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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of kidnapping, captive romance, obsessive and possessive behavior, psychological manipulation, stalking, violence, death, organized crime, morally grey characters, power imbalance, dubious consent dynamics, explicit language, and dark themes. The male main character 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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“You can love a dangerous thing. You can survive it. But you will never be the person you were before you let it touch you.”

Liora Kade, The Art of Remaining

For the ones who let the monster in.

And locked the door behind him.
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Specimen

She arrives the way everything worth keeping does: damaged, half-gone, and refusing to quit.

I find her at 2:14 on a Tuesday morning in February. The blizzard has been screaming for three days, burying the logging road under four feet of powder, turning my cabin into an island at the edge of the Flathead Range. I'm working late because I always work late, because the wolverine on my table needs its form fitted before the borax dries and the night doesn't judge how I spend it. I'm halfway through an incision when I hear the sound.

Not wind. Wind I know the way I know my own pulse: constant, impersonal, beneath notice. This is heavier. A body hitting wood.

I set down the scalpel, cross the workshop in four strides, and open the front door.

She is facedown in the snow, six inches from my threshold, as if the storm carried her here and dropped her like a delivery I never ordered. Her coat is dark, expensive, the kind of fabric that costs more per yard than most people spend on groceries in a month. Her shoes are heels. Heels, in the mountains, in February. Whoever she was running from didn't give her time to change.

I kneel. Press two fingers to the side of her throat. Her pulse is thin but belligerent, beating against my fingertips like a fist inside a glass jar. Her skin is glacial. Her lips have gone blue. Dark hair frozen to her cheek in stiff ribbons, and when I push it back to clear her airway, I see a face that stops my hands.

Not because she's beautiful, though she is. Because her face belongs to a memory I can't locate. A jaw I've seen in a photograph, or a file, or a dream I scrubbed from my sleep years ago. High cheekbones that catch the porch light and throw it back like a challenge. Recognition itches at the base of my skull, synapses firing toward a connection my conscious mind hasn't approved. I push it down. Pushing things down is my best skill.

I catalog her with the efficiency of two decades' practice. Female, mid-twenties, five-six, roughly 120 pounds. Hypothermia staging between early and moderate. A bruise on her left wrist, fresh, shaped like four fingers and a thumb. No open wounds beyond the cold. A leather bag she's clutching against her ribs even in unconsciousness, her grip locked with the kind of ferocity that survives the loss of everything else. In the right pocket of her coat, a small hard rectangle I identify by touch: a USB drive.

I leave the drive. I don't open the bag. Curiosity is a luxury for people who haven't spent twelve years learning what curiosity costs. Former occupation. Former life. A life I spent seven years and four hundred miles of wilderness trying to bury.

I carry her inside.

She weighs less than the mule deer I mounted last week. Her head drops against my shoulder, and her breath makes a small warm fog on my collarbone that I feel through my flannel. Beneath the cold, she smells expensive: perfume built for a city, layered over copper. Blood. Not a lot. Enough to tell a story she hasn't told me yet.

The workshop is the first room past the front door. She passes through it without seeing the animals on the shelves, the glass eyes lined up in labeled trays, the wolverine on its form with its jaw wired into a snarl that took me six hours to calibrate. She'll see them in the morning. Everyone flinches at the workshop. Most people look at what I do and see death curated on plywood shelves. I find myself wondering what she'll see instead.

I've never carried a living body through this room. The thought registers beneath the adrenaline and the muscle memory, and I file it with the other things I don't examine too closely.

My bedroom is at the back of the cabin. I haven't shared it in the seven years I've lived here. The bed is narrow, built for a man who sleeps on his side with one hand under the pillow and the other reaching for a weapon that isn't there anymore. I lower her onto the mattress as I handle everything: noting the weight, the angles, the places where careless pressure could damage.

I remove her shoes first. Then the frozen coat. Underneath, a black dress that belongs in a restaurant I'd never enter, the fabric thin enough to be useless and costly enough to be an insult. I leave the dress. She's hypothermic, not mine to undress. I pull the quilt to her chin and tuck the edges tight against the mattress.

Her hands are last. Bloodless, waxy, nails cut short and clean. No rings. A thin watch on her right wrist I note and leave in place. I wrap both hands in a wool scarf, pressing them into the warmth, and hold them between my palms for a slow count of sixty. Her fingers are long. Precise fingers. The kind that belong to someone who learned to grip carefully because she's had too many things taken.

I sit in the chair across the room, and I watch her.

Watching is what I do. Studying the construction of living things and dead ones, the arrangement of muscle and bone and hide that makes one creature distinct from the next. I've spent twenty years training my eye to catch what others miss: the tension in a predator's jaw, the curve of a spine built for running, the quality of stillness that separates the sleeping from the dying.

She's dying. Not tonight, probably. The warmth will hold if I keep the fire fed, and her pulse, stubborn as it is, hasn't weakened since I carried her in. But she was dying before the cold found her. I can read it in the shape of her survival: the way her body curls inward even unconscious, guarding its center. The jaw that stays locked in sleep. The fist that won't release the bag. This woman has been fighting for longer than tonight, and the fighting has carved grooves in her.

Habit grooves. Flinch patterns. The particular musculature of someone who's been bracing for a blow she can't see coming. I recognize the marks because I spent twelve years working in the industry that leaves them. Different marks, different bodies. But the grammar of survival reads the same everywhere: hold tight, curl in, don't let go.

She's going to wake up in a stranger's bed in a cabin full of dead animals, forty miles from the nearest town, with a blizzard sealing every exit. She's going to look at me with whatever color those closed eyes are hiding and decide whether I'm a danger or a reprieve.

I should make the answer easy for both of us. Be neutral. Professional. Clinical. Feed her, warm her, wait for the storm to break. Point her toward the road when it clears and forget her jaw, the bruise on her wrist, the USB drive she probably stole from someone willing to chase her through a Montana whiteout in heels.

That's what I should do.

I don't move. The fire pops in the other room. Her breathing steadies by slow degrees, each inhale deeper than the last, and I track the progression as I track the stages of preservation: the moment tissue accepts the compound, the moment the form holds, the moment the glass eye sits right and the body on my table stops being a carcass and becomes something that will outlast us both.

Color returns to her mouth. Pink pushing through the blue, slow and obstinate, like a crocus forcing through frozen ground. I watch it happen with both hands still and my mind running calculations I haven't authorized.

The central principle of my work is simple. To preserve a beautiful thing, you first have to hold it still. You stop the decay, fix the features, arrest the collapse. You have to be willing to open something up in order to keep it whole.

I look at the woman in my bed, and the principle rewrites itself in handwriting I don't recognize.

I don't want to preserve her. I want to keep her alive. In my bed, in my cabin, in the space between my hands where I've held a thousand specimens and not one of them fought back. I want her to open those eyes. I want to hear her voice. I want to know what she's running from, and whether the thing chasing her is worse than what I used to be.

I want to know her name.

The storm throws itself against the cabin walls. She shudders once beneath the quilt. I sit in the dark and listen to her breathe and don't touch her, and I reach behind me and turn the dead bolt without looking away from her face.

I've been alone for seven years. Seven years of silence and scalpel work and the careful, colorless peace that men like me don't deserve but claim anyway, because the alternatives are a bullet or a bottle and I've never had patience for either. Seven years since my last job, my last name, my last night in a world that ran on bleach and bone saws and the understanding that certain messes are worth more cleaned up than alive.

She arrived the way everything worth keeping does. Damaged. Half-gone. Refusing to quit.

I should carry her to the road and leave her for whoever lost her.

Instead, I lean back in the chair and listen to the lock settle into the silence like a period at the end of a sentence I didn't plan on writing. The storm buries the road deeper. The world contracts to this room, this bed, this stranger and her breathing.

Mine.
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Chapter 1
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Glass Eyes

I open my eyes to a room full of dead things watching me.

For three seconds, I think I'm dreaming. The kind of dream that finds you when your body surrenders before your mind does, the subconscious scraping together whatever images it can find to fill the gap between consciousness and nothing. But dreams don't smell like woodsmoke and pine resin, and dreams don't come with a quilt that weighs ten pounds, and the fox on the shelf across from the bed has glass eyes that catch the gray morning light with a precision no hallucination could manufacture.

I'm awake. I'm warm. I'm in a bed I don't recognize, wearing a dress I put on twelve hours and a lifetime ago for a dinner I never reached.

I do what I always do first: I count exits.

One door, closed. One window, small, frosted shut. Beyond the glass, nothing but white. The blizzard I ran through last night is still howling, or a new one has taken its place, and either way the window is not an option.

The room is small, clean, sparse. A wooden chair in the corner with my coat folded over its back. My shoes placed neatly beside the door. The heels I had no business wearing, the heels I grabbed because I had ninety seconds to get out of the car and into the tree line and you don't pause to choose sensible footwear when the men in the other vehicle are reaching under the dashboard for something that isn't a road map.

My feet are bare. Someone removed my shoes. Someone put me in this bed and pulled the quilt to my chin.

I check myself with the speed of long practice. Dress still on, zipped, undisturbed. No new pain beyond the bone-deep ache of cold I'll be paying interest on for weeks. The bruise on my wrist from Dominik's parting grip throbs when I flex my fingers. My bag is gone.

My bag is gone.

I breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way Dr. Maren taught me in sessions I paid for in cash and never told my father about. One. Two. Three. On the exhale, I pick the panic apart the way you'd pick a lock: one pin at a time until the mechanism releases and something useful replaces the fear.

Facts. I need facts. I'm alive, indoors, warm. Someone brought me here, removed my shoes and coat, and put me to bed without disturbing the dress. These are data points, not guarantees, but they're enough to build on.

The taxidermy is everywhere. Not just the fox and the hawk mounted on a branch above the window. On a high shelf near the ceiling, a row of small birds perched on twigs as if caught mid-song. Below them, a mink draped over a driftwood stand with a sinuous grace that makes it look frozen one heartbeat before vanishing into a burrow. The detail is extraordinary. Whoever made these didn't just preserve dead animals. They studied living ones first. They watched how a wing folds at rest, how a jaw opens around a call, how a body settles into the posture of safety that only exists when nothing is watching.

The craftsmanship should comfort me. It tells me I'm in the home of someone patient, precise, and skilled. It doesn't. Patience, precision, and skill are exactly the qualities that make a person dangerous.

The door opens.

He fills it completely, without effort, as if the frame was built to his specifications and everything else adjusted around him. Tall. Broad through the shoulders in a way that has nothing to do with a gym and everything to do with labor. Dark hair cut short, no style to it, just function. A face built for silence: hard planes, economy of feature, a jaw that looks like it was shaped with the same tools he uses on his specimens.

His eyes stop me. Gray. Not the soft gray of overcast skies. The flat, pale gray of river stone in winter, of surfaces that reflect without absorbing. He looks at me and I have the immediate, unwelcome certainty that he's already cataloged everything: my weight, my injuries, my threat level, the fact that my gaze just swept the room for weapons.

He's holding a mug. Coffee, from the smell. He sets it on the chair beside the bed without stepping close enough to crowd me, and that deliberate distance tells me more than proximity would. He's accustomed to skittish things. He knows the approach angle that doesn't trigger a bolt.

“You're awake,” he says.

His voice is low. Quiet, but not soft. There's a difference. Quiet is a choice. Soft is a character trait. This man chose quiet as he chose this cabin: deliberately, as insulation against a world he didn't want touching him.

“Where am I?” My voice sounds like gravel. I hate the weakness in it.

“Forty miles northwest of Kalispell. End of a logging road that's been under four feet of snow since Saturday.” He pauses. “My cabin.”

“Your cabin.” I look at the fox. The hawk. The small, perfect weasel frozen mid-stride on the dresser. “You're a taxidermist.”

“Yes.”

“And you found me outside.”

“Facedown. Six inches from my front door.” He leans against the frame and crosses his arms. His hands are large, scarred, very still. “You were hypothermic. Moderate stage. Another twenty minutes in that snow and we wouldn't be having this conversation.”

I pick up the coffee. Black, strong, too hot. I drink it anyway because the warmth matters more than comfort, and because holding the mug gives my hands something to do besides shake.

“What's your name?” he asks.

“Zoya.”

He waits. The silence sits between us like an object he's placed on the table, watching to see if I'll pick it up.

“Just Zoya,” I say.

“Alright. Just Zoya.” His mouth doesn't smile, but there's a shift in his expression, a microscopic rearrangement that says my evasion interests him rather than frustrates him. “I'm Lachlan.”

“Thank you for not letting me die, Lachlan.”

“You're welcome.”

I study him over the rim of the mug. It's what I do: I read people the way other women read restaurant menus, scanning for what's not listed, the ingredients in the fine print. Lachlan offers very little data. His posture is relaxed but his weight sits forward, on the balls of his feet, ready to move. His clothes are worn flannel and canvas, chosen for utility, not impression. No phone. No watch. No ring. The scars on his hands are layered, old and new, white lines crossing pinkish ones, and they run past his wrists into his sleeves. Not all of those came from skinning animals. He's a man who stripped his life to its essentials and doesn't miss what he cut.

“How long has the storm been going?”

“Three days. Forecast says two more, at minimum.”

Two more days. Trapped in a taxidermist's cabin at the end of an impassable road with a man whose eyes remind me of scalpels and whose hands carry stories his mouth hasn't started telling. I catalog my assets: a USB drive full of stolen intelligence, a ruined dress, no shoes fit for snow, no phone, no weapon, and a body running on coffee and spite. I've operated with less. I've also had exits.

“Is there a phone?”

“No.”

“Cell service?”

“No.”

“Radio?”

A pause. Less than a second, but I catch it as I catch everything: by training, by survival instinct, by years of watching men's faces for the twitch that comes just before the lie.

“There's a shortwave. Range is limited in weather like this.”

That wasn't a no. It wasn't a yes. It was a door left slightly ajar, enough to feel the draft but not enough to see what's behind it.

“There's food in the kitchen,” he says. “Bathroom, second door on the left. Hot water takes about five minutes.” He pushes off the frame. “When you're ready, come find me. You can tell me why you showed up at my door in a blizzard wearing cocktail heels with someone else's blood on the soles.”

He closes the door behind him. Quietly, the way he does everything.

I set the coffee down and cross to my coat. The USB drive is where I left it, sealed in the inside pocket beneath the waterproof lining. I close my fingers around it and feel the edges press into my palm. Small and square and worth more than this cabin and every preserved creature in it.

Three hundred and forty-two files. Account numbers, routing codes, transaction logs, names and dollar amounts that trace the outline of my father's empire like a charcoal rubbing over stone. Everything Viktor Sorin needs to keep the network breathing. Everything a federal prosecutor would need to stop its heart.

I copied them six months ago while my father's body was still warm in the ground and his associates were still composing their eulogies. Six months of smiling at dangerous men, of playing the grieving daughter, of letting Viktor pat my hand and call me poor Zoya while I memorized every exit from the life my father had built around me.

I look at the door Lachlan closed. The lock is on my side. He left me with the lock.

I don't use it. Not yet. I need to understand the man on the other side of it before I decide whether the lock is protection or performance.

He noticed the blood on my shoes. And he waited twelve hours to mention it.
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Chapter 2
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The Keep

She's been awake for two hours, and she hasn't screamed.

This is noteworthy. Most people, waking in my cabin, fixate on the animals. The glass eyes. The stillness of things that should be moving. They flinch, or they recoil, or they develop a sudden pressing need to be somewhere else. The woman currently sitting at my kitchen table drinking her third cup of coffee hasn't flinched once.

She looked. She cataloged. She filed the information behind those green eyes that I haven't gotten a clean angle on yet, because she keeps her lashes low when she's calculating, and she's been calculating since the moment she opened her eyes.

Green. They're green. I caught the color when she turned toward the window to check the weather for the fourth time. Green with gold flecks, the kind that only show in direct light, and direct light is scarce in a cabin buried under four feet of snow and a sky that hasn't cracked blue in a week.

She sits with her back to the wall. I noticed this immediately: how she positioned the chair so she could see both the front door and the hallway. Strategic seating. Not the reflex of a nervous civilian. The habit of someone trained, or hardened, or both.

“More coffee?” I ask from the counter.

“Please.”

One word. Polite. She's rationing information like a soldier rations ammunition: conservatively, releasing only what's needed, keeping the rest chambered. In two hours, I've learned her first name, that she drinks coffee black, and that she studied my bookshelves with the focus of someone reading me through my library rather than looking for entertainment.

I pour the coffee and set it in front of her, maintaining the same distance I'd maintain with a fox I'm trying to coax into a live trap. She notices the distance. She files it: he knows I'm frightened, and he's accommodating the fear. She's deciding whether this makes me considerate or calculating.

Both. She doesn't need to know that yet.

“You should eat,” I say.

“I'm not hungry.”

“You haven't eaten in at least eighteen hours, probably more. Your body needs fuel to finish rewarming.” I set a plate of bread and dried venison on the table. “This isn't hospitality. It's triage.”

She looks at the food. Looks at me. Takes a piece of bread and eats it with the methodical efficiency of someone who views eating as maintenance rather than pleasure. I've seen this pattern before, in myself, in the years after I left everything behind. Eating becomes mechanical when your body has been a tool for so long that you forget it was also meant to enjoy things.

I sit across from her, leaving the full width of the table between us, and I don't watch her eat. I watch the storm through the window, the white wall of wind and powder that has been my entire world for three days and shows no sign of relenting.

Forty miles of buried road between us and anything. The closest neighbor is Nell, eighteen miles east, and even Nell can't get through this. We are sealed in. The thought should unsettle me. It doesn't. I chose isolation the way some men choose religion: as a defense against the things I've done that daylight makes too visible.

What unsettles me is that the isolation now contains another person.

“The room at the end of the hall,” she says.

I don't react. I've spent thirty-four years practicing the discipline of a still face, and twelve of those years were professional training. My expression gives her nothing.

“It's locked,” she continues.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because some rooms stay locked.”

She holds my gaze. There's a steadiness to it that most people can't sustain. I've been told by the handful of people who've known me well enough to be honest that looking me in the eye feels like staring through a window with no one behind it. Unsettling in its vacancy. She doesn't look away. She doesn't blink. She sits in my kitchen with her back to the wall and her green eyes level with mine and holds the stare like a card player holds a losing hand: with absolute commitment to the bluff.

Except I don't think she's bluffing. I think she genuinely isn't afraid of me, and I'm not yet sure whether that's courage or a miscalculation.

“What's in it?” she asks.

“Things I don't take out.”

“Like what?”

“Like answers to questions you haven't earned the
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