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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, religious trauma, cult abuse, physical violence, domestic abuse (past), forced marriage (past), isolation, morally grey characters, 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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The ones who survive the cage are not the ones who stop wanting freedom. They are the ones who learn to carry the lock inside them, so no door can ever feel closed again.

— Elias Vane, The Trapper's Gospel

For the ones who came back. Not because they had to. Because the door was finally open, and they chose what was inside.
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Before

KELLAN

The trap is wrong.

I know before I see it. Thirty years of walking this line, checking the iron, reading the snow for what it tells and what it hides. The steel jaw sits at a bad angle, torqued sideways against the chain, and the snow around it is torn up in a pattern that belongs to nothing I hunt.

Not elk. Not wolf. Not the foxes that come down from the ridge when the cold pushes them low.

Something else.

I crouch at the edge of the disturbance and read the ground the way my father taught me, which is the one useful thing the man ever did. The drag marks run east toward the creek. Heavy. Uneven. Whatever hit the trap didn't die in it, and it didn't free itself either. It crawled.

I follow the trail with the rifle across my back and the skinning knife loose in my hand. February dawn in the Bitterroots is the color of ash, the light flat and reluctant, and the temperature hasn't risen above zero in eleven days. Whatever is bleeding at the end of this trail has been bleeding for hours. The snow tells me that too. The red goes from bright to rust in a gradient that maps the passage of time better than any clock I've never owned.

The creek is frozen at the banks but still moving in the center, black water over black rock, and she is lying on the near side with her leg bent at an angle that turns my stomach, which is not something that turns easily.

A woman.

Small. Thin in a way that isn't natural, the kind of thin that comes from weeks of not enough, not from build. Reddish hair chopped close to the skull, rough and uneven, the way you'd cut it yourself with a blade that wasn't meant for hair. She's wearing clothes that don't belong in these mountains. A cotton dress under a man's canvas coat four sizes too large. No gloves. No hat. Boots that might have been sturdy once, before she walked them to death.

The trap caught her right leg above the ankle. The jaws bit through the boot leather and into the meat and bone beneath it, and the blood has soaked the snow in a circle two feet wide. She dragged herself this far before the cold or the pain or both stopped her. Her fingers are dug into the frozen bank, still gripping, as though her body forgot to stop fighting after her mind went dark.

She is breathing. I can see that. Shallow, fast, visible in the cold. Alive, but not for long. Not out here. Not with that leg.

I don't think about it.

That's not true. I think about it the way I think about everything, which is in pictures and pressure, not in words. The pictures say: if I leave her, she dies before noon. If I take her to Birdie's, that's forty miles through snow with a body I'd have to carry, and she'd bleed out before I made ten. If I bring her back to the cabin, she lives. Probably. If the bone sets clean and the infection stays out and she can keep water down.

The pictures also say: there has not been another person in my cabin in thirteen years.

The pictures say: she is small, and broken, and her fingers are still dug into the frozen ground like she was trying to pull herself somewhere that doesn't exist.

I put the knife away. I kneel beside her. I open the trap.

The sound the steel makes when it releases is a sound I know better than any other. The dull metallic groan of jaws separating. I've heard it around elk legs, fox legs, once a wolf that looked at me with yellow eyes and no fear while I reset the bone it didn't have the grace to break cleanly. The woman doesn't look at me with anything. She's unconscious. The pain of the trap releasing should wake her, but it doesn't, and that tells me she's further gone than the breathing suggested.

Her leg is bad. The bone isn't through the skin, but it's close, a hard ridge pushing against flesh that's turned the color of thunderclouds. I've set bones before. My own, mostly. My father's, once, when he fell from the ridge and snapped his forearm and told me to fix it with the same flat tone he used to tell me to check the traps. I was twelve. I fixed it. He didn't thank me. I didn't expect him to.

I pick her up. She weighs nothing. Less than a dressed doe, less than a full pack of pelts. The coat swallows her, and underneath it, her body is all angles and sharp ridges, collarbone and hip and ribs that I can count through the cotton. I carry her against my chest because it's the most efficient way to move a body through deep snow without dropping it, and because the heat from mine might keep her core from falling any further.

That's what I tell myself.

The cabin is seven miles. I walk them without stopping. The snow is thigh-deep in the passes, and my boots punch through the crust with every step, and she doesn't stir. Not when I shoulder open the cabin door. Not when I lay her on the table because the bed is too soft for what I need to do next. Not when I cut the boot off her ruined leg with the skinning knife, peeling leather away from torn skin as carefully as I've ever done anything in my life.

She stirs when I set the bone.

Her eyes open. Brown. Dark, deep brown, the color of creek water in October. They lock onto mine, and for a half second there is nothing in them but animal terror, the purest form of fear I've ever seen in a human face. Then she screams.

I hold her down. One hand flat on her sternum, pressing her into the table, and the other finishing what it started. The bone shifts under my fingers, grinding into alignment, and she thrashes beneath my palm and screams again, and the sound fills the cabin and bounces off the log walls and hits me from four directions at once.

I haven't heard a human voice in over a year.

She stops. Not because the pain stops. Because her body gives out. Her eyes roll back and she goes limp under my hand, and the cabin is quiet again, and I am standing over an unconscious woman on my kitchen table with her blood on my fingers and the bone set as clean as I can make it.

I splint the leg with strips of cedar bark and canvas. I clean the wounds. I stitch the two deepest lacerations with a curved needle and catgut I keep for repairing traps, which is a sentence that sounds worse than the reality, which is that catgut sutures are what they used before hospitals, and my stitches are small and even and will hold.

I carry her to the bed. I cover her with both blankets. I build the fire up until the cabin is almost too warm, which is something I never do, because wood is work and heat is a resource and waste is a sin my father beat into me long before the church across the valley tried.

Then I go outside.

I stand on the porch and look at the mountain and the snow and the grey February sky, and I breathe, and I try to understand what I just did. I brought a woman into my home. A stranger. A bleeding, broken, screaming stranger. I touched her. I held her down. I put her in my bed.

The door has a bolt on the outside. Iron, hand-forged, heavy. My father installed it when I was nine. The reasons for it are not reasons I think about anymore.

I slide the bolt home. The metal is cold against my fingers. The sound it makes is definitive. Final.

Inside, she breathes. I can hear it through the door, or I imagine I can, which amounts to the same thing.

She is the first person in this cabin in thirteen years. I have no idea what to do with her, or with the feeling in my chest that isn't panic and isn't recognition and isn't anything I have a name for, because I don't have names for things. I have actions. I have routines. I have the mountain and the traps and the silence that is the only language I speak.

I look at my hands. Her blood is drying in the creases of my palms, turning the lines into a map I can't read.

I don't wash them. Not yet.
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Teeth

TAMSIN

Pain wakes me, and for three full breaths I think I'm back in the correction room.

The ceiling is wrong. Too close, too dark, rough-hewn logs instead of whitewashed plaster. The air smells like smoke and pine resin and something metallic that I realize, slowly, is my own blood. My right leg is a solid bar of agony from the knee down, a white-hot frequency that pulses with my heartbeat, and when I try to move it, the room tilts sideways and I have to swallow bile.

Not the correction room. Not the compound. Somewhere else.

I force my eyes to focus. A cabin. One room. Twenty feet by twenty feet, maybe less. Log walls, a plank floor, a woodstove in the corner radiating heat that feels like a physical weight on my skin. A table. Two chairs. A shelf with canned goods lined up in precise rows, labels facing outward. A rack near the door holding a rifle, a shotgun, and a row of knives arranged by size. Everything in this room has a place, and everything is in it.

Except the man.

He's sitting in one of the chairs, between me and the door, and he is the largest human being I have ever seen. Not fat. Not even bulky in the way Elder Crane's enforcers were bulky, gym-built and vain about it. This man is built like the mountains outside his window. Broad shoulders, thick arms, hands resting on his knees that could cover my entire face. Dark hair cut badly, jaw that looks carved from the same wood as the walls, and eyes that are watching me with an expression I can't read.

I know men. I have studied them the way rabbits study hawks. The compound taught me to catalogue a man's mood in the first three seconds of entering a room, to read the set of a jaw, the position of hands, the distance between his body and the nearest exit. Survival data. The women who couldn't read it fast enough learned slower lessons.

This man gives me nothing. His face is still. His hands are open on his knees. He isn't leaning forward, which would mean intent, or leaning back, which would mean performance. He's just sitting. Watching. The way an animal watches from a distance it has chosen, close enough to see, far enough that your fear is your own problem.

"Where am I?" My voice comes out wrecked. Gravel and rust. I don't recognize it, and then I remember: three weeks of cold and running and sleeping in places that weren't meant for sleeping and drinking water from streams that were half ice. My throat is raw. "Who are you?"

Nothing. He doesn't move. Doesn't speak.

"I asked you a question." I push myself up on my elbows. The pain in my leg surges, and I let it, because pain is useful. Pain is information. It tells me the leg isn't gone. It's still there, wrapped in something stiff, splinted, bandaged with a competence that doesn't match the rest of this feral little outpost. "My leg. Did you—"

He stands up.

The chair doesn't scrape. He rises the way water rises, silent and total, and the cabin shrinks by half. He crosses to the shelf, takes down a tin cup, fills it from a pot on the woodstove. Brings it to me. Holds it out.

Water. I can smell it. Clean, hot, faintly mineral. My body wants it so badly my hand is already reaching before my brain finishes calculating the risk. I pull my hand back.

"I'm not drinking anything until you tell me who you are."

He sets the cup on the floor beside the bed. Straightens. Walks back to his chair. Sits.

Silence.

The fire pops in the stove. Wind pushes against the walls. My leg throbs. The cup steams on the floor, and the smell of it is torture, and this man sits six feet from me with those enormous hands on his knees and doesn't say a single word.

I watch him for a count of sixty. I know because I count. The compound taught me to count for calm, for patience, for the kind of stillness that keeps you invisible when visibility is dangerous. Sixty seconds. His chest rises and falls. His eyes don't leave my face. His mouth doesn't open.

"Can you hear me?"

A nod. Small, definitive. He can hear.

"Can you speak?"

Nothing. No nod. No shake. Just those pale grey-green eyes, steady as stone.

I look at his throat. There's a scar there, thick and raised, running from below his left ear to the center of his larynx. Old. Years old. The kind of scar that doesn't come from a clean wound but from something that tore and healed and tore again and finally settled into a ridge of tissue that catches the firelight like a seam in leather.

He sees me looking. He doesn't cover it. Doesn't touch it. Doesn't react at all, which tells me more than any reaction could: he's had that scar long enough that other people's attention to it no longer registers.

"You can't talk," I say. Not a question this time.

He picks up a knife from the table beside him. Not aggressively. The way you'd pick up a pen. He turns it over in his fingers, examining the blade, and I understand: this is his fidget, his nervous habit, his equivalent of the way I bite the inside of my lip when I'm calculating distance and outcome.

The door. I look at it over his shoulder. Heavy wood, iron hinges, a bolt on this side that's been slid open. But there's another sound in my memory, metallic and final, from before I lost consciousness again. A sound from the other side of the door.

"Is the door locked?"

He doesn't answer. He doesn't have to. I can see it now, the faint shadow of a bolt mechanism on the outside of the frame, visible through the gap where the door doesn't sit flush against the jamb. A bolt on the outside. The kind you install to keep something in.

The compound had locks like that. Every sleeping quarter. Every correction room. Every space where a woman might be kept until she remembered her place.

My hands are shaking. I fist them in the blanket. He notices. Of course he notices. Those eyes miss nothing, catalogue everything, and give back nothing at all.

"Let me out."

He looks at my leg. Then back at my face. The message is clear even without language: you can't walk. Where would you go?

He's right. I know he's right. The leg is a ruin, and outside that door is a wilderness I nearly died in, and the people I'm running from are still out there somewhere, still looking, because Elder Crane does not lose what belongs to him. But being right doesn't make the locked door anything other than what it is.

A cage.

I left one cage three weeks ago. I walked through snow and slept under deadfall and ate pine bark and drank water so cold it made my teeth ache. I walked until my boots fell apart and my toenails turned black and the world narrowed to one instruction: forward. Away. Any direction that was not back.

And I walked straight into a trap. And now I'm in a room with a man who can't speak, who won't let me leave, who watches me with eyes that are neither cruel nor kind but something I have no experience with.

The compound trained me to assess a room in thirty seconds. Entry points. Exit points. Weapons within reach. The body language of whoever has the power. I have done this calculation in kitchens and dormitories and correction rooms and the back seat of Elder Crane's truck, and I do it now, automatically, the way you blink: one door, locked from outside, iron bolt, no secondary exit; one window, nailed shut as of yesterday; no visible firearms but a knife on the table and an axe by the door, both within his reach and outside mine; food stores on the south wall, water from a hand pump at the sink, first-aid supplies on the shelf above my head.

The math is bad. The math has been bad since the bear trap, since the snow, since the moment I opened my eyes and saw him sitting between me and the only exit with the calm of a man who has nowhere else to be. But bad math is not the same as no math. Bad math is a starting position.

I watch the way he moves. The economy of it. No wasted motion, no idle gesture, no fidgeting or shifting or any of the small kinetic leaks that betray an inner state. At the compound, the elders moved with authority—wide stances, broad gestures, the physical vocabulary of men who want to be seen occupying space. This man moves like the space is already his and the question of occupation was settled so long ago it doesn't require demonstration. He moves the way water moves through rock: along the path of least resistance, with absolute commitment, wearing everything else away.

I catalogue the details. The scar on his throat: thick, raised, surgical or near-surgical, healed years ago. His hands: enormous, scarred across the knuckles and between the fingers, the hands of someone who works with blades and traps and rough terrain daily. His face: angular, weathered, older than his body suggests—I'd guess early thirties, but the lines around his eyes belong to someone who has spent decades squinting into wind and snow. His hair: dark, uneven, cut with something that isn't scissors.

He is not handsome. That's not the right word. He is something else, something the compound didn't have a category for, something that registers in my body as both threat and fascination and lives in the space between the two, which is a space I didn't know existed until now.

I file it all. Every detail. Because details are leverage, and leverage is survival, and survival is the only skill I have that the compound couldn't corrupt.

Patient. He looks patient. Like he has been waiting for a long time, and whatever arrives, he will deal with it the same way he deals with everything else in this cabin: precisely, efficiently, and completely on his own terms.

I drink the water. Not because I trust him. Because my body is making decisions my mind hasn't authorized, and the water is warm and clean and I've been so thirsty for so long that the first sip rewires something fundamental in my chest.

He watches me drink. When I'm done, he takes the cup. Refills it. Sets it back.

I drink that too.

"I'll figure out your name," I tell him. My voice is steadier now, and I use it the way I've always used it: as the one weapon no one thought to take from me. "I'll figure out everything about you. That's what I do. I watch, and I learn, and I wait. And when I know enough, I leave."

He tilts his head. The gesture is so unexpectedly human that it catches me off guard. Not a threat, not a dismissal. Curiosity. As if I've said something he hasn't heard before, which, given the scar on his throat and the silence in this cabin, might be literally true.

He stands again. Crosses to the stove. Puts something on to heat. Comes back to the bed, and I flinch when he reaches for my leg, and he stops. Waits. His hand hovering over the splint, not touching, those scarred fingers open and still.

I nod. Because the alternative is refusing care from the only person within forty miles who can provide it, and I have survived too much to die from stubbornness. He checks the bandage. His touch is firm and clinical and impossibly careful for hands that size. He adjusts the splint. I bite through the inside of my cheek and taste copper.

When he's done, he pulls the blanket back over my leg. Smooths it once. Returns to his chair.

I stare at the ceiling and listen to the fire and the wind and the silence of a man who has not said a word to me since I opened my eyes in his cabin with my blood on his hands and his bolt on my door.

I don't sleep. I don't stop watching him.

He doesn't stop watching me.
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Chapter Two
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Silence

KELLAN

She talks in her sleep.

Not words, not at first. Sounds. Small ones, caught in the back of her throat, the kind of noise an animal makes when it's dreaming of running. She flinches against the pillow I put under her head, which is the pillow I haven't used in four years because sleep doesn't require accessories, it requires exhaustion, and exhaustion is something the mountain provides in abundance.

I sit in my chair and watch the fire and listen to her breathe and try to remember the last time another person's breathing was audible in this room. My father's. It would have been my father's, thirteen years ago, the wet rasp of it at the end when his lungs filled with what the doctor in town later called pneumonia and my father called weakness and I called nothing, because by then I had already been silent for twelve years and the habit of not naming things had calcified into something that no longer felt like a choice.

She wakes at dawn. I know because her breathing changes. The shallow rhythm of sleep becomes something sharper, more controlled. She's awake for two full minutes before she opens her eyes. I know this the way I know a fox is alive in the trap before I see it move: the quality of stillness changes. Sleeping stillness is loose. Awake stillness is held.

She's testing the room before she commits to being in it. I recognize the behavior because it's mine.

Her eyes open. Find me. Hold.

"Still here," she says. Her voice is a wreck, and there's something in the way she uses it that interests me. She talks like her words have weight, like each one costs something and she's decided to spend. "Still not talking."

I get up. Put water on to heat. Take the dried venison from the shelf and cut two strips, one thick, one thin. The thin one is for her. Not because I'm rationing. Because her stomach has been empty long enough that too much too fast will bring it back up, and cleaning vomit off the only blankets I own is not how I planned to spend the morning.

I bring her the strip and the water. She looks at the venison. Looks at me.

"Poisoned?"

I take a bite of my own strip. Chew. Swallow. Hold up the rest so she can see it's the same meat.

She eats. Carefully, slowly, with the precise self-control of someone who has been hungry before and knows the mechanics of refeeding. That tells me things. People who've always had enough eat fast when they're starved. People who've known scarcity eat like this: measured, deliberate, making each bite count. She's been underfed for longer than three weeks.

"My leg," she says, between bites. "You set it."

I nod.

"You stitched it."

I nod again.

"With what? It feels like" — she shifts, winces — "wire."

I get the spool of catgut from the shelf and hold it
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