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Content Warning

This book contains themes of kidnapping, captivity, forced proximity, possessive and obsessive behavior, psychological manipulation, power imbalance, violence, explicit language, morally grey characters, isolation, and toxic attraction. 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

“In the Woods Somewhere” — Hozier

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Dark Paradise” — Lana Del Rey

“you should see me in a crown” — Billie Eilish

“Earned It” — The Weeknd

“Apocalypse” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Take Me to Church” — Hozier

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Change (In the House of Flies)” — Deftones

Some prisons are made of iron. The worst ones are made of wanting to stay.

— Maren Hale, The Winter Doctrine

For the ones who chained themselves to the wrong thing and found they didn’t want to be freed.
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Before the Storm

SOREN

She shows up at seventeen hundred hours, and she brings a bicycle chain.

I’m watching from the tree line when she wraps it around the boom of my CAT 320, padlocks it to her own waist, and settles in against the steel like she’s planning to stay through winter. She’s not wrong about the season. The temperature’s already in single digits and the weather service has spent three days screaming about a storm system they’re calling “generational.” She is, however, wrong about the chain. Grade 30 at best. I could cut through it with kitchen shears.

My crew pulled off the mountain two days ago. Beck offered to stay; I told him to go. One man on the equipment is enough, and I don’t keep people on a mountain when the forecast reads like a threat letter. I stayed because forty thousand dollars in machinery doesn’t guard itself, and because I don’t leave my land.

My land. Not according to the Bureau of Land Management. Not according to Halcyon Timber Corp. Not according to the injunction filed in 2019 that stripped three generations of Voss timber rights with a judge’s signature and a handshake I wasn’t in the room for. But according to every tree I’ve felled and every road I’ve cut and every boot print in the mud: mine.

The woman in the bicycle chain doesn’t know any of this. She sees illegal logging equipment on protected federal land, and she brought herself and a padlock and the kind of moral clarity I stopped being able to afford a long time ago.

I start walking toward her.

She sees me when I’m sixty yards out. I know the exact moment because her spine straightens and her chin comes up, and the gesture is so deliberate it’s almost military. Not fear. Assessment. She’s measuring me the way you measure a problem you’ve already decided you can handle.

She’s wrong about that, too. But I keep it to myself.

Up close, she’s younger than I expected. Late twenties. Dark auburn hair half-escaped from a braid, whipping across her face in the wind. Green eyes, bright and fixed. Freckles across a nose that’s already red from the cold. She’s small. Five-five, maybe five-six in the boots, which are the wrong boots for this mountain, this altitude, this weather. Everything about her preparation says committed. Everything about her gear says underfunded.

I stop three feet from the excavator boom. The chain rattles.

“You’re trespassing,” I say.

“You’re illegally harvesting old-growth timber on federally protected land.” Her voice is steady. A rasp at the edges that could be cold or could be how she always sounds. “I think my trespassing is the smaller issue.”

She’s not wrong. If I call the county sheriff, his cruiser takes four hours to reach this elevation in good weather. In the storm bearing down on us, it doesn’t arrive at all. And when it finally does arrive, the sheriff finds a logging operation that isn’t supposed to exist, on land the federal government says I don’t own, cutting timber I’m selling through a supply chain that exists on paper and in the beds of unmarked trucks.

I don’t call the sheriff.

I pull the bolt cutters from my belt.

Her eyes drop to the tool and come back up. Quick. The kind of quick that tells me she’s cataloged the bolt cutters, my hands, my height relative to hers, and the distance to her car, all in the same breath.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

“Cutting you free.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Yeah.” I fit the jaws around the chain link nearest her waist. The steel parts like aluminum. “You are.”

She stumbles when the chain gives. Catches herself on the boom. Opens her mouth to deliver whatever speech she rehearsed on the drive up, and I don’t give her the chance. I drop the bolt cutters, hook one arm around her waist, and swing her over my shoulder.

She fights. Credit where it’s due: she fights hard. An elbow catches the side of my head and my ear rings for ten seconds. A knee drives toward my ribs and I catch it with my free hand. She’s vocal about the arrangement, too. Creative vocabulary. The kind of language that would get her thrown out of whatever university department she came from. The mountain swallows every word inside twenty feet.

I carry her across the clearing, past the log decks, and through the door of my quarters. The cabin is twelve hundred square feet of what my sister Maren calls “aggressively functional”: a woodstove, a plank table, two chairs, a cot against the far wall, and a workbench where a half-carved elk antler sits next to my tools. The locked door at the end of the short hallway stays shut.

I set her on her feet in the center of the room. She stumbles, catches the edge of the table, and turns to face me. Her fury is precise. Organized. The kind of anger that comes with practice.

“You can’t do this,” she says.

“Already did.”

“This is kidnapping. This is a federal crime.”

“This is me keeping you alive through a blizzard you dressed for in a jacket rated for a football game. You’ve got about nine hours before hypothermia sets in out there. Eight if you try to hike.” I nod toward the window. The first flakes are falling. Fat. Heavy. The kind that arrive with intentions. “The storm will break in three days. Maybe four. Until then, you’re staying.”

She looks at the door behind me. At me, standing in front of it. At the windows, which are small and double-paned and wouldn’t fit her shoulders anyway. She’s running calculations. I can see the math behind those green eyes: distance to the logging road, hours of daylight, her core temperature versus the gap between her gear and twelve inches of snow per hour.

The math doesn’t lie. She stays.

But she doesn’t sit down. She stands in the middle of my cabin with her wet boots on my floor and her arms wrapped around herself and looks at me like a field researcher studying a species she hasn’t classified yet. Not afraid. Not defeated. Deciding.

“I don’t know your name,” she says.

“You don’t need it.”

She stares at me. I stare back. The woodstove ticks. Outside, the wind shifts and the cabin creaks once, hard, like a ship taking a wave.

She smells like pine resin and cold air and something underneath that’s clean and specific, something she probably bought at a store with a name I wouldn’t recognize. It doesn’t belong on this mountain. Neither does she.

I have been alone on this ridgeline for three years. I have kept people out of my operation, off my land, and away from the work I’m doing in the locked room at the end of the hall. I have maintained control over every variable in a situation that has dozens of ways to go wrong and exactly one way to go right.

This woman is not a variable I planned for.

She’s sitting in one of my chairs now, arms crossed, eyes moving around the room with the focused attention of someone building a file. She’s noting the exits, the tools, the carving knife on the workbench. The calloused pads of her fingers rest on the table’s edge, and I register them absently. Not office hands. Field hands. Whoever she is, she works outside.

I notice things I shouldn’t. The way she sets her jaw at an angle, like she’s biting down on words she hasn’t decided to say. The freckles scattered across her collarbones, visible above the neckline of a thermal layer that’s too thin. Her gaze catches on the workbench and stays. The elk antler. The shavings. The knife. She looks at my tools and then at my hands, and I understand the connection she’s drawing.

She’s going to be a problem. Not the kind I can solve with bolt cutters and physical advantage. The other kind. The kind that sits in my chest like a change in barometric pressure, where I watch her catalog my failures with those green eyes and something happens that I haven’t felt in a very long time.

I pour two mugs of coffee from the pot on the stove. Set one in front of her without a word.

“Is this your idea of hospitality?” she asks.

“It’s my idea of keeping you warm enough to argue with in the morning.”

Something crosses her face. Not gratitude. A recalibration. She’s adjusting her assessment of me, and the adjustment costs her something.

She picks up the mug. Wraps both hands around it. Her fingers are red and trembling.

Outside, the snow thickens. The wind shifts north. The logging road disappears under white.

Three days. Maybe four. I’ve survived worse things than a stubborn woman in a bad jacket.

I take a drink of my coffee and watch the snow fill the window and tell myself I believe that.
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Iron and Ice

BLYTHE

I’ve been kidnapped by a lumberjack, and the worst part is the coffee is good.

Not gas-station good. Good like someone sourced the beans from a roaster who gives a damn, owns a burr grinder, and takes the process personally. The kind of detail that doesn’t square with the man sitting across from me, who looks like he was carved from the same wood he cuts and communicates primarily in sentence fragments.

I sip it because I’m cold, not because I want to give him the satisfaction. The cabin is warm. The stove throws heat with a consistency that says it’s been fed regularly, ritually, the way you tend a fire when the fire is the only thing between you and dying. Outside, the storm has erased the world. There is no road, no tree line, no sky. Just white. Constant, roaring white.

I should be more afraid than I am.

I should be terrified, actually. I’m alone in a cabin on a mountain with a man I don’t know, a man who lifted me off the ground like I was a minor inconvenience he was carrying to the truck. A man who runs an illegal logging operation. A man whose name he won’t give me. A man with hands the size of dinner plates and eyes the color of old ice.

But fear requires uncertainty, and I am deeply, specifically certain about two things. One: he’s not going to hurt me. I don’t know why I know this. It lives in the gap between logic and instinct, in the way he set me down instead of dropping me, in the coffee he made without being asked. Two: I am not leaving this mountain without evidence of what he’s doing to this forest.

My name is Blythe Carraway. I’m a field researcher with the Pacific Northwest Conservation Alliance. I have a master’s in environmental science from the University of Washington, a five-year-old Subaru parked at the base of a logging road that’s currently buried under what the forecast calls “significant accumulation,” and a plan that went sideways the moment a man with a scarred palm cut through my bicycle chain like it was yarn.

The plan was simple. Chain myself to the primary extraction equipment. Document the operation with my phone. Upload the footage to our media team before anyone could stop me. The Alliance would issue a press release. The story would hit the Cascades beat reporters by morning. Federal land, illegal logging, a young woman standing her ground against environmental destruction: the optics were clean.

I’d been tracking this site for six weeks. It appeared on satellite imagery three months ago. Fresh clearcuts in a zone that’s supposed to be protected. No permits on file. No company name attached. Just the scars in the canopy where old-growth Douglas fir used to stand, visible from space like wounds in the green.

What I did not plan for was the absence of a cell signal, a storm that turned the access road into a memory, and a man who solved my protest action by cutting me free, throwing me over his shoulder, and locking me in his home.

He sits across from me now, at a table that’s seen decades of use. The surface is scarred with knife marks and mug rings and the kind of wear that collects when a piece of furniture is the only one a person owns. He hasn’t spoken since the coffee. He’s studying a topographic map, his index finger tracing a ridgeline, and his focus is so complete that I’ve stopped existing for him.

I use the silence to inventory.

Exit strategy first. One door, locked. He’s between me and it. Two windows, double-paned, too small. A hallway leading to another room, but there’s a padlock on that door, heavy and new. Tools on the workbench: a folding knife, a set of chisels, a piece of elk antler carved into something I can’t identify yet, smooth and white under the lamp.

He moves with the economy of someone who’s lived alone for a long time. No wasted motion. No performance. He doesn’t fill silence with noise. He occupies it the way furniture occupies a room, solid and immovable. It should be menacing. It is menacing. But there’s something else in the way he moves, something that sits just outside the framework I brought up this mountain with me.

“You should eat,” he says without looking up.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You burned through your reserves in the cold. Your hands are shaking. Eat, or you’ll crash in an hour and be useless.”

“Useless for what?”

Now he looks up. Those grey eyes. The lamplight catches them and they look almost silver, and the color is so pale against the dark of his brow and the hard cut of his jaw that the effect is predatory. Wolfish. The kind of face you’d sketch as a warning, not a portrait.

“For arguing with me,” he says. “Which I assume is going to be your primary activity.”

He’s not wrong. I eat the food he puts in front of me. Canned stew heated on the woodstove, a heel of bread, an apple that’s been in cold storage long enough to go mealy. I eat because he’s right about my blood sugar and because the stew is hot and because refusing food from a captor who provides it voluntarily is a luxury I can’t afford. I eat and I watch him and I file everything.

His hands. I keep returning to his hands. They’re large, scarred, the nails cut blunt, the knuckles roughened by years of weather and work. A scar bisects his left palm from the base of the thumb to the outer edge, old and white, healed thick. He flexes that hand when he reads the map, a slow open-and-close that looks habitual, unconscious. Those hands carried me across a clearing in a blizzard and set me down without a bruise.

On the workbench behind him, there’s a patch of metal scoring that catches my eye. Deep gouges in the wood surface, radiating outward from a central point. I know what those marks are. Chainsaw kickback. A blade struck something it wasn’t meant to hit, and the saw jumped.

My stomach drops.

I know those marks because I’ve read every OSHA incident report from every contested timber site in the Pacific Northwest for the past two years. Because two years ago, marks like those were on a different bench, in a different camp, and a logger named Remy Saldana was airlifted out with his right arm ending at the elbow.

I look away from the marks. Breathe. The stew sits in my stomach like a fist.

He doesn’t notice. Or if he does, he doesn’t comment. He’s still tracing the map, that scarred hand moving slowly across the contour lines, and I push the thought down deep enough that it can’t reach my face.

The satellite phone on the shelf is dead. I found it while he was outside feeding the generator. Picked it up, turned it over, pressed every button. No signal, no charge, no miraculous rescue call to Tessa at the Alliance office. Just a cold piece of plastic in my cold hands in a cabin that might as well be on the far side of the moon.

“The phone doesn’t work,” he says, still reading the map. “Battery’s charging. Takes fourteen hours on the solar setup in weather like this. And even then, the signal’s intermittent.”

“You’re telling me we’re completely cut off.”

“I’m telling you the mountain doesn’t care about your schedule.”

I should be making a plan. I should be memorizing the layout, testing the door hinges, calculating the distance to the nearest town. I should be the woman who chained herself to an excavator in a blizzard: determined, righteous, unshakable.

Instead, I sit at this stranger’s table, drinking his coffee, watching his hands move across a map in the lamplight, and I think about the fact that when he carried me through the snow, his grip was careful.

Not gentle. Careful. There’s a difference. Gentle is a choice someone makes when they care about you. Careful is a choice someone makes when they know exactly how much damage they could do and decide against it.

The storm hits full force around midnight. The cabin creaks and holds. The wind sounds like something alive and furious, throwing itself against the walls. The temperature outside drops to a number I don’t want to think about.

He banks the stove. Adds wood without being asked. The fire jumps and settles.

“The cot is yours,” he says, nodding toward the narrow bed against the wall. “I’ll take the floor.”

“How chivalrous. For a kidnapper.”

His mouth does something. Not a smile. The ghost of a shape that might have been a smile in a previous life, on a face that remembered how.

“Get some sleep, Carraway.”

“You know my name?”

“You’ve got a lanyard clipped to your pack with your ID badge on it. Pacific Northwest Conservation Alliance. Blythe Carraway, Field Researcher.” He pauses. “You should probably remove identifying information before committing crimes.”

My face heats. Stupid. Sloppy. The kind of mistake that happens when your planning focuses on the symbolic gesture and forgets the operational reality.

“Your name,” I say.

He looks at me for a long time. The fire paints his face in moving light, and the scar on his hand catches the glow as he flexes it, open and closed, open and closed.

“Voss,” he says. Not his first name. A boundary drawn in four letters.

I lie on the cot and listen to the storm. The wool blanket smells like wood smoke and cold air and something I can’t name that belongs to him. He sits in the chair by the stove, awake, watching the fire or the door or some middle distance I’m not invited into.

I should be afraid.

I close my eyes and listen to the sound of his knife against the elk antler. A slow, rhythmic scraping. Deliberate as a pulse.

His hands are steady.

His hands are always steady.
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Chapter Two
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Trespass

SOREN

She wakes up fighting.

Not physically. Verbally. The first words out of her mouth when she opens her eyes at zero-six-thirty are a legal citation. Section something of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act, subsection something else, regarding unauthorized occupation of blah blah blah. She delivers it sitting upright on the cot, blanket still around her shoulders, hair destroyed, like a lawyer who got dressed in a windstorm.

I’m at the stove, making coffee. I let her finish.

“Are you done?” I ask.

“That depends. Are you going to let me leave?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

She’s resourceful. I’ll give her that. Over the next two hours, she tries three different approaches to the situation. The first is legal: she informs me of my rights, my obligations, and the specific federal statutes I’m violating by holding her against her will. I let her talk. When she’s done, I hand her a plate of eggs I scrambled on the woodstove and say nothing.

The second approach is informational. She asks questions. Where are we exactly. How far to the nearest road. Whether anyone knows she’s here. How many people work this operation. I answer some of these. We’re in the Cascade Range, forty-two miles from Halden by logging road. The road is buried. Nobody knows she’s here except me. The last one I don’t answer.

The third approach is confrontational. She stands in the doorway of the kitchen area, blocking my path to the workbench, and delivers a lecture on old-growth forest ecosystems. She talks about mycorrhizal networks and carbon sequestration and the hundred-year recovery timeline of Douglas fir at this altitude. She uses words like “irreplaceable” and “ecological debt” and “intergenerational consequence.”

She’s good. Her data is solid. Her delivery is passionate without being hysterical, which tells me she’s done this before, probably to audiences less receptive than a man who already knows everything she’s saying.

I know everything she’s saying because my father taught me to read a forest before I could read a book. Because I grew up in these mountains. Because the trees she’s defending are trees I’ve known by their crowns since I was eight years old, and the mycorrhizal networks she’s so passionate about are networks I’ve watched recover and collapse across three decades of observation.

I don’t tell her this.

“You’re not even listening,” she says.

“I’m listening. You’re wrong about the recovery timeline. It’s closer to a hundred and forty years at this elevation, not a hundred. The soil composition above four thousand feet slows root establishment by about thirty percent.”

She stares at me. I watch the recalculation happen in real time. She expected a thug. She got someone who corrected her thesis data.

“How do you know that?” she asks.

“Because I pay attention.”

I move past her to the workbench. My hand finds the elk antler
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