused to examine it further.

I turned back to the engine. The idle was still wrong. The security detail was wrong. The man who’d said my dead father’s name like he recognized the weight of it was wrong.

Everything about this run was wrong. And I was going anyway, because two hundred meters from our route, my father’s ghost was waiting under the ice, and I’d driven a thousand miles of frozen road for a chance to ask it why.
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