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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, extreme power imbalance, explicit language, violence, death and on-page depiction of a deceased body, controlling behavior, forced proximity under survival conditions, grief and survivor’s guilt, morally grey characters, and dark themes throughout. 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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Love, like altitude, thins the blood.

At a certain height, you stop caring whether you fall.

— Elara Vane, The Gravity of Small Things

For the ones who love the fall more than the landing.
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The Cut

The rope is singing.

That’s the wrong word for it. People who’ve never been at altitude think the wind is what kills you. They’re wrong. Wind is physics, a predictable violence you can brace against. Rope is trust. And when the rope connecting me to the man forty feet below starts vibrating at a frequency I’ve never heard, that trust is about to cost someone their life.

Too high. Too thin. A harmonic that means the core strands are separating inside the sheath, invisible, fatal. The nylon looks fine from the outside. It always does, right before it doesn’t.

“Status,” I shout into the storm. My voice comes back to me stripped of everything but the consonants. At this altitude, in this wind, language becomes skeletal.

“Holding.” Sasha’s voice, three meters above me. Clipped to the face with two ice screws and the kind of calm that only comes from having accepted, on some cellular level, that you might die today. She’s solid. I trained her. She doesn’t waste syllables.

Below me, Voss is crouched on the same anchor, his headlamp a weak yellow smear in the whiteout. He’s saying something I can’t hear. I read it off his lips.

Cut.

Below Voss, forty feet of vertical nothing, and then Liam. His weight pulling on the line that runs through my belay device, which is clipped to the anchor that holds all four of us against this mountain. The anchor I built. The screws I set. The rope I checked three times because I always check rope three times. Once before packing. Once at the belay station. Once before committing weight. That’s the protocol. That’s the superstition. That’s the reason I’m alive at thirty-one and have buried seven people who weren’t as careful.

The rope was intact at the belay station. I would bet my hands on it. I would bet other people’s lives on it, because that’s exactly what I do every time I clip in.

It’s not intact now.

I can feel the difference through my gloves. The vibration has dropped. Lower. A bass note that resonates through the belay plate and into the bones of my wrist. That’s the sound a rope makes when the sheath is carrying all the load, when the core has already given up and the outer braid is doing a job it was never designed to do.

Seconds. Maybe less.

Three options. I run through them the way I run through gear checks. Mechanically. Without sentiment.

One: I do nothing. The rope fails on its own. Liam falls. The dynamic shock loads the anchor with a force it may or may not survive. If it doesn’t, all four of us go. Sasha. Voss. Me. Liam is gone either way.

Two: I haul. Pull him up before the core goes. But hauling generates exactly the kind of dynamic force that will accelerate the failure. I’d be racing a catastrophe I’m causing. The math doesn’t work. I know this the way I know barometric pressure by the ache in my sinuses.

Three: I cut below the failure point. Release the load before the system collapses. Liam falls. The anchor stays. Sasha lives. Voss lives. I live with it.

My hands know before my brain signs the paperwork. They always have. In the space between heartbeats, at altitude, in a storm, the body decides and the mind writes the justification after. I’ve kept people alive for a decade by trusting my hands more than my thoughts.

I pull the knife from the sheath on my harness. The blade is cold enough to burn through my glove liner.

The rope is still singing. That wrong note. That frequency that means someone is about to die and the only variable is how many.

I cut.

The sound is not dramatic. Not cinematic. A soft snap, like a green branch giving way. A quiet ending for a connection that was supposed to hold.

Then weight vanishes. The line goes slack in my belay device. The anchor sighs as the load drops away. Above me, Sasha inhales sharply. Beside me, Voss presses his face against the rock and his shoulders start shaking.

Below, in the dark, in the wind, there is a sound I will carry in my chest cavity for the rest of my life. Not a scream. A single, brief inhalation. Air pulled into lungs that still believe they’ll have time to use it. Then nothing. The mountain takes him the way it takes everything. Without interest. Without judgment. Completely.

“Hawk.” Sasha’s voice. She’s saying the right things. Secure the anchor. Check the remaining lines. Radio base camp. She’s operational because that’s what survival demands. You mourn after. You process after. You feel after. Right now, you function or you die.

I look at my hands. My gloves are black so the blood doesn’t show, but I can feel it. The rope sawed through the leather before it gave. There’s a line across my right palm where the nylon friction-burned through two layers. It stings. It will scar. It’s the only real thing I can feel.

Voss puts his hand on my shoulder. “You had to. There was no other choice, Hawk. You had to.” He says it three times, four times, five. Like repetition makes it true. His grip is too tight. His voice is too steady. Something about both of those things registers in a place I won’t access for months.

I could have hauled. I could have tried. I could have bet four lives on a fraying rope and the fraction of a chance that I was wrong about the sound it was making.

I wasn’t wrong. I’m never wrong about rope. That’s the thing they’ll say about me in the investigation, in the articles, in the forum threads that will dissect every second of this night for the next two years. That Kaelen Thorne is the best reader of conditions in the business. That his judgment on gear is close to supernatural. That when he says a line is compromised, the line is compromised.

They’ll also call me The Butcher. Both things will be true simultaneously, and no one will find that strange.

The investigation takes six weeks. Six weeks of conference rooms and depositions and men in suits who have never held an ice axe asking me to explain the physics of a fall. I explain. I draw diagrams. I use words like dynamic load and failure trajectory and catastrophic system collapse. They nod and write and ask me to explain again.

I do not tell them about the sound. The brief inhalation. They don’t need it for their report. I need it for the rest of my life.

The ruling is clearance. “No evidence of negligence or criminal intent. Decision consistent with accepted mountaineering practice under extreme conditions.” The language is careful. Clinical. It says I didn’t do anything wrong without saying I did something right.

The climbing forums say it differently. The Butcher of the Spine. They build the narrative in real time, thread by thread. The man who cuts ropes. The man who calculates lives. The man who chose three over four and sleeps fine at night.

I don’t sleep fine at night. I don’t sleep at all. The insomnia starts two days after the descent and settles into my circadian rhythm like a parasite. I lie in whatever bed I’ve rented and listen to the sound a rope makes before it fails. The wrong note. Too high. Too thin.

The guide services drop me quietly. No phone calls. No confrontations. Just silence where bookings used to be. My name disappears from websites. My credentials go unmentioned. I become the kind of person people used to know.

Ren is the only one who stays. Ren, who manages logistics and doesn’t manage emotions and doesn’t pretend that being loyal to me is popular. He keeps a cot in his warehouse. He keeps my name on his emergency contact list. He doesn’t ask me how I’m doing because he knows the answer and the answer hasn’t changed in two years.

I take the jobs nobody else will take. Body recoveries. Illegal ascents. Search and rescue in conditions that would make a SAR team radio for an abort. The mountain doesn’t read forum threads. The mountain doesn’t call me Butcher. The mountain just asks whether I’m good enough to survive it, and the answer is always yes, and the fact that the answer is always yes is the thing I can’t forgive myself for.

We descend in silence, the three of us, in conditions that would kill most people who’ve ever drawn breath on this planet. The storm screams against the face of the Devil’s Spine like something alive and offended. Below us, somewhere in two thousand feet of vertical darkness, a man named Liam Sterling is becoming part of the glacier.

I made the right call. Every technical metric confirms it. Load analysis. Failure trajectory. Risk distribution across four lives versus one.

I’ll spend the next two years not believing a word of it.

By the time we reach lower camp, my hands have stopped shaking. They won’t shake again for seven hundred and thirty-one days. Not until a woman walks into a gear warehouse in McCarthy, Alaska, with her dead brother’s name in her mouth and a look in her eyes that tells me the mountain still owes her something it will never give back.

She’ll look at my hands. Everyone does, eventually.

She’ll hire them. Pay more than they’re worth. Take them back to the same glacier, the same ice, the same coordinates tattooed into the skin over my ribs where I can’t see them but I always know they’re there.

She won’t know what these hands have done.

Not yet.
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Ghost Money

McCarthy, Alaska has twenty-eight permanent residents, one airstrip, and no cell service worth mentioning. I know this because I’ve spent the last six months memorizing every piece of information that could keep me alive in the Wrangell-St. Elias wilderness, and the town’s Wikipedia page was where I started. Comprehensive research. That’s what I do. I find things people try to hide. I follow money through shell companies and offshore accounts until it confesses. I am very, very good at my job.

None of that expertise is useful here.

The gear warehouse sits at the edge of town, if you can call it a town. It’s more like a loose agreement between buildings. The warehouse is corrugated metal, wind-scarred, with a hand-painted sign that reads MATSUDA LOGISTICS in letters that have been fighting the weather for years and losing. I push through the door and the smell hits first: machine oil, cold nylon, and something sharp underneath. Pine resin, maybe. Or ambition.

There are two men inside. The first is Ren Matsuda, the logistics coordinator I’ve been emailing for three months under my mother’s maiden name. He’s younger than I expected. Thirty, maybe. Japanese-American, with the kind of watchful stillness that makes me think he doesn’t miss much. He looks up from a topo map spread across a plywood table and offers a nod that manages to be both welcoming and evaluative.

The second man is standing at the far wall, running his hands along a rack of ice axes like a pianist testing keys. He doesn’t look up when I enter. He doesn’t acknowledge the door, the cold air that follows me in, or the fact that I’ve just paid him a hundred and forty thousand dollars to walk me into the most dangerous mountain range in North America.

So this is him. Kaelen Thorne. Hawk.

He’s taller than I expected. Leaner. The photographs I found online were from competition days, five or six years ago, and the man in those photos had the polished look of someone who understood sponsorship deals. This version has been stripped down to function. Dark hair cut close, lighter at the temples where the sun has worked on it. A scar through his left eyebrow that catches the warehouse’s fluorescent light. He’s wearing a thermal henley pushed up to the elbows, and his forearms are mapped with pale ridges I recognize from my research as old frostbite scars.

Then he turns around, and I see his hands.

I don’t know why that’s the first thing I catalog. I’m a numbers person, not a hands person. But his are impossible to ignore. Wide-palmed. Long-fingered. Scarred across every knuckle, with a thick line across the right palm that looks like a rope left its signature there. They’re the kind of hands that have held weight. Serious weight. The kind of weight that determines who lives.

“Calloway?” His voice is lower than I expected. Flat. Not unfriendly. Just absent of anything that isn’t information.

“Freya Calloway.” The lie comes easily. Sterling is too recognizable in certain circles, and the last thing I need is for this man to connect me to a name he might have read in an accident report. “We spoke through Ren.”

“We didn’t speak.” He sets down the ice axe. “Ren spoke. I read your file.”

“My file.”

“Medical clearance. Fitness assessment. The liability waiver you signed. And the coordinates you want me to reach.” He looks at me for the first time. His eyes are grey. Not the warm grey of storm clouds. The cold grey of glacial ice. The kind of grey that suggests color was considered unnecessary. “You’re paying me to recover a body from the Wraith Glacier on the Devil’s Spine. The body has been there approximately two years. Do you understand what two years in a glacier does to a body?”

“Preserves it.”

Something crosses his face. Not surprise, exactly. More like a recalibration. He expected me to flinch. I didn’t. Point to me, although I’m not sure we’re keeping score yet.

“Your brother,” he says.

I nod. “Liam Sterling.”

And there it is. A flinch. Microscopic, involuntary, gone so fast I almost miss it. His left hand tightens on the edge of the worktable, then releases. If I hadn’t spent the last decade reading people across deposition tables, I would have missed it entirely. But I don’t miss things like that. It’s what I’m for.

He recovers instantly. “Sterling. Not Calloway.”

“Sterling is my legal name. Calloway is my mother’s maiden name. I used it for the initial contact because I wanted to keep the arrangements simple.”

His eyes hold mine for three seconds longer than comfortable. I count. Three full seconds of that glacial assessment before he turns back to the gear rack. “Ren, show her the equipment manifest. We leave in forty-eight hours.”

“You haven’t tested her yet,” Ren says mildly.

“Forty-eight hours.” Hawk pulls an ice axe from the rack, tests its weight, puts it back. “She either passes tomorrow’s assessment or she doesn’t, and I go alone with her money and bring back what’s left of her brother without her.”

“That’s not the deal,” I say.

He stops moving. Turns. His full attention is worse than his profile. Up close, the scar through his eyebrow has a jagged quality that suggests the rock didn’t just hit him, it tried to open him. His eyes are the same temperature as the air outside: sub-zero.

“The deal,” he says, “is that you paid for a body recovery. Not a guided tour. Not a grief retreat. And not a conversation. On this mountain, I tell you what to do and you do it. Every time. No discussion. No negotiation. No democracy. You do what I say, when I say it, or you die. That’s the deal.”

The warehouse goes quiet. Even the wind outside seems to reconsider. Ren is watching me over the topo map, his expression carefully neutral in a way that tells me this speech has ended other conversations before mine.

I think about my apartment in Boston. My desk at the firm. The voicemail on my phone that I’ve listened to forty-seven times, my brother’s voice saying he’d call when he got down. He never got down. He’s been lying in a glacier for two years, and every search-and-rescue team, every mountaineering outfit, every government agency I’ve contacted has told me the same thing: the body is unrecoverable.

This man is the only person on earth willing to go back.

“Yes,” I say.

His jaw does something I can’t read. Not a smile. Not quite a frown. Something in the muscle that suggests he expected me to argue and is recalculating. He holds my gaze for one more second, then nods once and turns back to his axes.

“Ren. The manifest.”

Ren slides the equipment list across the table with the air of a man who has witnessed this exact scene play out before and has opinions he’s choosing not to share. I take the list. It’s three pages, single-spaced, organized by category: technical climbing gear, survival gear, communication, medical, recovery. The recovery section is the shortest. Two body bags. Webbing. Carabiners. A collapsible sled.

My brother, reduced to logistics.

I read every line. I ask two questions about the satellite communication backup and one about the medical kit’s altitude-sickness protocol. Ren answers. Hawk doesn’t. He’s across the warehouse now, packing a duffel with a precision that borders on ritual. Each item inspected, placed, repositioned. His hands move with a certainty I’ve only ever seen in surgeons and people who assemble explosives.

When I’m finished with the manifest, I fold it and put it in my jacket pocket. “The assessment tomorrow. What does it involve?”

Ren opens his mouth. Hawk answers without turning around.

“You’ll find out tomorrow.”

I stand there for a moment, in a corrugated-metal warehouse at the edge of a town with twenty-eight residents and no cell service, staring at the back of a man who has already dismissed me, and I think: I am going to walk onto a glacier with this person. I am going to trust my life to his hands. Those scarred, precise, arrogant hands.

I should be terrified. I am terrified. But underneath the fear, in a place I don’t examine too closely, something else is forming. Something that has nothing to do with my brother’s body or this mountain or the hundred and forty thousand dollars I wired to an account in Anchorage.

His hands. I keep looking at his hands.

I walk out of the warehouse into Alaskan cold that bites through three layers. The door swings shut behind me. I stand in the gravel lot and breathe until my lungs ache, and I tell myself the only reason my pulse is elevated is altitude adjustment.

I’m an excellent liar. Just not to myself.
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Name on a List

I knew who she was before she opened the door.

Three months ago, Ren slid a printed email across the plywood table and said, “Body recovery. Devil’s Spine. Wraith Glacier.” I didn’t look at the email. I looked at Ren, because Ren knows what that mountain did to me, and Ren doesn’t bring me jobs that involve the Spine unless something has changed.

“The name,” I said.

“Calloway. Freya Calloway.”

Calloway didn’t mean anything. But the coordinates did. I’d know those numbers in my sleep. I do know them in my sleep. They’re inked into my ribs in black, permanent, a memorial I carry under my skin because gravestones require a body and Liam Sterling doesn’t have one.

“Who is she?”

Ren hesitated. That’s how I knew. Ren doesn’t hesitate about gear or logistics or weather. He hesitates about people, because people are the variable no protocol accounts for. “She’s his sister.”

I should have said no. The smart move, the clean move, the move that any rational person with two years of exile and a reputation reduced to a single word—Butcher—would have made. Say no. Walk away. Let her hire some other guide who doesn’t have her brother’s blood mapped on his palms.

I said yes.

I said yes before the syllable cleared my throat, and I’ve spent three months trying to reverse-engineer a reason that isn’t the one that actually moved my mouth. The evidence. That’s the reason I give myself. Liam’s satellite phone. My camera. Both lost at the fall site, both frozen into the glacier, both containing the proof I’ve spent two years failing to find any other way. Proof that Declan Voss cut the core strands of a load-bearing rope the morning of our summit push and killed a man for knowing too much about the wrong things.

That’s the reason. The evidence. The case I can’t build without the objects frozen into the ice that holds Liam’s body.

It has nothing to do with her voice.

Ren gave me her number for logistical coordination. I never called. We communicated through him, which was safer, because the one time I heard Freya Calloway’s voice on a forwarded voicemail—calm, precise, asking about gear weight limits with the same clinical focus she probably brings to financial audits—I closed my eyes and pressed my thumb into the scar on my palm until the skin went white.

She sounded like someone who doesn’t break. I’ve spent two years surrounded by people who break. Journalists who want the story. Lawyers who want the settlement. Climbing partners who cross the street when they see me. Sasha Orlov, who still sends emails I don’t open because I can’t stand the gratitude in them. You saved my life, Hawk. Every variation of that sentence feels like the knife in my hand all over again.

Freya Calloway doesn’t sound grateful. She sounds like she’s conducting an acquisition.

So when the warehouse door opens and a woman in a down jacket walks in with her brother’s bone structure in her cheekbones and her mother’s maiden name in her mouth, I don’t look up. I run my hands along the ice axes because the metal is cold enough to keep me functional and I need every second of functional I can buy.

I’ve looked her up. I know her face from the photograph Liam kept in his pack on the Spine—a snapshot of two people at a kitchen table, Liam grinning, a woman beside him with dark red hair and a smile that suggested she’d just said something sharper than whatever Liam had said first. He’d pointed at the photo during a rest day at Camp Two. “That’s Free. She’s the smart one.” I remember how he said it. Not like a compliment. Like a fact he was proud of.

I remember Liam Sterling the way I remember all my clients. Not as a complete person. As a collection of data points relevant to my ability to keep them alive. His fitness level: excellent. His technical skill: intermediate, enthusiastic, the kind of climber who substitutes courage for experience and usually gets away with it. His risk assessment: poor. He trusted the mountain the way some people trust God. Totally. Without reservation. Without the healthy paranoia that separates climbers who die at thirty from climbers who die in their beds.

He was twenty-nine. The same age Sasha was. Five years younger than me. He had the Sterling jaw and the Sterling confidence and a laugh that carried across a glacier like a rockfall warning. I liked him. I don’t like most of my clients. Most of my clients are rich people performing adventurousness for an audience of social media followers and personal therapists. Liam was genuine. He wanted the mountain because he wanted the mountain, not because he wanted to be the kind of person who wanted the mountain.

And I killed him.

Or I saved two people by sacrificing one.

Or I cut a rope that someone else had already compromised.

The truth is somewhere in the intersection of all three statements, and the intersection is a place I’ve been living for seven hundred and thirty-one days.

Now his sister is standing in Ren’s warehouse, wearing a North Face jacket that costs more than my monthly expenditure and looking at me with eyes that contain flecks of gold I have no business noticing. She has his jaw. Not his confidence. Hers is different. Quieter. Earned rather than inherited. The confidence of someone who has been underestimated systematically and has learned to use it.

Ren watches from behind the gear counter. He set this job up. He knows who she is. He didn’t tell me, and I didn’t
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