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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, gun violence, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, references to past domestic abuse, references to past physical assault, gang and organized crime violence, blood and graphic wound care, references to drug-related death, morally grey characters, and dark themes.

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.

PLAYLIST

“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Take Me to Church” — Hozier

“lovely” — Billie Eilish & Khalid

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Cherry Wine” — Hozier

“Ultraviolence” — Lana Del Rey

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Line Without a Hook” — Ricky Montgomery

There is a violence in being known. In handing someone the needle that could open you, and trusting them to close you instead.

Maren Ashe, Suture Lines

For the ones who let the dangerous man in.

And locked the door behind him.
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Stitch

Oona

His blood is the wrong color.

That’s the first thing I notice. Not the gun, not the man attached to it, not the fact that a stranger is bleeding on the worktable where I restored a Civil War cavalry saddle this morning. His blood. It’s too dark. Almost brown where it pools against the wood grain, and I know what that means before the word surfaces in my brain. Venous. Deep. Not arterial spray but the slow, stubborn leak of something torn loose inside him.

I know this because I’ve spent ten years learning how things come apart. Leather tells you. A hide will split along the grain if you stress it wrong, and the tear always looks clean until you pull it open and see the mess underneath. His wound is the same. A small entry just below his left ribs, the skin puckered around it like a badly set grommet, and beneath that: a catastrophe I’m expected to fix with a curved needle and waxed linen thread.

“Deeper.” His voice comes from somewhere behind his teeth. Controlled. Almost bored, if you didn’t look at his face. “You’re closing fascia, not hide. Get under the layer.”

I don’t answer. My hands are inside a stranger and the wind has been screaming for six hours and my dog is sitting in the corner watching me like I’m performing a trick he’s not sure about. Bishop hasn’t barked since the man came through the side door, which is either a testament to my dog’s character judgment or a failure of his survival instincts. I’m not sure which.

The needle resists. I adjust my grip, pulling the curved steel the way I’d pull it through a double-layer saddle skirt, and the man on my table makes a sound. Not a scream. A hiss, bitten off at the root, like he’d rather swallow glass than give me the satisfaction.

“You’re welcome,” I say, because apparently I deal with crisis through sarcasm. My grandmother would be proud. Or horrified. Hard to tell with her.

His eyes haven’t left mine since he pointed the gun at my chest and said, I need you to sew me shut. Grey eyes, the color leached out of them by pain or by nature. I don’t know which. He’s lying on my worktable in a leather jacket that smells like road and copper, and the Beretta is next to his right hand, close enough that he could pick it up before I could step back. We both know this. It’s the architecture of the entire arrangement.

I pull another stitch. The linen thread holds.

“Tighter,” he says.

“If I go tighter, it’ll pucker.”

“Pucker is fine. Pucker means it’ll hold when I move.”

“You’re not moving.”

Something crosses his face. Not a smile. The fossil of one, like the impression of a thing that died a long time ago. “You giving me orders now?”

I look at his hands. They’re resting on his chest, one on either side of the wound, as if he’s framing it for me. They’re perfectly still. I’ve been doing close handwork for a decade, and my hands are trembling so badly the needle keeps slipping against the fascia, and his hands are resting on his bloody chest like he’s waiting for a bus.

“How are your hands so still?” I ask, and it’s the first question I’ve asked that isn’t about the wound. It comes out softer than I intended.

He doesn’t answer. His jaw tightens by a fraction, and I go back to the suture, and neither of us acknowledges that I just asked something real.

Seventeen stitches. That’s what it takes to close a man I’ve never met. Seventeen loops of waxed linen through living tissue, each one a tiny negotiation between my tools and his body. I tie off the last suture with a surgeon’s knot because that’s the one my grandmother taught me for harness leather, and I think: if she could see this, she’d slap me and then check my tension.

His breathing changes. Slower. The rigid control in his face loosens by degrees, and I realize he’s going under. Passing out or choosing to let go, I can’t tell. His eyes close. His lashes are dark against skin that’s gone the color of old parchment.

I stand there with bloody hands and watch his chest rise. Fall. Rise.

Bishop comes over and sniffs the man’s boot. Then lies down next to the table, his chin on his paws, like he’s claimed him.

“Traitor,” I tell the dog.

The gun is still on the table. I pick it up. It’s heavier than I expected, warm where his hand was. I carry it to the shelf above the workbench and set it next to a tin of neatsfoot oil and a box of brass rivets. My hands leave red fingerprints on the stock.

The wind throws itself against the barn walls like something trying to get in. The generator hums. The fire in the potbelly stove has burned down to embers, and I should feed it, but I can’t stop looking at him.

I should call June. Sheriff Calder, who checks on me every other Thursday because she’s the kind of woman who notices a girl living alone in a barn eleven miles from anything and decides that’s her problem now. June would handle this. June would call an ambulance. June would ask questions I don’t want to answer about why I didn’t call the moment a man with a gun walked into my home.

I pick up my phone. No signal. The storm took the tower three hours ago. I put the phone down.

I wash my hands in the utility sink. His blood swirls down the drain, and I scrub until the water runs clear and then I scrub some more. I dry my hands on a shop towel and throw it in the burn pile because I’m never touching it again.

Then I feed the stove. I fill a glass of water and set it on the table next to his head, in case he wakes. I pull the wool blanket off the back of the chair and cover him from the waist down because the barn is cold and he’s lost blood and covering a person when they’re hurt is what you do. Even when that person arrived with a weapon and an instruction.

I go to the front door. Three deadbolts, a chain, a drop bar. I turn each one.

Not to keep him in.

To keep the storm out.

I sit on the floor next to Bishop and press my back against the wall and pull my knees to my chest and wait for morning. In my lap, my hands finally stop shaking. They settle against each other, palm to palm, the calluses lining up like a map of every hide I’ve ever stitched.

Seventeen stitches.

In my workshop, on my table, a man whose name I don’t know is breathing because my hands held steady when they had no right to.

Somewhere under the noise of the storm, his voice surfaces in the dark. A name. Murmured, half-conscious, the syllables crumbling at the edges.

Eli.

I press my forehead to my knees and listen to a stranger dream about someone named Eli, and I tell myself the lurch in my chest is adrenaline.

It’s not adrenaline.

ACT I

BLOOD AND THREAD
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Chapter One
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The Barn

Oona

Thirty-six hours before a stranger bled on my worktable, I was arguing with a dead man’s saddle.

The leather was 160 years old. Union cavalry, 1863, if the provenance papers were right, and I was fairly certain they were because the wear pattern on the seat matched a McClellan regulation saddle, and the stitching on the left fender had been repaired at least three times with three different thread weights. Someone had ridden this thing through a war and then someone else had kept it in a barn and then someone else had forgotten it in a basement in Helena, and now it was sitting on my worktable in rural Montana and I was trying to coax the skirt back into shape without cracking the finish.

This is what I do. I fix things that other people think are too far gone.

The radio on the shelf played scratchy country through a speaker that had been old when my grandmother was young. Between songs, the weather report came through, and I stopped working to listen the way you stop walking when you hear a rattle in the brush.

“Winter storm warning in effect for Big Horn County. Twelve to eighteen inches expected. Wind gusts up to fifty miles per hour. This is going to be a big one, folks. Stock up, stay home, and don’t be stupid.”

The announcer had the cheerful resignation of a man who’d lived through enough Montana winters to know that half the county would be stupid anyway. I turned the radio down and looked at Bishop.

“You hear that?”

Bishop lifted one ear. He was lying on his bed by the stove, a blue heeler with the kind of face that suggested he’d seen everything and found most of it disappointing. He’d been with me for six years, and in that time, he’d watched me cry, watched me pack up three different lives, watched me drive eleven hours straight on no sleep to get to a place where nobody knew my name. He’d never once judged me for any of it. Dogs are better than people that way.

I set down my restoration knife and started the storm prep.

Generator: fueled and tested. I pulled the cord twice, listened to it catch, then killed it. Good. Firewood: two cords stacked against the south wall, another half cord inside by the stove. Enough for a week if I didn’t go crazy with the heat. Water: I filled every pot, every jug, every container I had, and lined them along the kitchen counter. The well pump ran on electricity, and if the generator went down, I wanted a buffer. Food: canned soup, rice, beans, peanut butter, the kind of groceries that said I’m not planning a dinner party, I’m planning a siege. Dog food: a forty-pound bag from the feed store in Hardin. Bishop ate better than I did, and I was fine with that.

The barn wasn’t really a barn anymore, though I still called it that. I’d bought the property three years ago: forty acres of nothing, a gravel road that turned to mud in spring, and a timber-frame barn from the 1940s that someone had half-converted into a living space before running out of money or enthusiasm. I finished the job myself. Insulated the walls. Put in a kitchen along the east side, a bathroom with actual plumbing, a sleeping loft above the workshop. The main floor was still the workspace: my bench, my tools, the shelves of leather and rivets and thread. The potbelly stove sat in the center like a black iron heart, and the whole place smelled like neatsfoot oil and cedar smoke.

I loved it. I loved it the way you love something you ran to, which is to say fiercely and with a low hum of guilt, because the running part never quite goes away.

I checked the windows. All sealed. The north-facing ones had storm shutters I’d built from plywood and piano hinges, and I latched each one. Then the doors. The front door had three deadbolts, a chain, and a drop bar. Overkill for a woman who lived eleven miles from the nearest human being. Overkill unless you knew why.

I didn’t think about why. I turned the locks, and my hands moved through the sequence from muscle memory, and I didn’t think about it.

The side door had a single latch. I’d been meaning to add a deadbolt. Three years of meaning to. The side door faced the workshop, and I used it to haul leather deliveries inside, and somehow I never got around to securing it properly, which was the kind of oversight that would have made my therapist raise her eyebrows if I still had a therapist.

Last thing. I knelt by the workbench and pulled up the loose floorboard. Underneath: a canvas duffel. Cash, a change of clothes, a burner phone still in the packaging, a copy of my ID, and a folding knife. The go-bag. I’d packed it the week I moved in and I’d never used it and I hoped I never would, but it was there, and knowing it was there let me sleep at night.

I set the floorboard back and stood up.

On the shelf beside my workbench, the hunting rifle sat in its brackets. A Remington 700, bolt action, .308. It had belonged to my grandmother, and before that to my grandfather, and before that to someone whose name had been lost to time and rust. I didn’t hunt. I kept it because my grandmother told me to keep it, and because there are certain arguments a woman alone in Montana doesn’t need to have twice.

I hadn’t fired it in two years. I should probably fix that.

The storm prep was finished by four in the afternoon. I went back to the saddle. The skirt leather was responding to the conditioner I’d applied that morning, softening just enough to reshape without splitting. I worked in silence, Bishop at my feet, the radio off now because the static was worse than the quiet.

Outside, the sky went from grey to iron to something that wasn’t really a color at all. The wind picked up around five, rattling the storm shutters like a kid trying door handles. By six, the first snow came sideways past the windows, and I couldn’t see the fence line anymore.

I ate soup from the pot. Fed Bishop. Added a log to the stove. Washed my one bowl, my one spoon. Sat back down at the bench because there was nothing else to do and the saddle was a problem I knew how to solve, and solving problems is what keeps me from thinking about the ones I can’t.

The saddlebag was on the lower shelf. I’d found it last week, caught on a fence post at the south edge of the property, half-buried in mud. Old leather, road-worn, with a long slash across the flap like someone had opened it with a knife in a hurry. I’d brought it inside meaning to examine it, maybe restore it, maybe just clean it and add it to the shelf of orphaned leather goods I collected the way other people collected stray cats. I hadn’t gotten around to it. It sat on the shelf, anonymous, waiting.

I didn’t think about it then. I would think about it later. I’d think about it until I couldn’t think about anything else.

At nine, I climbed the ladder to the loft. Brushed my teeth. Changed into a flannel shirt and wool socks. Lay in bed and listened to the storm build. Bishop came up and settled at the foot of the mattress, his weight warm against my ankles.

I closed my eyes.

The wind screamed. I didn’t dream. I hadn’t dreamed in three years, which was either a mercy or a symptom, and I’d stopped trying to decide which.

I slept.

At 2:14 a.m., Bishop lifted his head.

I know the time because I looked at the clock on the shelf, a reflex so old it lived in my spine. When you’ve been woken by certain sounds, you learn to timestamp everything. You learn to note the details. You learn because later, someone in a uniform might ask you what time it happened, and you want to be able to answer.

Bishop wasn’t barking. He was staring at the barn door below the loft, his ears forward, his body rigid. A low sound came from his throat. Not a growl, exactly. A warning, compressed to a frequency only I could parse after six years of living with this animal.

I hadn’t heard an engine. No headlights through the shutters. No knock.

Just Bishop, staring at the door, and the storm, and the particular silence that fills a room when something is about to change.
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