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This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, captivity, forced proximity, power imbalance, stalking, surveillance, sabotage, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, depictions of grief and parental loss, and dark relationship dynamics.

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

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“Hostage” — Billie Eilish

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

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

“Young and Beautiful” — Lana Del Rey

“Control” — Halsey

“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak

I told him he could have anything on the mountain. He said he already did. I didn’t realize he meant me.

— Nora Voss, The Cartography of Want

For the ones who followed a man into the dark and stayed because the dark felt like home.
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Prologue
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Before

The rock talks if you know how to listen.

Calcite whispers. Granite hums. The quartz veins running through this mine shaft sing at a frequency I feel somewhere between my molars and my temporal bone, a vibration that lives under sound. I’ve spent eight years learning the language, and right now the rock is telling me to turn around.

My headlamp flickers. I count: three, two, one.

It holds.

It always holds for three more seconds after I think it won’t, and I’ve started cataloguing that pattern the way I catalogue everything else down here. Formations. Fracture lines. The things my father carved into the walls before he died inside them.

I’m eighty meters below the surface of Cole Mountain, and I’m talking to a dead man.

Not out loud. I haven’t crossed that line yet. But his journal is in my pack, and his initials are somewhere in this shaft, and every step I take is a step he took first. I’m walking in his footprints carved in limestone, following a path that killed him, and if that isn’t a conversation, I don’t know what is.

The shaft narrows. I turn sideways, press my back to the wall, and edge through a gap that wasn’t on any of my surveys. The air changes. Warmer, which means a larger chamber ahead, which means the mountain is breathing. Good sign or terrible sign, depending on what’s doing the breathing.

I think about the woman I was three weeks ago. Sitting in her apartment in Missoula, grading undergraduate papers on sedimentary basin analysis, eating cold pad thai from a container balanced on a stack of topographic maps. That woman had a plan. A timeline. A return flight booked for eleven days from now.

That woman did not plan for Brecken Cole.

Nobody plans for Brecken Cole. He’s the kind of problem that doesn’t announce itself. He doesn’t knock. He’s already inside the room when you realize the door was open, standing in the corner with his arms crossed and those gray eyes tracking you like you’re something he’s deciding whether to keep.

I squeeze through the gap and my headlamp catches the far wall of a wider passage. The beam is weaker now. Yellowing at the edges. I give it twenty minutes before it dies completely, and I’m forty minutes from the entrance.

Simple math. Ugly answer.

I keep going.

Because three meters ahead, on the left wall at shoulder height, there’s a mark in the stone that stops my lungs.

J.T.

Two letters, scratched into limestone with a carbide-tipped tool. I know the tool because I inherited it. It’s in my pack, next to his journal. The letters are rough, hurried, angled slightly downward like he carved them while looking over his shoulder.

I press my fingers to the stone. It’s cold and gritty and real. He was here. Not a theory, not a hypothesis, not a line in a journal I’ve read so many times the pages are transparent at the folds. He stood in this exact spot. He breathed this air. He put his hand where mine is now.

“Hi, Dad.”

My voice sounds wrong down here. Flat. The rock swallows the echo before it can form, and the words just stop existing, like they were never said. I try again.

“I found it. I found you.”

The headlamp flickers. Three, two, one. Holds.

And then I hear it.

Breathing. Not mine.

Behind me, in the gap I just came through, something shifts. The sound of fabric against rock. A boot settling on uneven ground. Deliberate and unhurried, like whoever it is has been there for a while and has only now decided to let me know.

I don’t turn around. My hand is still on my father’s initials, and for one irrational second I think if I keep touching them he can’t reach me, like the dead can protect the living through two letters carved in limestone.

Then the headlamp dies.

The dark is total. The kind of dark that has texture, that presses against your open eyes like a hand. I can’t see the wall in front of me. I can’t see my own fingers.

But I can hear him breathing. Close. Closer than he should be. Close enough that when he speaks, I feel the warmth of it on the back of my neck.

“You shouldn’t be down here, Marlowe.”

He says my name like he’s been practicing it. Like he said it alone in the dark a hundred times before saying it to my face. Like it belongs to him and I’m just borrowing it.

I flex my left hand against the rock. Calculating.

“Neither should you,” I say.

He laughs. Low, quiet, and the rock doesn’t swallow it the way it swallowed my voice. His sound belongs here. Mine doesn’t.

“Everything on this mountain is mine,” he says. “Including what’s in this mine.” A pause. I feel him shift closer. “Including you.”

This is the part where a smarter woman turns and runs. Scrambles back through the gap, sprints the forty minutes to the surface, flags down the first truck on the access road, and never comes back to Cole Mountain.

I am not that woman.

I take my hand off my father’s initials. I turn around in the perfect dark. And I face the man who thinks he owns me.

“Prove it,” I say.

The silence that follows has a shape. I can feel him deciding something. His breathing doesn’t change, doesn’t quicken, doesn’t hitch. Controlled. Everything about Brecken Cole is controlled, and that should terrify me, and it does, and it also does something else. Something I will not name in this dark, in this mine, with his body close enough to touch and my father’s ghost carved into the wall behind me.

“I’m going to,” he says.

And I believe him.

That’s the part that should scare me most. Not the dark, not the mountain, not the man who sabotaged my equipment and trapped me on his land while a blizzard buried the only road out.

I believe him. And some part of me, the part I keep locked in a room marked Do Not Open, wants him to.

Three weeks earlier, I landed in Dawson City with a forged survey permit and my dead father’s journal.

This is what happened.
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Trespass

Three weeks before the mountain tried to kill me, I bought a man named Denny Watts a cup of coffee and asked him how to reach Cole Mountain.

He laughed like I’d told a joke. Then he saw my face and the laughter stopped.

“You’re serious.”

“I’m serious.”

“Nobody goes up to Cole Mountain, sweetheart.” He wrapped both hands around his mug, and I noticed his fingers were missing the tips on the left side. Frostbite. Old. “Nobody who likes having all their pieces, anyway.”

Denny Watts ran the supply depot on the south end of Dawson City, a corrugated steel building that smelled like diesel and beef jerky and the particular loneliness of a town that empties every October. He was fifty-something, barrel-chested, with a beard that looked like it had its own weather system. He knew every road, every trail, and every person within a hundred miles of the Klondike Highway. I needed him.

I slid my survey permit across the counter. He picked it up, studied it, turned it over like he expected to find a punch line on the back.

“Geological survey,” he read. “Mineral composition analysis, Cole Mountain, Dawson Mining District.” He looked at me over the top of the permit. “You know this is Cole land.”

“The permit covers it.”

“The permit covers the government’s opinion. The mountain has a different one.” He set the paper down. “Cole doesn’t allow visitors. Doesn’t allow hunters, hikers, geologists, journalists, or real estate developers. Had a mining company send a helicopter up there two years ago. Chopper came back. The crew didn’t stay long.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing official. Unofficially, the pilot said Cole walked out of the tree line with a rifle and a dog and told them they had ninety seconds to leave his airspace.” Denny took a slow drink of coffee. “They took eighty.”

I processed this. Filed it under the growing folder in my head labeled Cole, B. that had been accumulating data for three years. Isolated landowner. Former military. Hostile to outsiders. Possibly dangerous, probably paranoid, definitely between me and what I came for.

“I’m not a mining company,” I said. “I’m a geologist doing survey work. Rocks and samples. I’ll be in and out in ten days.”

Denny looked at me the way people look at you when they’re deciding how much truth you can handle.

“The access road forks at kilometer thirty-eight,” he said finally. “Left fork takes you up to the ridgeline. There’s a flat clearing about two klicks before you hit the property boundary. Set up there. Do your work fast. And don’t go past the tree line after dark.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s where he’ll be watching from.”

I finished my coffee. It was terrible. Everything in Dawson tasted like it had been filtered through permafrost.

“Thanks for the advice,” I said.

“You’re not going to take it, are you.”

“Not even a little.”

He sighed. Then he pulled a hand-drawn map from behind the counter and spread it flat. I leaned in. The map was annotated in pencil, faded in places, with landmarks in a handwriting that wasn’t Denny’s.

“Mine access is here.” He tapped a spot on the east face. “Old Harker workings. Partially collapsed. Your father was looking at the same entrance.”

I went still. “You knew my father.”

“Jack Tate came through Dawson three times between ’95 and 2002. Bought his coffee at this counter. Asked the same questions you’re asking.” Denny’s voice gentled, which was worse than pity. “I told him the same things I’m telling you. He didn’t listen either.”

I folded the map and put it in my jacket. My throat was tight but my hands were steady. That’s the deal I’d made with myself years ago: the throat can do what it wants as long as the hands stay functional.

“Anything else I should know?”

Denny studied me for a long moment. “Yeah. The weather’s shifting. There’s a system building off the Beaufort that could drop a blizzard on the interior in five to seven days. If you’re on that mountain when it hits, you’re not leaving until it passes. And it won’t pass fast.”

“Five to seven days is plenty of time.”

“That’s what your father said.”

I left the depot and loaded my truck. A rented Toyota Tacoma, olive green, with oversized tires and a rack full of gear I’d spent three years assembling. Geological survey equipment. Core sample drills. Digital mapping software loaded on a ruggedized laptop. Battery packs. Satellite phone. Emergency beacon. Two weeks of freeze-dried food and a sleeping bag rated to minus forty.

And in the center console, wrapped in a waterproof bag: my father’s journal.

I’d read it so many times I could recite passages from memory. His handwriting was cramped, precise, an engineer’s script. The early entries were methodical. Survey coordinates. Rock composition data. Sketches of tunnel formations. But the later entries changed. The handwriting loosened. The observations became less scientific and more obsessive. He stopped recording data and started recording beliefs.

The Harker claim is real. The gold is secondary. Something else down there. Deeper than Harker went. E.C. knows. He’s the only one.

E.C. Elias Cole. I’d found the name in my father’s records after he died. An old-timer, a homesteader who’d lived on Cole Mountain since before Alaska Highway construction. He’d died in 2018—the same year as my father, just months before.

I pulled onto the Klondike Highway and drove north. The road was good for the first hour, then turned to gravel, then to dirt, then to something that was technically a road only because someone had driven on it before.

At kilometer thirty-eight, I found the fork. Left toward the ridgeline, just like Denny said.

The clearing was there too. A flat shelf of land tucked between two stands of black spruce, with a view of the valley below and the mountain above. Cole Mountain rose like a wall to the north, its upper face still holding snow even in late August. The mine entrance, if Denny’s map was accurate, was somewhere on the east flank, about four kilometers from where I was parked.

I set up camp with the efficiency of someone who’s done it in worse places. Tent first. Bear hang for the food. Equipment cache under a tarp. Satellite phone test: signal weak but functional. GPS coordinates logged.

The coordinates were off.

Not by much. Twelve meters east of where they should have been, based on the topographic maps I’d loaded before the trip. Twelve meters is nothing in the backcountry. Satellite drift, atmospheric interference, magnetic declination near a mineral deposit. There were a dozen innocent explanations.

I noted it and moved on. I had ten days, a dead man’s map, and a mountain to read.

That night, I sat in my tent with the headlamp on and my father’s journal open to the last entry. Dated October 14, 2002. The day before he went into the mine and never came out.

Found the shaft. Deeper than the surveys indicated. E.C. confirmed: the Harker chamber is below the secondary collapse. Need to shore up the access tunnel. Three days of work, maybe four. The Cole boy was here today. Serious kid. Watches the mountain like he already owns it.

The Cole boy. I’d read those words so many times they’d worn grooves in my thinking. A boy, then. A teenager, maybe younger. Elias Cole’s grandson.

Brecken Cole was not a boy anymore.

I turned off the headlamp and lay in the dark, listening to the silence that isn’t silence in the Yukon. Wind through spruce needles. Something small moving in the underbrush. The distant crack of a tree branch under weight that might be a moose and might not be.

The dark up here is different from any dark I’ve known. In Missoula, in Anchorage, even in the Peruvian backcountry, there’s always ambient light. A town glow on the horizon, a satellite passing overhead, the faint hum of civilization pressing against the night. Here, there’s nothing. The dark is complete. Total. The same dark that’s waiting for me underground.

I almost fell asleep. Almost.

Then I saw it. Through the mesh window of the tent, high on the ridge above my camp: a light. Small, steady, not a star. Not a reflection. A light that was there and then, as I sat up to look harder, wasn’t.

Someone was on the ridge.

Someone was watching.
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Territory

I watch her through the Swarovski scope and count the mistakes.

She set her tent in a drainage path. She stored her food within arm’s reach of her sleeping bag. She left her headlamp running while she read, burning battery she’ll need when the dark gets real.

Three mistakes. One night.

Marlowe Tate.

Jack Tate’s daughter has his hands. I can see them even through the scope, even at four hundred meters and failing light. The same square palms. The same way the fingers wrap around a tool like it’s part of the skeleton, like the hand and the instrument are one joint. Her father held a rock hammer that way. She holds a headlamp the same.

I lower the scope and sit back against the cold rock of the ridge. Rook is beside me, seventy kilos of gray fur and bad attitude, his head resting on his forepaws. He hasn’t taken his eyes off the camp below. Neither have I.

She arrived six hours ago. I heard the truck on the access road before I saw it, the engine straining on the grade. She parked at the clearing I knew she’d find because I’d cleared the brush from it last spring. She set up camp with competent efficiency, which told me she’d done fieldwork before. She didn’t waste movement. Everything had a place. Everything had a purpose.

Except her. She doesn’t have a purpose here. She has an obsession, and those are different things, and the difference usually kills you.

I stand, fold the scope, and start the walk back to the compound. Forty minutes on a trail I could walk blind, which I have, more than once, in December dark. Rook falls in at my left heel. He’s trained to walk at my left because I shoot right-handed and need the clearance.

The compound sits in a natural bowl between the east ridge and the tree line. Three structures: main cabin, generator shed, storage building. And the fourth, the one I keep locked, the one that holds everything that matters and nothing I plan to share.

I built the main cabin the year I came back from the service. Thirty-two logs, hand-peeled, notched and stacked. Woodstove, propane backup, rain catchment with a gravity-fed filtration system. Solar panels on the south face for summer, a generator for winter. Everything designed for one occupant and a dog, because that’s what I am and that’s what I need.

Inside, I feed Rook. He eats without taking his eyes off me, which is how he’s eaten since he was a pup. We have an understanding: I provide the food, he provides the perimeter. The arrangement has worked for six years.

I check the cameras. Eight of them, solar-powered, positioned along the access road and the primary trails. They’re motion-triggered and they feed to a monitor on my workbench. Right now, three screens show her camp. I can see the glow of her headlamp through the tent canvas. She’s still reading.

I know what she’s reading.

I pull her file from the drawer below the monitor. Manila folder, two inches thick, assembled over twenty-six months. I don’t need to open it. I’ve memorized the contents the way soldiers memorize terrain maps, because that’s what this is. Terrain.

Marlowe Tate. Born Missoula, Montana. Twenty-seven years old. Bachelor’s in geology, University of Montana. Master’s, incomplete, same institution. Adjunct lecturer, introductory geoscience, salary so low it’s insulting. Sideline work as a mining claims researcher. Published two papers on historical claim validation in the Canadian Shield. Good papers. I read them both.

Father: Jack Tate. Mining engineer. Deceased, October 15, 2002. Cause of death: tunnel collapse, Cole Mountain, Dawson Mining District. No body recovered.

I close the file.

Two years ago, a permit application crossed my desk. Yukon Geological Survey, routine mineral composition analysis, Cole Mountain, applicant: M. Tate, University of Montana. The application was denied because I’d filed a blanket objection to all survey work on my property in 2019. Standard procedure. I reject everything.

But the name caught. Tate. Cole Mountain. I pulled the thread, and the thread became a rope, and the rope became a woman eating pad thai in Missoula while she planned to trespass on my land and dig up my grandfather’s secrets.

I could have stopped her. A phone call to the Yukon Land Authority, a cease-and-desist to the university, a word to the RCMP about a fraudulent survey permit. Clean, legal, final.

I didn’t.

I let the permit application die in the system and waited to see what she’d do. She reapplied. I let that one die too. She applied a third time, through a different agency, using what I assume is a forged authorization. Bold. Stupid. Interesting.

She booked a flight to Whitehorse. I knew before her landlord did.

I check the weather feed on the satellite terminal. The Beaufort system is moving faster than the forecast models predicted, which is normal. Models fail in the north. They assume the atmosphere follows rules, and the atmosphere up here doesn’t follow anything. The blizzard will hit in three days. Maybe less.

She’s planning for ten days of fieldwork. She’ll get two, maybe three, before the storm locks the mountain down. Then she’ll be trapped between the blizzard and my property line with no vehicle, no shelter, and a satellite phone that’s about to develop problems.

I should warn her.

My grandfather’s voice in my head, the voice that’s been there since I was twelve years old: A man who takes from this mountain doesn’t leave it.

She’s not taking anything yet. She’s looking. And looking is how it starts.

I sit at the workbench and open the scope case. Clean the lenses. Oil the adjustment mechanism. There’s a ritual in maintenance that quiets my head, the repetition of tasks I can control in a world full of things I can’t. Wipe, oil, check, store. The scope is Austrian-made, military grade, a gift I gave myself when the separation pay cleared. It cost more than everything else in this cabin combined. Through it, at maximum magnification, I can see the freckles on her nose.

I shouldn’t know that.

I close the case.

Rook lifts his head from his bed by the stove and looks at me. He has opinions, this dog. Most of them involve food, territory, or my failure to properly manage both. Right now his opinion is that I’ve been sitting at this bench too long and he’d like to go outside.

“Not tonight,” I tell him.

He puts his head back down. Doesn’t believe me.

I go to the window. From here I can’t see her camp, but I can see the valley, and the access road, and the ridgeline where I sat for six hours watching a woman read her dead father’s journal by headlamp. The sky is overcast, no stars, no moon. The temperature is dropping.

She’s down there in a drainage path with a food cache at arm’s reach and a dying headlamp, and she thinks she’s alone. She thinks this is about a geological survey and a forged permit and a dead man’s treasure.

She doesn’t know about the blizzard. She doesn’t know about Northline. She doesn’t know that her father’s journal is the most dangerous thing on this mountain, and she’s sleeping with it next to her pillow like a child with a stuffed bear.

She has three days before the storm hits.

I’ll give her two.
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The First Cut

I find the mine entrance on my second morning, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in three years of looking.

The Harker workings sit at the base of a limestone outcrop on the east face, half-hidden by a scree field that’s been accumulating since the original tunnel mouth collapsed in the 1940s. From a distance, it looks like nothing. A shadow on the rock. A fold in the geology that you’d walk past without a second glance.

But I’m not most people. I see the fracture pattern in the exposed limestone and it tells me a story. The original shaft followed a natural fault line, which is smart mining and sloppy geology: the fault gave them easy excavation but poor structural integrity. The collapse was inevitable. It’s written in the rock like a sentence.

I spend two hours on the scree field, mapping the debris pattern, taking samples, reading the exposed strata the way you’d read the rings of a tree. The mountain has been busy since the collapse. Freeze-thaw cycles have opened new fractures. Water infiltration has carved channels through the softer layers. And there, behind a slab of limestone that shifted maybe five years ago, maybe ten, there’s a gap.

A gap big enough for a person.

I shine my flashlight into it. The beam reaches about eight meters before the tunnel bends. The air coming out is cool, damp, mineral-heavy. I taste iron and calcite and the faint sulfur note that means deeper geology. Active water systems. Caves, maybe. Or a chamber.

My father’s journal describes this exact formation. East face, fault-line shaft, secondary access below the primary collapse. He found it. I’m standing where he stood.

I don’t go in. Not yet. First morning is always assessment. You study the patient before you operate. I photograph the entrance from six angles, log GPS coordinates, take rock samples from the exposed face. I sketch the fracture pattern in my field notebook and note the mineral signatures that don’t match my pre-trip surveys. The deposit here is richer than the public records indicate. Significantly richer.

I make a note: Possible discrepancy between registered mineral surveys and actual composition. Worth investigating.

Then I hike back to camp. Four kilometers downhill through black spruce and dwarf birch, following a game trail that parallels the contour line. The sky is steel gray and the temperature has dropped since morning. Wind from the north, steady, with a bite.

I see it from fifty meters out.

My equipment cache is wrong.

I slow. Stop. Scan the camp. Tent is intact. Bear hang undisturbed. Food cache sealed. But the tarp over my equipment is pulled back, not the way I left it, and my backup battery packs are spread on the ground in a line.

No animal did this. A bear would have shredded the tarp. A wolverine would have scattered the gear. This is organized.

I kneel beside the batteries. There are four of them, each one a lithium-iron-phosphate unit capable of charging my laptop, my GPS, and my headlamps for a week. I designed this power system specifically for remote fieldwork. Redundant. Reliable. Expensive.

Every single one is dead.

Not drained. Disabled. Someone opened the casing on each unit, disconnected the internal bus between the cell bank and the output terminal, and closed it again. From the outside, they look fine. You’d have to open the housing to see the disconnect, and even then you’d need to know what you were looking at.

Whoever did this knew exactly how these batteries worked.

I sit back on my heels and breathe. My satellite phone is in my jacket pocket. I pull it out, check the signal. Two bars. Enough for an emergency call but not much else. The signal was stronger yesterday. Atmospheric, maybe. Or maybe not.

I look up at the ridge.

Nobody there. But that means nothing on a mountain where someone can watch you from four hundred meters through a scope and you’d never know.

I pack the batteries back into the cache, re-cover the tarp, and hike to the tree line. Beyond it, another kilometer uphill, the terrain opens into the bowl where the compound sits. I saw it yesterday from the ridge: three buildings, a solar array, a cleared perimeter. Military neat.

The compound is quiet. No smoke from the chimney. No movement. A dog bowl sits by the front step, licked clean.

“Hello?” I call.

Nothing.

“I’m Marlowe Tate. I’m a geologist doing survey work on the east face. I’d like to speak with the property owner.”

The silence up here is different from the silence in the valley. It’s thicker. More deliberate. Like the mountain is holding something back.

I walk the perimeter. The fourth building is set apart from the others, behind the main cabin, partially screened by spruce. It’s smaller, about four meters by six, built with the same hand-peeled logs as the cabin. The door has a padlock on it. Heavy-duty, hardened steel. Not a padlock you put on a storage shed.

A padlock you put on a room with something to protect.

I test the door out of habit. Solid. Not going anywhere.

I circle back to the main cabin. Try the door. Locked. Of course.

I leave. There’s nothing here for me today. But I memorize the layout as I walk out: the sight lines, the camera positions I spotted on two trees, the path from the compound to the mine entrance. I catalog it the way I catalog geology. Formations. Pressure points. Weak spots in the structure.

Back at camp, the sun is already gone behind the ridge. The temperature is dropping fast. I crawl into my tent, zip it closed, and start working on the battery packs by flashlight. I’m an engineer’s daughter. If someone disconnected them, I can reconnect them. The internal bus is a standard four-wire configuration. I’ll need a soldering tool, which I have in my precision kit, and steady hands, which I always have, and about six hours of patience.

I’m on the second battery, tracing the disconnected wire with a magnifying loupe, when I see it.

A note. Pinned to the inside of my tent flap. It wasn’t there this morning.

White card stock. No watermark. Block letters, printed by hand with a felt-tip pen. One line:

You’re on the wrong mountain.

No signature. No threat. Just five words and the certainty that someone was inside my tent while I was at the mine.

I hold the note under my flashlight and study the handwriting. Steady. Even. Deliberate pressure, consistent stroke width. Someone who doesn’t rush. Someone who planned this. Who disabled my batteries with surgical precision and then left a calling card like a cat leaving a dead bird on the doorstep.

I pin the note to my field notebook with a binder clip.

Then I go back to fixing the battery.

I’m not leaving this mountain. Not for a note. Not for disabled equipment. Not for a man with a dog and a padlock and the audacity to tell me where I belong.

My father didn’t leave, and he had better reasons to.
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