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Content Warning

This book contains themes of kidnapping, forced captivity, plane crash, survival situations, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, stalking, violence, weapons, animal attack, power imbalance, explicit language, grief and loss, parental abandonment, references to organized crime, and morally grey characters. 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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“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“lovely” — Billie Eilish & Khalid

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Born to Die” — Lana Del Rey

“Control” — Halsey

“Wolves” — Selena Gomez & Marshmello

“My Body Is a Cage” — Arcade Fire

He said he’d burn the world to keep me warm. I believed him. That should have been my first warning. Instead, it was the first time I felt safe.

— Lena Ashworth, Teeth and Tender Things

For the ones who’d walk into the blizzard. You know who you are.
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Prologue
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Before the Ice

Three weeks. That’s how long I’ve been watching her.

Twenty-one days of cataloging a woman who doesn’t know I exist. Her schedule is a machine. Four thirty a.m., the light above the hangar clicks on. By five, she’s on the dock, running her preflight with the kind of focus that borders on prayer. Fuel lines. Ailerons. Control surfaces. She talks to the Kingfisher like it’s alive, her voice low and private, and I stand in the tree line two hundred yards out and listen to nothing but the shape of her mouth moving in the dark.

I have watched her for twenty-one days. From the Totem Inn, from the parking lot at the harbor, from a bench on Meals Avenue where I sit with a coffee and a newspaper I don’t read and an angle on the dock that lets me see the full length of her approach. Twenty-one days of her: the braid, the stride, the particular way she climbs onto the float with her right hand on the strut and her left already reaching for the cockpit door.

She is efficient. Precise. She moves through the preflight with the muscle memory of ten thousand repetitions, her hands finding the controls by touch, her eyes tracking the gauges with the systematic sweep of a woman who trusts instruments over intuition. Her father taught her that. I know because I have his flight logs, handwritten in Ticonderoga pencil on yellow legal pads, and the logs contain notes in the margins, and the notes say things like: Trust the instruments, Cal. Your gut lies. The compass doesn’t.

Cal. He called her Cal. Not Calla. Cal.

I will not call her Cal. The diminutive belongs to a dead man, and the dead man is not dead, and the fact that I know this and she doesn’t is the first of many debts I am accruing against a balance sheet I may never be able to settle.

The duffel sits in the truck. Three years of evidence. Cargo manifests. Financial records. Encrypted communications decrypted by a contractor in Boise who asked no questions and charged twice his usual rate. Photographs. Surveillance logs. The architecture of Everett Cross’s operation, laid out in file folders and flash drives and a handwritten letter from Simon Vance that I have read forty-seven times and will not summarize here because some documents change the person who reads them, and this one changed me, and the changing is why I’m sitting on a bench in Valdez watching a woman I’ve never met and preparing to destroy her life in order to save it.

Simon’s letter asked for one thing. One thing, in the careful handwriting of a man who has had thirteen years to choose his words: Get my daughter out.

Not: bring down the network. Not: deliver the files. Not: make Cross pay for what he did to my family. Get my daughter out. Because Simon Vance, who ran cargo for criminals and grew a conscience and paid for the conscience with everything he loved, has spent thirteen years in a town called Watson Lake watching the world through a window and thinking about one person. And the one person is checking her oil pressure right now, on a dock in Valdez, with her father’s compass rose on her wrist and her father’s instincts in her hands.

I will get her out. The method is unforgivable. The method is the only method available. I have spent three weeks looking for another way, and there is no other way, because Cross’s surveillance on her is tight enough that any approach to her, any conversation, any contact, will be reported to Cross within hours, and Cross’s response to threats is not legal and not measured and not something I will allow to reach her.

So I will put a gun on her. And I will make her fly. And I will hate every second of it, and she will hate me, and the hating will be the cost and the cost will be worth it, because the alternative is a woman in a shallow grave in the Chugach and a father who will know, from his window in Watson Lake, that the one thing he asked for was the one thing no one could give him.

I’m not a man who watches. I’m a man who acts. Plans have timelines. Operations have objectives. I have spent the better part of three years dismantling a network that feeds on silence and distance and the convenient vastness of the Arctic, and every decision I’ve made has been clean. Calculated. Efficient.

Calla Vance is none of those things.

She is a complication I built into my own blueprint, and I can’t stop staring at the flaw.

The Valdez harbor smells like diesel and brine and the particular kind of cold that coats the inside of your lungs like wet cement. November in Alaska. The sun never fully commits, just a grey suggestion along the horizon for a few hours before it quits. The fishing boats sit dark on the water. The float planes are tied down tight. Every pilot in the state has been watching the pressure maps for the last seventy-two hours, tracking the vortex spinning down from the Beaufort Sea like a slow fist.

Every pilot is grounded tonight. Every pilot with any sense.

I need one who will fly anyway.

I chose her for operational reasons. She knows the routes her father flew. The cargo corridors through the Brooks Range, the passes that don’t show up on VFR charts, the landing strips carved into frozen lakes that the FAA forgot to decommission. Simon Vance built a map of the backcountry in his head over thirty years of bush flying, and he passed every mile of it to his daughter before he vanished.

That’s what I told myself. Operational reasons.

It became a lie somewhere around day nine, when I watched her lose an argument with the fuel pump on the Kingfisher’s port engine and win it back with a wrench and a string of profanity that would make a drill sergeant flinch. She wiped her hands on her jeans and grinned at the engine like she’d just arm-wrestled God. Nobody was watching. Nobody except me.

I could find another pilot. There are six operators out of Valdez alone, and at least two of them would take a cash-heavy job and skip the questions. Easier targets. Simpler logistics.

But none of them are on a list.

The file in my duffel contains forty-three pages of evidence, two photographs, and a name Calla Vance has been chasing for thirteen years. What it also contains, in a subsection she’ll never see if I do my job right, is a memo dated six weeks ago. Subject line: VANCE, CALLA M. — ASSESSMENT OF CONTINUED EXPOSURE RISK. The recommendation is one word. It’s the same word they used for her father.

Neutralize.

She doesn’t know she’s being hunted. She thinks she’s the hunter, picking through her father’s old manifests, flying his ghost routes, asking questions in harbor bars that are a lot less quiet than she thinks they are. She’s smart. Relentless. Reckless in the specific way of someone who has nothing left to lose except the question that keeps her awake.

I could warn her. I could walk up to her dock in daylight, introduce myself, explain the situation like a reasonable human being. I could give her the file and let her choose.

I considered it. For about forty seconds.

Then I remembered what reasonable got my team. Six body bags and a discharge that reads like a confession I didn’t write. Reasonable is a luxury for people who haven’t watched the system eat its own.

So tonight I’m not reasonable. Tonight I have a Sig Sauer in my waistband and a bag full of stolen evidence and twenty minutes before the people I stole it from figure out which dock I’m headed for. The blood on my jacket isn’t mine. Most of it isn’t. The cut along my ribs is shallow and I’ve had worse from training exercises that were supposed to be controlled. I’ve done the math. The vortex will make the flight suicidal. The men behind me will make staying lethal.

I choose the sky.

She’s there, right on schedule, because Calla Vance is always there. The hangar light catches the braid that runs over her shoulder, dark auburn, the color of old copper. She’s bent over a chart at the workbench, pencil between her teeth, and for one fraction of a second I let myself look at her the way I’ve been refusing to for three weeks.

Not as a pilot. Not as an asset. Not as Simon Vance’s daughter.

As a woman who is about to hate me.

I step onto the dock. The wood groans. She hears it and turns. The pencil drops from her mouth. Her eyes go straight to the gun, then to the blood, then to my face. I watch her calculate. Threat assessment in real time, fast and clean, no panic. She’s her father’s daughter. She reads the situation the way she reads weather: inputs, probabilities, margins of survival.

"No." She says it before I say anything. Flat. Final. She’s already reading the duffel, the stance, the request I haven’t made yet.

"You don’t know what I’m asking."

"You’re asking me to fly." She nods at the black sky beyond the hangar mouth. "In that."

"Yes."

"Then no."

I step closer. Not a threat. An inevitability. "What’s behind me is worse than what’s above us."

She looks at the blood on my jacket again. Looks at the dock behind me, empty, dark, the kind of dark that could be hiding anything. Her jaw tightens. Not fear. Decision. She’s weighing me against the weather, and the fact that it’s even a contest tells me everything I need to know about this woman.

"If we go up in this," she says, "we probably don’t come down in one piece."

"Probably," I agree.

She holds my gaze for three seconds. I count them. Then she turns, walks to the Kingfisher, and starts the engine sequence without looking back.

She doesn’t ask my name. She doesn’t ask what’s in the bag. She reads the odds and she chooses the sky over the dark, and I follow her onto the plane thinking the same thought I’ve been thinking for twenty-one days:

I am going to ruin this woman’s life.

What I don’t think, because I’m not ready to think it, is the other half of that sentence. The half where she ruins mine right back.

Every crash begins with a decision to fly.
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Grounded

The weather wants to kill someone tonight. I can feel it in the barometric drop, the way the pressure maps have been screaming red since Tuesday, the particular quality of stillness in the harbor that means the air is gathering itself for something ugly. The National Weather Service issued a polar vortex warning at noon. Every commercial carrier in the state shut down by two. By four, even the cargo runners had pulled their planes.

I should be home. Or what passes for home: the apartment above the hangar, which is really just a bed, a hotplate, and a stack of my father’s old charts that I keep meaning to digitize and never do. But the Kingfisher’s port fuel line has been giving me trouble for a week, and there’s something about fixing an engine in the dark that settles the noise in my head. Wrench in hand. Problem with a solution. The world reduced to metal and torque and the satisfying click of a fitting seated right.

Valdez at night in November is the loneliest place on earth, and I mean that as a compliment. The harbor goes black except for the dock lights, which turn the water into something that looks like spilled ink. The mountains are suggestions. The sky is a ceiling pressed low enough to touch if you stood on the Kingfisher’s wing, which I have done exactly once, at seventeen, drunk on cheap whiskey and grief and the particular brand of stupidity that comes from missing someone so much your body forgets how to be careful.

My father disappeared thirteen years ago. I was fourteen.

He left on a Tuesday morning cargo run, the kind he’d done a thousand times. Seward to a mining camp near Anaktuvuk Pass, then back. Six hours round trip. He kissed my mother on the forehead, told me to finish my algebra, and walked out the door with his thermos and his flight bag and the same compass rose tattooed on his inner left wrist that I had inked onto mine the day I turned eighteen.

He never came back. No wreckage. No ELT signal. No body. The FAA investigated for four months and ruled it pilot error, probable spatial disorientation in deteriorating weather. Which is a polite, bureaucratic way of saying they think he flew into a mountain.

Simon Vance did not fly into a mountain. My father could fly IFR in his sleep. He could thread the Rainy Pass in conditions that would ground a military pilot. He could read a weather system the way other people read a room, and he had thirty years of backcountry time in an aircraft that he maintained like a surgeon maintains his hands.

He didn’t crash. He was taken.

I don’t have proof. Not the kind that holds up in a report or convinces an insurance adjuster or makes my mother stop lighting a candle every Sunday for a man she’s mourned into myth. What I have is a box of his old cargo manifests that don’t add up. Weight discrepancies. Destinations that don’t match the flight plans filed with the FAA. A route pattern in his last six months of flying that creates a shape on the map I can’t explain and can’t stop tracing.

I have his routes in my head. Every corridor, every pass, every frozen lake he used as a strip. I fly them when I can, in between the charter work that keeps the lights on. I tell myself I’m maintaining the business. I tell myself I’m honoring his memory. I tell myself a lot of things that are easier than the truth, which is that I’m looking for something I may never find, and the looking is the only thing that keeps me vertical.

The pencil is between my teeth and I’m marking a chart when the dock groans.

I turn, and the pencil drops.

He’s standing at the mouth of the hangar like he materialized from the weather itself. Tall. Not tall the way men in Valdez are tall, barrel-chested and wind-bitten. Tall the way a knife is tall. Vertical. Precise. Dark hair cropped close, jaw like the edge of something geological, and eyes the color of a January sky, that pale grey that could be ice or smoke depending on the light.

There’s blood on his jacket. A lot of it. His left hand holds a duffel bag. His right hand holds a gun, and the gun is not pointed at me, not yet, but it’s not holstered either. It exists in the space between threat and option, and the man holding it occupies the same space.

I don’t scream. Screaming is a reflex for people who believe someone will hear them. At this hour, on this dock, in this weather, I could scream until my throat split and the only response would be the slap of water against fiberglass hulls.

Instead, I assess. Blood: not arterial spray. Smeared. Some of it on his sleeve in a pattern that says he wiped his hand on his jacket after contact. Some of it along his ribs, darker, possibly his. Duffel: heavy, waterproof, carried like it matters more than the gun. His breathing: controlled, not labored. Whatever happened to put that blood on him didn’t tire him out. His stance: weight distributed, knees soft. A man who knows how to move. A man who has been trained to move.

"No," I say.

His eyebrows lift. A fraction. Like I’ve said something amusing in a language he didn’t expect me to speak.

"You don’t know what I’m asking."

"You’re asking me to fly." I nod at the sky beyond the hangar. At the black. At the pressure system that has turned the atmosphere into a weapon. "In that."

"Yes."

"Then no."

He steps closer. Not fast. Not aggressive. Worse: deliberate. Like distance is a variable he’s adjusting with precision, and he’s decided the current value is incorrect.

"What’s behind me is worse than what’s above us."

I look at the blood again. I look at the dock behind him, at the darkness filling the harbor like poured tar. My mind runs the numbers the way my father taught me. Always fly the math, Calla. The plane doesn’t care about your feelings.

The math says the vortex will tear us apart above eight thousand feet. The math says the icing will start within twenty minutes and the turbulence will be the kind that cracks ribs if you’re not strapped. The math says no.

But the math also says the man in front of me is not bluffing. He’s not desperate. Desperate men shake. Desperate men talk too much. This man is still, and his stillness is the most frightening thing about him, because it tells me this isn’t panic. It’s planning. He planned to be here. He planned to ask this. And whatever he’s running from, he did the same math I’m doing and chose the sky.

"If we go up in this," I say, "we probably don’t come down in one piece."

"Probably," he agrees. Like probability is a currency he’s comfortable spending.

I hold his eyes. Grey on grey, the hangar light cutting shadows under his cheekbones that make his face look carved from something cold. Three seconds. I count them the way I count altimeter clicks on approach, each one a decision point.

Then I turn, walk to the Kingfisher, and start the engine sequence.

I don’t ask his name. I don’t ask what’s in the bag. Both questions will have answers eventually, and right now the only answer that matters is whether the de Havilland’s Pratt & Whitney turns over in cold this dense. It does. It always does. My father rebuilt this engine twice in his lifetime, and I rebuilt it once, and between the three of us we’ve given it the kind of stubbornness that aluminum shouldn’t be capable of.

The stranger climbs in behind me without hesitation. He stows the duffel between his feet, keeps the gun in his lap, and straps in with the efficiency of someone who has been in aircraft before. Lots of them. Under conditions that didn’t involve requesting permission.

I run the checklist. Fuel. Mixture. Flaps. Magnetos. The propeller catches and the Kingfisher shudders to life, and for one held breath the hangar light falls across the stranger’s face and I see something I didn’t expect.

Regret.

It’s there and gone in a blink, replaced by the flat, calculating stillness that seems to be his default setting. But I saw it. And I file it away in the same mental drawer where I keep the cargo manifests and the pressure maps and every other thing that doesn’t add up but might, given enough time, build a shape I can read.

The wind hits us the second we clear the harbor mouth. The Kingfisher bucks, and I grip the yoke with both hands, and behind me the stranger doesn’t flinch.

We taxi into the dark, and the sky is waiting, and I can feel it: the particular quality of wrongness that precedes the moment everything changes.

The last thought I have before we leave the water is that I forgot to call Wren. She’ll check the hangar in the morning and find it empty, the light still on, my chart on the workbench with the pencil on the floor, and she’ll know. Not what. But that something happened.

Something always happens to the Vances when the weather turns.
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Chapter Two
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Turbulence

She flies the way some people pray. With everything.

I’ve been in helicopters over Kandahar in sandstorms that turned the horizon into a wall. I’ve sat in the cargo bay of a C-130 threading the Hindu Kush with nothing between me and the rock but a pilot’s judgment and a prayer I stopped believing in around the second deployment. I have seen people handle aircraft under conditions that should have killed them, and I have never seen anyone fly like Calla Vance flies in a polar vortex at eleven o’clock at night over the Chugach Mountains.

She doesn’t fight the weather. She reads it. Her hands on the yoke are a conversation, not a battle, each adjustment micro-precise, her wrists rotating with a fluidity that makes the corrections look like instinct when I know, from watching her for three weeks, that every motion is calculation. She’s talking to the instruments in a low murmur I can barely hear over the engine. Airspeed. Altitude. Rate of climb. She feeds the plane information the way a handler feeds a spooked animal: constant, calm, authoritative.

The turbulence is murderous. The Kingfisher drops forty feet without warning, caught in a downdraft that makes my stomach relocate to somewhere behind my spine. She rides it out. Adjusts. Climbs. The ice is forming on the windscreen in patterns that look like something alive reaching for the glass, and she flicks the defroster and mutters a word that I’m fairly certain isn’t in any pilot’s manual.

I should be watching the sky. I should be monitoring the instruments, tracking our heading, calculating the distance to the point where I need her to turn northeast into the Brooks Range corridor that will take us to the coordinates Marcus is waiting at in Fairbanks.

Instead, I’m watching her hands.

They’re smaller than I expected. Not delicate. Compact, calloused at the base of each finger, the nails trimmed to function. On the inside of her left wrist, visible each time her sleeve pulls back on a yoke adjustment, there’s a tattoo. A compass rose, inked in fine black lines, the cardinal points marked in a hand that isn’t the tattoo artist’s. Her father’s handwriting. I know because I’ve seen it on the cargo manifests in my bag, the same angular N, the same slightly overdrawn S.

She carries a dead man’s compass on her skin.

Except he’s not dead, and she doesn’t know it, and every time that tattoo catches the instrument light I feel the weight of everything I’m carrying that isn’t in the duffel bag.

"You need to tell me where we’re going." Her voice cuts through the engine noise like a blade through ice. No panic. No anger. Pure logistics. "I can’t navigate blind in this."

"Northeast. Through the Brooks Range."

She looks at me for the first time since takeoff. It’s
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