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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of domestic abuse and its aftermath, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, stalking, power imbalance, violence, explicit language, morally grey characters, references to past physical abuse, survival situations, and dark themes throughout. 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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The cold doesn’t kill you. It just strips you honest. What you do with the bare bones of yourself after that— that’s the part they write about.

Signe Voss, Letters from the Treeline

For everyone who survived the storm before they found the shelter.
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Before

The storm will hit in fourteen hours. I can smell it on the wind, that mineral edge, iron and ozone, the kind of cold that doesn’t negotiate.

I stand at the edge of the yard watching it build. The sky over the Brooks Range has gone the color of a bruise, purple-black and swollen, and the dogs know it before I do. They always do. Fenrir is on his feet, nose lifted, ears forward. The others follow his lead, a low chain of attention running through the line.

The compound is sixty-eight acres. I cleared twenty of them myself over fifteen years, one tree at a time, each stump dynamited or pulled with the dogs in the spring when the ground softened enough to surrender its grip. The cabin was the first thing I built. Eight hundred square feet of peeled spruce, tight as a drum, heated by a cast-iron stove I salvaged from a decommissioned forest service station. I built it to last. I built it to be warm. I built it to be the kind of place a man could live alone without the aloneness becoming a disease.

The dog yard radiates outward from the cabin like a solar system. Fourteen stake-out positions, each with a plywood house insulated with straw, each positioned so the dog can see the cabin door. They watch for me. I watch for them. The watching is mutual and constant and it is the closest thing to family I have allowed myself since my mother died and I left the house where she died and walked into the bush and did not come out for three years.

Three years alone in the bush. People think this is remarkable. It is not. The bush does not care whether you are remarkable. It cares whether you are attentive, whether you can read the land the way it asks to be read—with patience, with humility, with the understanding that you are not the protagonist of this landscape. You are a visitor. The landscape is the protagonist. The weather is the plot. You are, at best, a minor character with a talent for not dying.

Fourteen dogs. I can name every one. I know their gaits, their appetites, their fears. Fenrir leads because he’s smarter than the rest and meaner when he has to be, and because he has never once lied about what’s coming. When he stands like that, still as timber, I listen.

The radio crackled two hours ago. Runa’s voice, stripped down to its usual handful of words. She’s sixty-two and has lived in this territory longer than anyone alive. She doesn’t waste language on anything that isn’t load-bearing.

"Got a passenger for you. Woman. Needs to get to the western corridor before the weather locks in."

I didn’t ask why. Runa doesn’t bring me passengers. I run supplies, haul equipment, do the occasional rescue when the Park Service can’t get a bird in the air. Passengers are for bush pilots and snow coaches and people who talk too much in enclosed spaces.

"She’s running," Runa said. And then, because Runa has known me since I was born and knows exactly which words will reach through thirty years of scar tissue: "She’s running from someone who thinks he owns her."

The silence after that was its own kind of conversation. We both know that story. We both know how it ends when nobody intervenes. Runa’s sister. My mother. Different kitchens, different years, the same locked door.

"I’ll take her."

"Tonight. Before the front moves in."

"I’ll be ready."

So now I’m loading the sled in the blue-gray light of an arctic afternoon that will never become full daylight. December in the interior means four hours of something that loosely resembles dawn, then darkness again, and the darkness is where the real cold lives.

I pack for two.

I packed for two before I knew her name.

Extra sleeping bag. Rated to negative forty. The good one, the one with the down fill that cost a month of supply runs. Two thermoses instead of one. Additional pemmican, additional fuel, additional medical supplies. I packed the medical kit with the suture material and the broad-spectrum antibiotics, the kit I keep for the kind of emergency that happens forty miles from a clinic. I packed it because the woman on Runa’s radio has been running for days and people who run in winter get hurt. Frostbite. Dehydration. Injuries from falling on ice. The body breaks down in predictable ways when it is pushed past its design specifications, and this woman has been pushing.

I also packed the rifle.

Not the hunting rifle. The bolt-action. The one with the scope. The one I have never used on a person and hope I never have to and have cleaned and maintained for fifteen years with the particular attention of a man who understands that hope is not a strategy.

Runa said the husband has money. Runa said he hired someone. In my experience, men with money who hire other men to retrieve their wives are not the kind of men who stop when they encounter resistance. They are the kind of men who see resistance as provocation. They are the kind of men who escalate.

I have known men like this. I grew up in the same house as one. The rifle is not an overreaction. The rifle is memory.

I do not think about why that feels deliberate instead of practical. I think about weight distribution and caloric requirements and how much fuel to carry and which route offers the most cover if someone is following. I think about the Remington under the sled rack, cleaned and loaded last night, the way I clean and load it before every run. This is not different. I am not different. This is a job.

Fenrir watches me work. He has gray eyes, unusual for a husky-malamute cross, and they catch what little light the sky is offering. He looks at me like he’s waiting for me to admit something.

I don’t.

I strap the last bundle, check the harness lines, test the brake. The gangline is good. The snow hook is sharp. I have enough food for the dogs for six days and enough for two people for four, which means I’ll eat less so she can eat enough, and that’s fine. I’ve been hungry before. Hungry is a problem you can solve.

The things I can’t solve are the things that wake me up at three in the morning with my hands already fists. The sound of a door closing too hard. A voice pitched just below shouting, controlled and venomous, the kind of quiet that’s worse than noise. The specific silence of a woman deciding whether to stay or go, calculating the cost of each in real time.

I know that silence. I grew up in its shadow.

I am loading a sled for a woman I have never met because Runa said six words and every one of them landed in the place where I keep the things I cannot fix and will not forget. I should be honest about that, at least with myself. I should admit that this is not a job. This is penance, or practice, or something older than both.

But I don’t admit things. I load sleds. I run dogs. I move through the cold like a man who belongs to it, because I do. Because out here, in the space between mountains where the wind has no patience and the snow doesn’t care about your reasons, I make sense. My size makes sense. My silence makes sense. The violence in me that I have spent twenty years learning to cage makes sense, because the wilderness is violent too, and it doesn’t apologize for it.

A woman is running.

A man thinks he owns her.

And I am putting on my boots in the dark, calling my dogs by name, checking the action on a rifle I have never fired at a person, and trying not to wonder if tonight is the night that changes.

Fenrir is at the head of the line. He’s ready. He has been ready since Runa’s voice came through the radio, as if he understood the words, or understood something beneath them that words are too clumsy to carry.

"Let’s go get her," I tell him.

He doesn’t bark. Doesn’t whine. He just leans into his harness, and the line goes taut, and we move.

The dogs are in their harnesses. Fourteen animals, each one a decision I have made and maintained and trained for this moment. They are not pets. They are not companions, though they are that too. They are the mechanism of survival, the engine that will carry two people through four hundred miles of country that will test every preparation I have made and every contingency I have imagined.

I check the sled one final time. Runners oiled. Brake functional. Snow hook sharp. The gear is lashed tight, distributed for balance, organized so that anything I need in an emergency is within arm’s reach. The woman’s sleeping bag is in the sled basket, rolled tight, rated to temperatures that I hope we will not reach.

I have done everything I can do. Prepared everything that can be prepared. Anticipated every scenario that my experience and my fear can generate. And still, underneath the preparation, underneath the maps and the caches and the weapons, there is the thing I cannot plan for: the woman herself. What she will do. How she will react. Whether she will trust me enough to survive, or whether the damage that another man inflicted will make trust impossible, and the impossibility will kill her.

I will not let it kill her. This is not a decision. It is a geological fact. It is bedrock.
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The Last Outpost

Runa’s outpost looks like something the mountain coughed up and forgot to swallow. A squat building made of logs and corrugated metal, leaning slightly east, the kind of structure that has survived forty winters by refusing to acknowledge any of them. There’s a radio antenna on the roof, a stack of fuel drums along the south wall, and a hand-painted sign that reads MIKKELSEN’S in faded red letters. Below that, someone has added in smaller script: LAST CHANCE.

I believe it.

I’ve been traveling for three days. Bus from Fairbanks to a town I won’t name. Truck from there to a gravel road that ended in snow. Then a snowmobile driven by a man who chewed tobacco and didn’t ask questions, which made him the best company I’ve had in six months. He dropped me at the edge of Runa’s clearing, tipped his hat, and drove back the way he’d come without looking over his shoulder.

Last chance. The sign is not ironic. It is a statement of geographic fact. Beyond this outpost, there are no buildings, no roads, no cell towers, no gas stations, no hospitals, no police stations. There is only the country—immense, indifferent, beautiful in the way that a loaded weapon is beautiful. You can admire it from a distance. You can respect its engineering. But you do not turn your back on it, and you do not assume it has your interests at heart.

I have been making this calculation for three days: the risk of the wilderness against the certainty of Liam. The calculation is not close. The wilderness might kill me. Liam will. Not quickly—Liam does nothing quickly. He will kill me in increments, the way he has been killing me for five years: a bruise at a time, a freedom at a time, a piece of my identity at a time, until there is nothing left but the shell of a woman who answers when called and flinches when touched and has forgotten what her own voice sounds like when it is not apologizing.

I wish I had that skill. Not looking back.

The air inside smells like woodsmoke and coffee and something medicinal. Runa stands behind a plywood counter lined with canned goods and first-aid supplies, and she is exactly what I expected from her voice on the phone: short, weathered, built like a woman who has carried her own firewood for forty years and does not intend to stop.

She looks me over the way you’d look at a shipment. Not unkindly. Assessing. What condition is this cargo in.

"You eat today?"

"This morning," I say. A lie. Yesterday morning. But my pack is heavy and my stomach is the least important thing about me right now.

Runa pours coffee without asking. Black, hot enough to scald, in a mug that says WORLD’S OKAYEST GRANDMA. She pushes it across the counter. "Drink. He’ll be here soon."

He. The musher. The man Runa promised could get me through the interior to the western corridor, where a bush plane can take me the rest of the way. I don’t know his name yet. I don’t need to. I need his sled and his knowledge of the terrain and his willingness to travel in weather that has grounded everything with an engine. What I need from him is purely mechanical.

I wrap my hands around the mug and let the heat work into my fingers. My nails are bitten short. My cuticles are cracked. These are the hands of a woman who used to start IVs with one smooth stick, who could find a vein in the dark, who was trusted to hold steady when everything around her was falling apart.

They’re still steady. That’s the thing about me that Liam never understood. He could break the plate, and my hands would shake for the five seconds it took the shards to settle. Then they’d go still. Then I’d pick up the pieces and think about the fastest route to the door.

I hear the dogs before I hear him.

It starts as a low hum, the sound of many paws on packed snow, and then it sharpens into something more distinct: the creak of a sled, the hiss of runners, the jingle of hardware. No barking. I would have expected barking, but these dogs are quiet and fast and when I move to the window, I see them come out of the treeline like a single gray animal, fourteen bodies moving as one, breath pluming in the cold.

And behind them, standing on the runners, a man who makes the landscape look small.

I am five foot four. I have spent my professional life around large men in crisis, football players with broken femurs, construction workers with crushed hands, cops with adrenaline shakes. I know what big looks like. This is something else. He steps off the sled and the snow compresses under him and he walks toward the building with a stride that covers ground without appearing to hurry. He is wearing a canvas coat and heavy boots and gloves that look like they were made for a different species, and his face is half-hidden by a hood and a short beard and the kind of stillness that large animals carry when they’re deciding whether you’re worth the effort.

Runa opens the door before he knocks. Cold rushes in like a living thing.

"Magnus," Runa says. A greeting and a complete sentence.

He fills the doorway. His eyes find me before he’s fully inside. Gray. The pale, washed-out gray of river ice, the kind that looks transparent in certain light. He scans me the way I’ve seen triage nurses scan incoming patients. Fast, thorough, missing nothing.

I am being assessed. Vitals: exhaustion, fear, determination. Weight: one hundred twenty-two pounds with gear. Threat level: none. Value: unclear. His gaze pauses on my collarbone, where the scar peeks above my jacket collar, and I watch him file it away without expression.

"This her?" he asks Runa. His voice is low, unhurried, the kind of bass that you feel in your sternum before you process the words.

"Quinn," I say, because I am not going to be talked about in the third person in a room I’m standing in. "Quinn Calloway."

He looks at me. The assessment continues and I realize he has been calculating this entire time, load weight and route distance and weather margins, and I am a variable in an equation he’s already solving. This should bother me. It doesn’t. After five years of being looked at like property, being looked at like cargo is almost refreshing.

"How much does your pack weigh?"

"Thirty-two pounds."

"That’s heavy for your frame. What’s in it?"

"Everything I own."

Something moves behind his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or the absence of surprise that comes from having seen this before. A woman who fits her entire life into thirty-two pounds.

Runa pours him coffee. The same mug, as if there’s only one. He wraps his hand around it and the mug disappears inside his grip. I notice his hands. I can’t help it. I spent four years noticing hands, reading them for mood and intention and threat level. His are enormous, scarred across the knuckles, cracked at the joints from cold. Working hands. But the way he holds the mug is careful, as if he’s aware of how much force he contains and has made a practice of restraining it.

He and Runa exchange a conversation in fragments. Weather front, timing, a route I don’t follow. Then he turns to me.

"Stay on the sled. Don’t touch the dogs. Don’t talk unless I ask."

Three rules. I’ve lived under worse.

Liam had rules too. Don’t leave without telling me. Don’t speak to the neighbors about our private life. Don’t wear that dress, it gives men ideas. Don’t question me in front of my parents. Don’t cry where I can hear you. His rules were walls, each one narrowing the corridor of my life until I could only move in the direction he chose.

Magnus’s rules are different. Stay on the sled—because falling off at speed on ice will break bones. Don’t touch the dogs—because working dogs have boundaries that untrained humans violate and get bitten. Don’t talk unless I ask—because. I don’t know why. Maybe he just doesn’t like talking. Maybe the silence is tactical. Maybe in the bush, unnecessary sound is a vulnerability.

I don’t trust the difference yet. Trust is a muscle I tore so badly it may never heal correctly. But I note it. I file it. The nurse in me builds a chart: Liam’s rules were about control. Magnus’s rules are about survival. Control makes the world smaller. Survival makes you pay attention.

"When do we leave?" I ask.

He drains the coffee, sets the mug on the counter. Looks at Runa. Looks at me.

"Now."

Runa catches my arm as I reach for my pack. Her grip is dry and strong and she holds on just long enough to say: "He’s loyal. Like his dogs. You understand what that means?"

I don’t. Not yet.

Outside, the sky is the color of cold iron, and the dogs are waiting, and the biggest man I’ve ever stood next to is already walking toward them without checking to see if I’m following.

I follow.
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Chapter 2
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Cargo

She weighs one twenty-two with the pack and maybe one-oh-five without it. Her boots are rated to minus twenty, which tells me someone at the outdoor store knew what they were doing, but her gloves are too thin and her base layer is cotton, which will kill her in a sweat-freeze cycle faster than any man with a grudge.

I catalog these things fast, dispassionate, necessary. She is a problem to solve. She is weight on my sled, caloric demand on my supplies, a variable in an equation that was simple before she arrived. I have been running dogs alone for fifteen years. I know the math of solitude down to the gram.

She sits in the sled basket like a woman who has been sitting still in dangerous places for a long time. Upright, compact, taking less space than she needs. I recognize that posture. I grew up watching my mother fold herself into corners, making herself smaller so she’d be harder to hit.

Quinn Calloway does not make herself small because she is afraid of me. She makes herself small because it’s habit. Because some survival patterns live in the muscles longer than they live in the mind.

The dogs are ready. Fenrir is at point, his usual position, and he keeps turning to look at the sled basket. Not at me. At her. This is unusual. Fenrir does not care about passengers because I do not carry passengers. He cares about the trail, the team, the commands I give him, and his dinner, roughly in that order. He has never looked at a stranger like that. Ears forward, head slightly tilted, the expression he wears when he’s evaluating new terrain.

I don’t know what to do with that.

"Hike," I call, and the team lunges forward, and we are moving.

She climbed onto the sled without help. I noticed that. I notice everything about the way she moves—the economy of it, the absence of hesitation, the way she handles her own weight as if she has been climbing onto things and off of things under her own power for so long that the offer of assistance would register as an insult. She is independent not by preference but by necessity. Independence is the scar tissue of a woman who learned that depending on another person is the first step toward being trapped by them.

The trail from Runa’s heads northwest along a frozen creek bed. In daylight, which lasts about as long as a held breath this time of year, the landscape is white spruce and birch, snow-loaded and bowing, the mountains a dark wall to the north. It is beautiful the way a scalpel is beautiful. Functional. Indifferent. Capable of opening you.

I have not told Quinn why I took this job. Runa told me the situation in her particular shorthand: woman, running, husband, dangerous, money, connections. I filled in the blanks from a template I know by heart. I filled them in before Runa finished talking, because the template is always the same. The details change. The architecture doesn’t.

A woman marries a man who presents as safety. The safety curdles. The exits close one at a time, so gradually she questions whether they were ever open. By the time she runs, she has been running in her mind for years, rehearsing routes, testing doors, calculating what she can carry and what she has to leave behind.

Thirty-two pounds. That’s what Quinn Calloway can carry.

I did not ask Runa for the man’s name. She told me anyway. Liam Calloway. Old Anchorage money. Development company, political connections, the kind of family that owns a building with their name on it. I looked him up on the radio network. Clean record. Charitable donations. Board memberships. A face designed for campaign photos.

I know what that means. I know the gap between the public face and the private fist. My mother’s second husband coached youth hockey. He organized neighborhood cleanups. He shook hands with the pastor every Sunday and his grip was firm and warm, and his other grip, the one reserved for kitchen counters and closed bedrooms, left bruises in places clothing could cover.

We are six miles out when I check behind us for the first time. Nothing. Treeline, snow, the trail closing behind us like a wound healing. I check anyway, because checking is what keeps you alive, and because Runa told me
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