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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, firearms, animal endangerment, forced proximity under life-threatening conditions, morally grey characters, references to military trauma and civilian casualties, stalking by proxy, and dark romantic dynamics. The hero 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 stay are never the tame ones. Love is a territory, and the only creatures worth having are the ones with teeth.”

— Lena Caldwell, A Mouth Full of Snow

For everyone who was told the wolves were the villains. 

You know better.
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The Gun

Thirty seconds. That’s how long I have before the man with the grey eyes kills my wolf.

I know this the way I know a storm is coming by the pressure in my teeth. Not because he’s shouting or sweating or fumbling with the safety. His hands are steady. The Glock is level. His index finger rests along the trigger guard with the discipline of someone who has pulled that trigger more times than he’s said please. He is calm in the specific way that people are calm when they’ve already decided.

Nyx stands between us. A hundred and twenty pounds of wolf-dog, silver and shadow, her hackles a ridge of needles from skull to tail. She is looking at him the way she looks at coyotes that get too close to the fence line. Not afraid. Calculating.

The basement is twelve feet by thirty. Concrete floor, stone walls, shelving units along the back stacked with canned goods and lamp oil and a first-aid kit I packed three winters ago and never opened. No windows. One door, buried under six feet of avalanche debris. The air tastes like damp rock and dog and the metallic ghost of a man who hasn’t slept.

Four other wolves press against the far wall. Two yearlings, a breeding female named Cass, and Rook, my rehabilitation case, the skittish juvenile who flattens himself so low he’s practically liquid. Rook is shaking. The yearlings are watchful. Cass has her teeth bared but won’t move without Nyx’s signal.

Nobody moves without Nyx’s signal. Not even me.

I raise my hands, palms out, the way you’d surrender to a cop or a bear. Not because I think it will help. Because my body needs something to do that isn’t lunging for the gun.

“Put the gun down.” My voice comes out flat. Good. Flat is what wolves respect. Flat says I’m not prey. “She’s not going to hurt you.”

“She’s deciding whether to hurt me.” His voice matches mine. No tremor. No performance. A statement of observation from a man who reads predators the way I do. “There’s a difference.”

He’s right. I hate that he’s right.

Nyx’s ears flatten a fraction. I catch it because I’ve spent five years learning the grammar of her body. Flat ears plus a low center of gravity plus that specific ridge of hackles means she’s moved past warning. She’s running the math. Speed versus distance. Teeth versus barrel length. Whether she can close the gap before his finger moves the quarter inch from guard to trigger.

She can’t. I know the math too.

“Nyx.” I use the voice. The one my father taught me before I was old enough to understand what I was learning. Low, steady, vibrating somewhere in my chest rather than my throat. The frequency that wolves hear as authority. As pack. As stand down, I have this.

Her ears flick toward me. One degree. A concession.

“Who is she to you?” the man asks. Not small talk. Assessment. He’s cataloging data. Pack hierarchy. Threat matrix. Who controls what in this room.

“She’s my alpha.”

“Your alpha is about to make a bad decision.”

“So is the man pointing a gun at her.”

Something moves across his face. Not a flinch. More like a recalculation. The grey eyes shift from Nyx to me, and for the first time since the avalanche dropped the world on top of us, he really looks at me. Not at the woman between him and the job. At me.

I am filthy. My braid came apart somewhere between the first tremor and the moment the cellar door disappeared under a wall of white. There is blood on my hands from where I cut them digging at the hinges before I understood that digging was pointless. My coat is torn at the shoulder. My fingers are numb. I have not eaten in sixteen hours and I can feel my pulse in my temples like a second heartbeat trying to escape.

He looks at all of this, and then he looks at my eyes, and I see the exact moment he stops calculating and starts something worse.

He starts paying attention.

“You know what I was sent here to do,” he says.

“Kill my wolves.”

“Destroy dangerous animals. There’s paperwork. A county order. It’s all very official.” The corner of his mouth doesn’t quite move. On anyone else, that would be a smile. On him, it’s a warning. “You’re interfering with a legal process.”

“Your legal process is based on a lie and you know it.”

Now his mouth does move. A millimeter. The ghost of something that isn’t amusement but lives in the same neighborhood.

“What I know,” he says quietly, “is that I’m locked in a basement with five animals that could open my throat, and the only person who can stop them is a woman who has every reason to let them.”

He’s not wrong. I could give Nyx the signal. One sound, low and guttural, and she’d launch. A hundred and twenty pounds of coiled muscle hitting him center mass before his finger found the trigger. Maybe. The odds are close enough to be a coin flip, and I don’t gamble with Nyx’s life.

But he doesn’t know that. And right now, his uncertainty is the only weapon I have.

“You’re right,” I say. I let the words land. Let the silence after them fill the room like cold water. “I am the only person who can stop them. So maybe you should think very carefully about what happens to you if something happens to me.”

His jaw shifts. The muscle along the hinge of it tightens once and releases. I catalog the movement the way I’d catalog a wolf’s lip curl. Involuntary. Honest. He didn’t like that, but not because it’s a threat. Because it’s leverage, and he’s not used to being on the short end of it.

Nyx growls. Low, sustained, a frequency that lives more in the chest than the ears. It vibrates through the floor. I feel it in my knees.

“Nyx.” Sharper this time. “Down.”

She doesn’t lie down. But she drops her head two inches. Her weight shifts back onto her haunches. The growl fades to a rumble, then to silence.

The man watches this. He watches my hand, which I’ve lowered to my side, fingers spread, the signal for wait. He watches Nyx respond. He watches the other wolves watch Nyx respond.

Then he does something I don’t expect.

He lowers the gun. Not all the way. To his thigh. Finger still on the guard. Safety still off. But the barrel points at concrete instead of my wolf.

“Thirty seconds,” he says.

“What?”

“That’s how long you had before I pulled the trigger. I counted.” He looks at me. Those grey eyes, flat and depthless as river stones. “You used twenty-eight.”

I don’t know what to do with that. So I do what I always do when a predator surprises me. I go still. I hold eye contact. I let my breathing slow until the space between us feels less like a standoff and more like the pause between one heartbeat and the next.

Above us, the mountain settles. Creaks and groans and the deep, geological patience of snow compacting. The cold is a living thing down here, pressing in from every surface, and I can see my breath in thin white ribbons and I can see his.

His breath. His mouth. The set of his shoulders under a jacket that smells like woodsmoke and gun oil and something underneath both of those things that my body registers before my mind gives it a name.

He is, I realize with the detached precision of someone identifying a species, the most dangerous animal in this room.

And I am locked in with him.

Two days ago, I didn’t know Hoyt Kincaid existed. Two days from now, I’ll know the sound of his breathing in the dark, the weight of his silence, the exact temperature of his hands.

But right now, in this basement, with the mountain on top of us and the wolves between us, I know only two things.

His gun is still loaded.

And he looked at me before he lowered it.
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Trespass

Two days earlier.

The destruction order arrives on a Tuesday, which feels about right. Mondays are for hope. Tuesdays are when the world corrects that mistake.

I’m elbow-deep in Cass’s winter coat, working out a mat behind her ear, when I hear the mail truck grinding up the access road. The sound is distinctive: a groaning transmission, gravel popping under tires that should have been replaced two seasons ago, and the particular rattle of Earl Briggs’s side mirror, which has been held on by duct tape since a mule deer took offense to it in October.

Cass huffs against my knee. She’s four years old, eighty pounds, the calmest animal in the pack and my best ambassador for the “wolf-dogs are not monsters” argument I’ve been making to Ridgeline’s town council since I took over Thornwild. Her eyes are amber. Her disposition is golden retriever. Her DNA is thirty-seven percent grey wolf, which is the only number the county cares about.

“Stay,” I tell her. She stays. Good girl. Better citizen than half the town.

Earl pulls up to the gate and doesn’t get out. He never gets out. The wolves make him nervous, even though the nearest one is behind two layers of fence and a hundred yards of open ground. He leans through his window and drops a bundle into the mailbox with the urgency of a man disposing of evidence.

I pull off my gloves, cross the yard, and open the mailbox. Bills. A feed catalog. A letter from the county wildlife office, cream envelope, official seal.

The seal is the first bad sign. The county sends form letters in white envelopes with printed addresses. The cream envelope with the embossed seal is the one they use when they want you to understand they’re serious.

I open it standing in the yard with snow dusting my hair and Nyx watching me from the enclosure gate, her pale eyes tracking my posture the way she tracks everything. My shoulders tighten. She sees it.

The letter is two pages. The language is bureaucratic, padded with subordinate clauses designed to make violence sound reasonable. I read it twice to make sure I’m not inventing the worst parts.

I’m not.

A complaint has been filed with the county wildlife office alleging that wolf-dog hybrids housed at the Thornwild Sanctuary were responsible for an unprovoked attack on a person. Pursuant to Montana Code Annotated 87-3-124 and the county animal control ordinance, a destruction order has been authorized for any animals determined to pose a public safety threat. A licensed wildlife control agent has been contracted to conduct an on-site assessment and, if warranted, carry out the order.

The licensed wildlife control agent has a name. It’s at the bottom of the second page, under a line that says “Contracted Agent:” followed by a signature that looks like it was written by someone who’d rather be loading a rifle.

Hoyt Kincaid.

I fold the letter back into its cream envelope. I walk to the cabin. I set it on the kitchen table, next to the cold mug of coffee I made at five a.m. and forgot to drink, and I press both hands flat against the wood and breathe.

An unprovoked attack. I run every incident from the past three years through my head. The hikers who wandered too close and got barked at. The rancher’s dog that tried to dig under the fence and got nipped. The one real incident, the one I don’t talk about, that I handled quietly and privately and paid for out of my own savings.

Rook. Three years ago. A man on my property without permission, close to the juvenile enclosure at dusk, and Rook, who’d been surrendered by an owner who hit him with a belt, did what a frightened animal does when a strange man gets too close. The bite broke skin but didn’t require stitches. I found the hiker. I drove him to the urgent care in Hamilton. I paid the bill and something extra. He signed a waiver. He left.

That was supposed to be the end of it. Apparently it wasn’t.

I pull out my phone and call Boyd Harlan. The sheriff picks up on the fourth ring, which means he saw my name and debated not answering.

“Senna.”

“A destruction order, Boyd. For my animals.”

“I know.” He sounds tired. Boyd always sounds tired when he’s about to disappoint me. “The complaint came through official channels. I had to act on it.”

“What complaint? Who filed it? Because there hasn’t been an incident, Boyd. You know that. You drive past my gate twice a week.”

A pause. Paper rustling. “The complaint was filed by a development group. Vance Ridge Partners. They cited a report of an animal attack on their surveyor. They have documentation.”

Vance Ridge Partners. The name lands like a boot on my chest. I’ve been getting letters from them for two years. Polite at first, then persistent, then just shy of threatening. They want my forty acres. They want the mineral rights underneath it. They want to build a resort where my wolves sleep.

“Their documentation is a lie.”

“Senna—”

“No surveyor was attacked on my property. No one was attacked. This is a land grab with a county seal on it and you know it.”

Boyd exhales. I hear the chair creak. I hear him deciding how honest to be with me, and I hear the exact moment he chooses less honest than I need.

“The order is signed. The agent is contracted. He’ll be there within the week to assess the pack. If the assessment shows no threat, the order can be vacated. That’s the process, Senna. Work the process.”

He hangs up before I can tell him what I think of his process.

I stare at the phone. Then at the letter. Then out the kitchen window, where Nyx is sitting at the enclosure gate, her breath steaming, her grey-and-black coat dusted with snow, watching the road like she’s expecting someone.

My father built this place. Not with money, because we never had money. With hands and lumber and a stubbornness that the mountain recognized as kin. Forty acres of Bitterroot wilderness, fifteen miles from Ridgeline on a road the county stops plowing in January. He started with sled dogs, then working dogs, then the first generation of hybrids, bred for temperament and intelligence and the kind of loyalty that doesn’t waver when the snow gets deep.

He named it Thornwild because he thought it was funny. Thorne plus wilderness. He wasn’t a clever man in most ways, but he understood animals better than anyone I’ve met since, and he understood that the line between wild and domestic is a human invention that wolves have never agreed to.

He died eight years ago. Heart attack, alone, in a February blizzard. I found him three days later, facedown in the snow between the cabin and the enclosure. The pack had circled him. Not feeding. Guarding. Nyx’s mother was lying against his side like she could keep him warm.

I buried him on the property because that’s what he wanted. I kept the wolves because that’s what I wanted. I filed the nonprofit paperwork. I learned grant writing. I built the second enclosure. I made Thornwild something that matters.

And now a woman with a real estate portfolio and a man with a gun are coming to take it apart.

I pull on my coat, lace my boots, and walk out to the enclosure. Nyx meets me at the gate. I kneel and put my hands on either side of her massive skull, thumbs against her cheekbones, and press my forehead to hers.

“Nobody’s touching you,” I tell her. “Not the county. Not Vance Ridge. Not Hoyt Kincaid. Nobody.”

Nyx licks my wrist. The one with the crescent scar she gave me when she was two years old and still learning the difference between playing and puncturing.

I trace the scar with my thumb. Old promise. Old debt.

Then I hear it. Distant but unmistakable, grinding up the access road. Not Earl’s mail truck. Something heavier. A diesel engine pulling weight.

Nyx’s ears snap forward. Her body goes rigid. She smells something on the wind I can’t name, and whatever it is, she doesn’t like it.

That makes two of us.
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The Job

The road is garbage. Fourteen miles of unpaved switchbacks with a grade that belongs on a goat trail, not a county-maintained access route. My truck complains about every rut. I don’t blame it.

I’ve been driving since Missoula, where I spent last night in a motel that smelled like pine cleaner and mildew and charged forty-eight dollars for sheets that were technically clean. Before that, Wyoming. Before that, a cougar job in eastern Oregon that took six days and ended with a clean shot at three hundred yards and a rancher who shook my hand and didn’t look me in the eye.

People don’t look me in the eye. I stopped noticing years ago. Stopped caring before that.

The contract is in the glovebox. I reviewed it at the motel, the way I review every contract: slowly, with a pen, marking the clauses that matter. This one is straightforward. Complaint filed. Destruction order signed. Animals assessed. If the assessment confirms a threat, the animals are euthanized. If not, the order is vacated and I drive away with my flat fee.

The flat fee is twelve thousand dollars. Reasonable for the work. Standard.

There’s a second line item. A completion bonus. Fifty thousand dollars, contingent on full execution of the order and owner vacating the premises. I read that line three times in the motel room with the pen hovering over the page. Completion bonuses are not standard. In twelve years of wildlife control
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