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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, captivity and forced confinement, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally gray characters, grief and loss, death of a sibling (off-page), stalking, murder (off-page), and dark emotional content. 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 cruelest prisons have no locks. Only someone warm on the other side of the wall.

— Nora Vael, The Architecture of Want

For the ones who stayed in the cold too long, hoping the wolf at the door would let them in.
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Prologue
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Before the Ice

His blood is on my hands. Not metaphorically, not poetically. His actual blood, dark and slick between my fingers, pooling in the creases of my palms while the firelight turns it the color of old copper.

I press harder against the wound. His ribs expand under my hands, slow and shallow, and I count the breaths because counting is the only thing keeping me from screaming. Four. Five. A wet sound on the exhale that makes my stomach lurch.

"Stay awake," I tell him. My voice is steadier than I deserve. "Torin. Open your eyes."

He does. Brown so dark they look black in this light, and when they find my face, something in his expression cracks open. Not pain. He’s past the part where pain registers on his features. This is something worse. Relief.

"You’re still here," he says. Like he expected me to run. Like he’d given me permission to, somewhere in the violence of the last hour, and the fact that I didn’t is a thing he can’t process.

"Where would I go?" I press harder. He hisses through his teeth. "The nearest hospital is forty minutes on a road that barely exists. You told me that the first night."

"You remember that."

"I remember everything you said the first night." I don’t look at his face when I say it. I look at the wound, at my hands, at the way the blood seeps through no matter how much pressure I apply. "Including the part where you told me I couldn’t leave until spring."

His laugh is a ruined thing, half cough, and it sends a fresh pulse of red between my fingers. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I taste copper of my own.

"Vesper."

"Don’t." I shake my head. "Don’t say my name like that. Say it the way you said it when you hated me. Say it like you’re telling me to get off your land."

His hand comes up. Bloody, trembling, too heavy for the gesture he’s trying to make. His fingers find my jaw. He holds my face the way you hold something you caught falling, clumsy and desperate and sure.

"I never hated you," he says.

I know. That’s the problem. That’s been the problem since the night the hailstorm took the bridge and he dragged me through a mile of frozen forest to a cabin I couldn’t leave, and I looked at his hands and thought: those hands could snap my wrists. And then, later, in the firelight, the quieter thought I couldn’t outrun: those hands could hold me together.

I came to this forest to bury my sister.

I didn’t plan on finding the man who hid her body. I didn’t plan on needing him to survive. I didn’t plan on any of the things his proximity did to my judgment, my pulse, my ability to sleep through the night without pressing my ear to the wall between our rooms just to hear him breathe.

I didn’t plan on saving him.

But his blood is on my hands, and the fire is dying, and there are men outside this cabin who want us both dead, and the only thing I know with certainty is that I’m not leaving.

Not until spring.

Not after spring.

Not at all.
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Chapter One
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Ashes

The canister weighs four pounds. I know because I weighed it three times before I left Portland, standing barefoot on the bathroom scale, holding the metal cylinder against my chest like a child I was trying to soothe. Four pounds, two ounces. That’s what’s left of my sister.

The trailhead parking lot is empty, which shouldn’t surprise me. Late October in the Cascades is not prime hiking season. The sky is a flat, hostile gray, the kind that promises nothing good, and the wind coming off the ridge carries a cold that doesn’t bother with gradual introduction. It just arrives.

I pull my jacket tighter, settle the pack on my shoulders, and check the map one more time. The trail to Galton Ridge is 6.2 miles, most of it switchbacks through old-growth Douglas fir, the last half-mile a scramble along an exposed ridge. Elara made the hike in four hours. I know because she logged it on her GPS watch, which the search-and-rescue team found on her wrist, still ticking, still tracking a heart that had stopped.

I lock the rental car. The beep is absurdly cheerful in the silence.

The first mile is easy. The trail is well-maintained, the switchbacks gentle, and my body falls into a rhythm it remembers from years of fieldwork. I’m a forensic botanist. I spend half my professional life in forests. I know the Latin name for every fern I’m passing, the age of the Douglas firs by their bark pattern, the soil composition from the color of the exposed roots on the trail cut. I read forests the way most people read traffic signs: automatically, without choosing to.

This forest doesn’t want to be read.

Something about the density of the canopy here, the way the light dies twenty feet above the forest floor. The underbrush is thick with salal and Oregon grape, both in their late-season decline, leaves going dark and leathery. The air smells like decomposition. Organic, normal, fine. But my lungs read it differently today. Today everything smells like endings.

I stop at the two-mile marker to drink water and check my phone. No signal. Expected, but the confirmation still sends a small, cold finger down my spine. I put the phone away and keep walking.

The voicemail is fourteen months old. I’ve listened to it 347 times. I counted for the first hundred, then the number became a rough estimate, then it became a compulsion I stopped quantifying because quantifying it made me sound crazy and I am not crazy. I am a woman who did not pick up the phone when her sister called, and now her sister is ash in a metal canister in my backpack, and I am walking into the mountains where she died to put her somewhere beautiful and final.

Elara’s voice on the recording is calm. Focused. She sounds like she’s working, not like she’s afraid.

"I found something, Ves. Call me back."

Seven words. The last seven words my sister ever said to me. I didn’t call back. I was elbows-deep in a soil sample from a homicide case in Beaverton, cross-referencing pollen density with seasonal bloom data, and I looked at her name on my screen and thought: later. I’ll call her later. She’s probably excited about a source for her article. It can wait.

Later turned out to be forty-six hours, a phone call from the Cascade County Sheriff’s Department, and the kind of silence that fills a room when someone tells you the person you were going to call back is never going to answer again.

I pick up the pace. The switchbacks are steeper now, and my thighs burn, and the pack digs into my shoulders where the canister’s weight settles against my lower back. The forest is changing. The Douglas fir is thinning, replaced by mountain hemlock and subalpine fir. The elevation is doing its work. The air tastes thinner, sharper, like metal.

At mile four, I cross a boundary I don’t see until I’m past it.

A fence post, half-rotted, with a wooden sign wired to it: PRIVATE LAND. NO TRESPASSING. BLACKWOOD TRACT. The letters are carved, not painted. Old. The kind of sign someone made with a knife and time and no interest in being polite about it.

I stop. I look at the sign, then at the trail, which continues past it without hesitation, the path worn smooth by boots that clearly didn’t care about the warning. Elara’s GPS data showed her route passing through here. The ridge where she was found is another two miles in, on this private land.

I step past the sign.

The forest on the other side feels different. I tell myself that’s irrational, that trees don’t observe property boundaries, that the ecological biome doesn’t shift because someone carved a warning into a post. But the canopy is denser here. Older growth. Less undergrowth, which means less disturbance, which means this land has been left alone for decades. The silence is thicker. Not the absence of sound. The presence of something listening.

I keep walking. The canister is warm against my back from my body heat, and I press my hand against the side of my pack, feeling its shape through the fabric.

"Almost there, El," I say. My voice is too loud in the quiet. A Steller’s jay screams from somewhere above me, a sound like ripping paper, and then nothing.

The trail narrows. The trees press closer. And I realize, with the precision of someone who reads landscapes for a living, that I am being watched.

Not by birds. Not by the black-tailed deer whose tracks I’ve been stepping over for the last half-mile.

By someone standing very still in the tree line to my left, twenty yards out, just past the point where shadow swallows detail.

I don’t stop walking. I don’t speed up. I keep my eyes forward and my hand on the pack strap and my breathing even, because I’ve spent enough time in rural crime scenes to know that the worst thing you can do when something is hunting you is run.

The shape in the trees doesn’t move.

But I feel it watching me all the way to the ridge.
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Chapter Two
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Trespass

The trail camera on the south perimeter tripped at 11:42 a.m. I know because I checked the timestamp before I checked the image, which is a habit that says something about me that I’m not interested in examining.

The image is grainy. Motion-activated, low resolution, designed for cataloguing elk and the occasional cougar. Not people. People don’t come here. That’s the entire point of living at the end of a road that stops being a road in November and doesn’t resume until April.

But someone is on the trail. A woman. Small backpack, hiking boots, dark hair pulled back. She’s moving with purpose, not the aimless wandering of a lost hiker. She knows where she’s going. She walked past the sign without slowing down.

I sit at the kitchen table and stare at the image on the camera’s LCD screen. The coffee in my mug has gone cold. Outside, the wind is picking up from the northeast, which means the weather is about to turn ugly. The barometric pressure has been dropping since last night, and the clouds stacking on the ridge look like they’re carrying something heavy.

The smart thing would be to let her scatter whatever she came to scatter and leave. People have wandered onto the Tract before. I escort them out, or they find the boundary on their own, or the terrain discourages them. I don’t engage. Engaging means conversation, and conversation means questions, and questions mean someone eventually calls the county about the man living alone on four hundred acres of private land with no phone and no apparent reason to exist.

I should let her go.

I pull on my boots instead.

The forest between the cabin and the south trail is a forty-minute walk in good weather. In the wind that’s building now, with the first spit of ice in the air, it’s closer to an hour. I move fast. I know every root and stone on this land, every depression where a boot can catch, every branch that hangs at face-height after a season of growth. I could walk this blind. Some nights, I have.

I find her at the ridge.

She’s sitting on the exposed granite, legs crossed, holding a metal canister in her lap. The wind is tearing at her jacket and her braid has come half-undone, dark auburn hair whipping across her face. She isn’t crying. She’s staring at the canister like it owes her something.

"You’re on private land," I say.

She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t even look up immediately. When she does, her eyes are the color of lichen on wet stone. Grey, green, impossible to categorize. She takes me in with a single sweep that feels like an inventory: height, build, distance, threat level. It’s the look of someone accustomed to assessing danger. Not afraid. Calculating.

"I know," she says. "The sign was very clear."

"Then you can read. Good. Read the part that says no trespassing and apply it to your situation."

She almost smiles. Not quite. The corner of her mouth moves, and then she decides against it. "I’m scattering ashes. For someone who died up here. I’ll be gone in an hour."

Someone who died up here. The words land in my chest like a stone dropped into still water. I know who dies on this land. I know the body count. I’ve added to it.

I don’t ask whose ashes.

That’s the first wrong thing I do. There are right responses to a woman telling you she’s scattering a loved one’s remains. You ask who. You offer sympathy. You soften. I don’t do any of those things, because asking whose ashes means hearing a name, and there are names on this land that I can’t afford to recognize in front of a stranger.

"An hour," I say. "Then you walk back the way you came. The south trail. Don’t go north. The terrain drops off and the footing is bad."

"I know how to walk in mountains."

"Everyone who gets hurt out here knew how to walk in mountains."

She holds my gaze for a count of three. I’m not used to people holding my gaze. Most people look away. Something about the scar, or the size, or the expression I’ve been told looks like a door slamming shut. This woman looks at me the way she looked at the canister. Like I’m a problem she’s deciding how to solve.

"Fine," she says. "One hour. South trail. Anything else, or can I grieve in peace?"

I should leave. I should turn around and walk back to the cabin and let her do what she came to do and wait for the sound of her boots on the trail heading south. Instead, I stand there. The wind is getting worse. The temperature has dropped three degrees since I arrived at the ridge, and the clouds are lower now, the kind of anvil-head formations that mean hail in the Cascades this time of year.

"The weather’s turning," I say. "You have less than an hour. Move fast."

I leave her there. I walk back into the tree line and I don’t look over my shoulder. I don’t. Not once.

But I stop fifty yards into the forest, behind a Douglas fir wide enough to hide my shoulders, and I wait. I tell myself I’m waiting to make sure she leaves. That it’s responsible land management. That a person dies on the Blackwood Tract and I have paperwork and liability and the kind of attention I cannot afford.

That’s what I tell myself.

From this distance, I can’t make out her expression, but I can see the way she holds the canister. Both hands. Close to her body. Like she’s protecting it from the wind, or apologizing to it, or both.

The first hailstones start falling at 12:47. They’re small, the size of peas. In ten minutes, they’ll be the size of marbles, and the trail will be ice, and the suspension bridge over the gorge will be taking hits from above while the wind takes it from the side.

She needs to move. Now.

She doesn’t. She opens the canister. She lifts it over the edge of the ridge. The wind catches the ashes and scatters them sideways, a gray plume that disperses into the tree line like smoke.

She closes the canister. Empty now.

Then she sits there, holding the empty vessel, while the sky comes apart above her.

I don’t decide to go back for her. Decisions imply deliberation. I’m moving before the thought forms, back across the granite, and the hail is hammering down now, ice bouncing off the rock, stinging my hands and face. She looks up when my shadow falls over her.

"Get up," I say. "We need to get off this ridge."

"I just need a minute."

"You don’t have a minute. You have about thirty seconds before this hail makes the trail impassable. Get up."

She gets up. She moves, I’ll give her that. She tucks the empty canister into her pack and zips her jacket to her throat and follows me without argument into the trees. The hail is a white roar now, the forest floor covered in an inch of ice. Branches crack overhead. The sound is like gunfire in the canopy.

We reach the gorge in twenty minutes. The suspension bridge is swinging in the wind, cables singing a note that makes my teeth ache. I grab her arm to stop her from stepping onto it.

"Wait," I say.

The bridge snaps.

Not slowly. Not with warning. One of the cable anchors rips from the rock face, and the entire structure folds in half like paper and drops into the gorge. The sound is enormous, a metallic shriek followed by the crash of wood and steel against the rocks forty feet below. The echo bounces off the cliff walls for a long time.

Silence. Hail. Wind.

She stares at the empty space where the bridge was. Her arm is still in my hand. I can feel the small bones of her wrist through her jacket sleeve.

"That was the only way back," she says. Not a question.

"Yes."

She looks at me. In the hail-light, her eyes are all gray, no green. "So what happens now?"

I let go of her arm. I look at the gorge, the broken cables hanging like severed tendons, the forest darkening on the other side where her car is parked in an empty lot at the end of a road that will be under snow by morning.

"You come with me," I say.
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Chapter Three
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Storm Glass

I follow a stranger into the woods because the alternative is dying, and I’m not done yet. Not with the investigation. Not with the grief. Certainly not with the questions that brought me to this mountain in the first place.

He walks fast. Not recklessly, but with the certainty of someone navigating their own body, every step placed with an economy that tells me he’s done this walk a thousand times, in every weather, probably in the dark. His shoulders are broad enough to block the worst of the hail when he’s directly in front of me, which is either accident or design.

I choose not to examine which one.

The forest is loud. Hail on canopy, wind through branches, the crack and groan of trees flexing under weight. My boots slip twice on ice-slicked roots and both times I catch myself before he can notice. I won’t be the thing that slows him down. I won’t give him the satisfaction of turning around.

He doesn’t turn around. He walks, and I follow, and the space between us stays constant at about four feet. I measure it because measuring is what I do when I’m afraid.

We walk for forty minutes. The hail softens to sleet, then to a cold rain that soaks through my jacket at the seams. My core temperature is dropping. I can feel it in the way my thoughts are starting to sharpen and narrow, the body triaging blood away from extremities. My fingertips are numb. My face is wet and stinging. I catalog these symptoms the way I catalog evidence: objectively, with a clinical distance that keeps panic at arm’s length.

The cabin appears between the trees like something conjured. One moment, there’s only forest. Then a clearing, and in the clearing, a structure that looks like it grew from the ground rather than being built on it. Log walls, dark with age and weather. A stone chimney trailing smoke. A porch with a split-rail overhang stacked three-deep with firewood. No visible power lines. No satellite dish. No vehicles.

A cabin in the woods with a man who doesn’t want visitors. Every true-crime podcast I’ve ever listened to is screaming.

He opens the front door without a key. Unlocked. Forty miles from the nearest town and he doesn’t lock the door. Either he owns nothing worth stealing or he is himself a sufficient deterrent. Looking at the width of his back as he crosses the threshold, I lean toward the second option.

"Inside," he says. Not an invitation. A directive.

I step inside.

The cabin is one large room divided by function rather than walls. Kitchen to the left: a woodstove with a flat top for cooking, an enamel basin sink, rough-hewn shelves holding canned goods and dry stores. Living space in the center: a leather chair cracked with use, a low table, shelves of books. A stone fireplace, the fire
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