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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, coercion, captivity, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, isolation, parental abuse (past), and dark emotional 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.
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“The cruelest prisons have no locks. They have someone standing at the open door, daring you to leave.”

— Elara Voss, The Architecture of Wanting

For everyone who fell in love with the man holding the cage door open.
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Prologue
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The road stopped pretending to be a road about forty minutes ago.

Asphalt gave way to packed gravel, then to loose stone, then to something closer to a suggestion. My rental sedan bottomed out for the third time, and I gripped the wheel tighter, navigating ruts that looked designed to punish anyone foolish enough to follow them. The Oregon pines crowded in from both sides, branches scraping the roof like fingernails. My GPS had died at the last cell tower, twenty-six miles back. I was driving on printed directions and professional stubbornness.

The file sat on my passenger seat: Torrance E. Vane, sole proprietor, Vane Quarry LLC. Seven years of incomplete tax filings. Three ignored notices. One final audit order, signed by my supervisor Dale Osterman with the enthusiasm of a man assigning someone else’s problem. I’d volunteered for this. Optional assignment, hardship posting, no backup, no cell coverage. Dale had raised his eyebrows when I signed the form. You sure, Vance? I’d smiled and said something about fresh air.

The file was thin. Forty-three pages of incomplete records, estimated revenue projections, and a photograph clipped from a county newspaper: a man standing beside industrial machinery, face turned from the camera, shoulders that blocked the frame. No interview notes. No prior contact. Dale had flagged the case as routine delinquency, the kind of thing that ended with a payment plan and a firm letter. But Dale hadn't read my notebook. Dale didn't know about Margot.

I'd spent three months preparing for this assignment. County records, geological surveys, property tax histories, everything the state database could give me on Vane Quarry LLC and the man who ran it. The quarry produced crushed aggregate for county road projects, a modest operation that barely justified its footprint. But the mineral rights assessment, buried in a natural resources filing from 2019, told a different story. Limestone deposits, commercially viable, estimated value in the millions. The kind of number that makes bureaucrats hungry and quarry operators nervous.

Dale had mentioned the limestone exactly once, in a hallway conversation he thought I hadn't heard. A seizure play, he'd called it. Build the delinquency case, escalate the penalties, force a sale. The state would acquire mineral rights worth ten times the outstanding debt. Clean, legal, and precisely the kind of maneuver that left a single operator with nothing. I'd said nothing. I'd filed the information in the same place I filed everything that mattered: silently, accurately, for later use.

The truth was in my bag, in a notebook I hadn’t shown anyone. Eamon Vane. The name my mother said quietly during a manic episode when I was twelve, her fingers gripping my wrist hard enough to bruise. Eamon. Buried. He buried it, Harper, he buried everything. Then she’d laughed, and the laughing turned to crying, and I’d made her tea and called her therapist and added the name to the list of things I pretended I hadn’t heard.

Fifteen years later, I found that name in a tax file. Eamon Vane, deceased, father of the man I was driving three hours into nowhere to audit. Coincidence is just pattern recognition that hasn’t found its proof yet. I’m an auditor. I find the proof.

The quarry was a wound in the mountain. I would learn its proper name later — Vane Aggregate, a family operation dating to 1962 — but the first impression was geological violence. Someone had carved an amphitheater into solid rock, tier by tier, bench by bench, the way a sculptor removes marble to find the shape inside. Except this sculptor had been looking for gravel, and the shape inside was absence. A quarter-mile bowl of exposed limestone, gray-white in the fading light, with vertical walls that rose eighty feet on three sides and a processing yard at the bottom where conveyors and crushers sat idle under tarps, waiting for a season that had already ended.

The tunnel appeared without warning. One moment, trees. The next, a gash in the mountainside, blasted through granite, wide enough for one vehicle and dark enough that my headlights barely touched the far end. I slowed. The engine noise bounced off raw stone. Water dripped from the ceiling in irregular threads. The tunnel smelled like iron and age.

I came through the other side, and the quarry opened below me like something wounded. Two hundred acres of exposed earth, stratified rock, and industrial machinery arranged in a pattern that looked, from this elevation, almost deliberate. Like a blueprint for something no one had finished building. Conveyor belts, a crushing station, mounds of aggregate in graduated sizes. Everything coated in fine gray dust.

The road descended into the pit in a series of switchbacks. At the bottom, a stone house sat flush against the hillside, as if the mountain had grown it. Smoke came from a chimney I couldn’t see.

A man stood in the processing yard.

He didn’t move when my car appeared at the rim. He didn’t wave. He stood with his arms at his sides and his feet planted and watched me wind down the switchbacks toward him with the patience of someone who’d been waiting. Not for me specifically. For whatever came through that tunnel. For whatever the road delivered.

I parked. Cut the engine. The silence was so complete I could hear my own blood. I checked my reflection in the rearview mirror, tightened my braid, touched the scar on my wrist without meaning to. I picked up the file and my bag and opened the door.

The air tasted like chalk and cold water. Late October in the Cascades. The sun was already behind the western ridge, and the quarry floor sat in blue shadow.

He was bigger up close. Not tall in the way of lean men. Tall in the way of structures. Wide shoulders, thick arms, hands that hung at his sides like tools waiting for use. His face was hard and weathered, brown from wind rather than sun, with a nose that had been broken at least once and eyes so dark they swallowed the low light. Dust in the creases of his knuckles. Dust on his boots. Dust in the air between us.

I walked toward him. My heels sank into loose gravel with every step, and I felt ridiculous and refused to show it. I stopped at a professional distance, extended my hand, and said the sentence I’d rehearsed in the car.

“Harper Vance, Oregon State Revenue Division. I’m here for the audit.”

He looked at my hand. He looked at my face. He didn’t take the hand.

“You’re late,” he said. His voice was low, stripped, like something that lived in the ground.

“Your road is a war crime.”

Nothing. Not a smile, not a flinch, not a blink. He turned and walked toward the house. I stood in the processing yard with my hand still extended, gravel dust settling on my blazer, and understood two things with the clarity of a balanced ledger.

First: this man did not want me here.

Second, and worse: he’d been expecting me anyway.

He didn’t wave. He didn’t move. He watched me the way you watch something you’ve already decided to keep.

Act I

Bedrock
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Audit Trail

His kitchen was a crime scene of paperwork.

Not the metaphorical kind. The actual, indictable, a-jury-would-convict kind. Shoeboxes stacked on the counter, each stuffed with receipts that had faded past legibility. Invoices rubber-banded together without apparent logic. A filing cabinet in the corner with two drawers that opened and one that appeared to have been welded shut, possibly by accident, possibly by rage.

Torrance Vane sat at the far end of the table and watched me catalog the damage. He’d pointed me to the records with a single gesture when we entered, the same way you’d point someone toward a body.

“This is everything?” I asked.

“That’s what you’re here to find out.”

I set up my laptop and opened the audit template. Professional. Clean. I would do this the way I did every assignment: systematically, numerically, without the distraction of the man sitting six feet away, filling the room with the particular tension of a large animal in a small space. His chair creaked when he shifted. The table was pine, scarred and stained, and his hands rested on it like he was holding it down.

The hands. I noticed them the way you notice an exit in an unfamiliar building: automatically, reflexively, with the part of your brain that never stops calculating distance. They were enormous. Scarred across the knuckles. The skin rough and cracked, with fine gray dust settled permanently into the lines of his palms, as though the quarry had tattooed itself into him. He caught me looking and didn’t move them.

“The audit will take approximately seven to ten business days,” I said, pulling the first shoebox toward me. “I’ll need access to your processing logs, equipment invoices, sales records, and any correspondence with the county road department. I’ll also need your bank statements for the last seven fiscal years.”

I checked my phone. No signal. The absence was a fact I had noted on arrival and filed under minor inconvenience. Now I refiled it under structural constraint. No phone meant no communication with the Portland office. No email confirmation that I had arrived safely. No GPS breadcrumb trail showing my location. As far as the Revenue Division knew, Harper Vance had driven into the mountains and vanished.

Dale had not arranged a check-in protocol. I had noticed the omission when I signed the assignment form. Standard procedure for remote audits required a daily status call or, in the absence of cellular coverage, a satellite phone or scheduled radio contact. Dale had waived the requirement with a handwritten note: Operator has radio. Use if needed. The radio was broken. The operator had told me this with the flat certainty of a man delivering a weather report. Broken. A while. As if the timeline of its failure were irrelevant.

“You’ll need a lot of things.”

I looked up. He hadn’t moved, but the room felt smaller.

I checked the time. Eight p.m. Outside the kitchen window, the quarry was transforming into something alien. The floodlights Tor had activated cast hard geometric shadows across the processing yard, turning equipment into sculpture and stone into architecture. The quarry at night was a different landscape than the quarry by day: sharper, more angular, stripped of the softening effects of natural light. Every edge was visible. Every surface was defined. The quarry at night did not allow ambiguity, and neither did the man who lived in it.

“Mr. Vane, the state sent me here because your filings are seven years delinquent. I can do this with your cooperation, which takes ten days, or without it, which takes longer and ends with a subpoena. Your choice.”

He studied me. Not the way men usually study me, which involves a sweep from face to chest and a recalibration of their voice. He studied me the way I’d seen him study the quarry wall from the car: reading the grain, looking for where it would split.

“You’re young for this,” he said.

“You’re delinquent for this. Let’s focus on the numbers.”

He stood up. The chair scraped stone. He was taller standing than I’d calculated, and I’m good at spatial estimation. The ceiling was low in the kitchen, rough-beamed, and he moved under it with the practiced hunch of a man who’d hit his head enough times to learn.

“I’ll be in the yard.” He didn’t wait for acknowledgment. The door shut behind him, and the room expanded.

I exhaled. I opened the first shoebox.

I pulled the second shoebox closer. The receipts inside were organized by nothing except gravity: whatever fell in last sat on top. A fuel invoice from 2022 lay against a veterinary bill from 2018. No veterinary bill belongs in a quarry's operating expenses. I held it up to the kitchen light. Treatment for a dog, unnamed, listed under the quarry's business account. Eighty-seven dollars. The kind of personal expense that small business operators bury in their commercial accounts because the line between personal and professional dissolved years ago. I flagged it yellow. Not fraud. Sloppiness. The kind of sloppiness that hides worse things underneath.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and cold stone. The walls were bare except for a calendar from a quarry equipment supplier, three years out of date, still showing October 2023. Nobody had turned the page. Nobody had cared enough to take it down. The kitchen of a man who lived in function, not decoration, who ate meals at this table without noticing the food, who occupied space without inhabiting it.

Three hours later, I understood why Dale Osterman had smiled when I volunteered.

The records were a disaster, but they were a specific kind of disaster. Not the kind that comes from laziness. The kind that comes from someone trying to bury a mess under honest work. Vane Quarry’s operating expenses were meticulous for the last seven years: fuel, equipment maintenance, payroll for seasonal workers, crushing costs, haulage fees. All documented, all reasonable, all consistent with a single-operator aggregate quarry producing at modest capacity. But beneath the surface layer, older records told a different story. The first three years after Tor took over, the quarry carried debt that dwarfed its revenue. Payments to creditors with no business names, just initials. Cash withdrawals in round numbers, the kind you make at counters, not ATMs. And a life insurance payout, deposited six months after Eamon Vane’s death, that exactly matched the outstanding debt balance.

Eamon Vane had been worth more dead than alive. That’s an observation, not an accusation. But an auditor notices these things the way a surgeon notices a mole: it’s probably nothing. You look closer anyway.

I pulled out my private notebook. Not the audit log. The other one, the one with the soft leather cover that I’d carried since Portland. I opened it to the page with Eamon’s name and wrote underneath: Insurance payout matches debt exactly. Coincidence or settlement?

He stood there for a long time. I watched longer than I should have. Then I closed my notebook, closed my laptop, and went to find the bedroom he’d gestured toward earlier with all the hospitality of a man showing a prisoner to her cell.

The room was small, clean, and cold. A single bed with a wool blanket. A window that faced the cliff wall, so close I could have touched the stone. A closet with nothing in it except a faint smell of cedar.

I lay on the bed, fully dressed, and listened to the quarry settle. Stone cooling. Metal contracting. Wind through the tunnel entrance, a low moan that sounded almost vocal. And beneath it all, footsteps. Heavy, deliberate, pacing the yard.

I didn’t sleep. Not because I was afraid. Because a sound outside pulled me to the window. Tor, standing in the dark yard, facing the south pit. Not moving. Just watching.

I touched my wrist scar and wondered what he was looking at that nobody else could see.
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Fault Line

She sorted my father’s catastrophe with the efficiency of a woman who’d been cleaning up other people’s wreckage her whole life.

I sat in the workshop doorway and listened to the sounds of it through the open window: paper shuffling, the steady click of laptop keys, occasional pauses where she held a receipt up to the light and frowned. Three hours, and she hadn’t asked for help, hadn’t complained, hadn’t made small talk. She’d just opened the first box and started reading my life in reverse.

I hadn’t expected her to be young. The Revenue Division usually sent men in their fifties with bad knees and worse attitudes, men who drove up, took one look at the quarry, and scheduled everything for remote review. The last auditor hadn’t even made it past the tunnel. Called in his report from Ridgewater and recommended the file be closed for inaccessibility.

The workshop was the only room in this place that felt like mine. The house was Eamon’s, seven years after I’d carried his body out of the south pit and watched the county coroner zip the bag. But the workshop was mine. I’d built the bench from quarry timber and hung tools on pegs drilled into the stone wall. The workshop was the one room where I could sit without feeling his shadow on my shoulders.

The leather work had started as therapy. A counselor in Ridgewater had suggested I find something to do with my hands that wasn’t destruction. Leather was patient. It resisted without breaking, accepted the needle without complaint, and the stitches held. At the end of an hour you had something that existed because your hands had made it. The distinction mattered more than I could explain to anyone who hadn’t inherited their father’s knuckles.

Harper Vance hadn’t called from Ridgewater. She’d driven the road, parked in my yard, and extended her hand like she was meeting a colleague for lunch. She was compact, angular, with a face that was all cheekbones and sharp assessment. Dark auburn hair pulled into a braid so tight it looked painful. She wore a blazer over a blouse over what I assumed was body armor made of professional detachment, and she’d walked across my gravel in heels without stumbling.

I’d disliked her immediately. Not because of who she was. Because of what she could find.

The records were a problem. Not the surface records. Those were clean. I’d spent seven years making them clean, running the quarry honestly, reporting what I could, burying what I couldn’t. But Eamon’s shadow lived in those shoeboxes. His debts, his payments to people who didn’t issue receipts, his talent for turning money into damage. And beneath all of that, the insurance payout. The one that matched his debts to the dollar. The one that any competent auditor would notice, because it was the kind of coincidence that isn’t.

Harper Vance was competent. I’d known it within ten minutes. The way she’d scanned the kitchen, cataloged the boxes, assessed the filing cabinet with a glance that said I’ve seen worse and I’ve cracked it. She was going to find everything.

I went to the equipment shed and checked the charges. Sixty-two blasting caps in the inventory. Enough for the quarry’s seasonal extraction schedule, plus reserves. Plus enough to bring down a tunnel ceiling, if someone knew where to place them and how to make it look geological.

I thought about my mother. Not the version I carried in daily life, the managed version, the medicated and stable version who lived with her sister in Idaho and called on Sundays. The other version. The one who had gripped my wrist at three in the morning when I was twelve and said a dead man's name like it was a prayer she could not stop repeating. Eamon. The name had lived in my blood ever since, a contamination I could not filter out, a variable in my personal equation that refused to resolve.

Harper Vance was looking for that variable. I could feel it in the precision of her questions, in the architecture of her audit, in the way she touched the scar on her wrist when she thought I was not watching. She was not here for the tax filings. The tax filings were the door. Whatever she was looking for was behind it, and whatever it was, it was connected to the name my father had written on an envelope and hidden in a shoebox like a confession he was too cowardly to deliver.

I sat with that thought the way I sat with most of my worst thoughts: quietly, in the dark, with my hands occupied. I picked up a leather strap from the repair pile and started punching holes. The leather was old belt stock, stiff and resistant. The awl sank through it with a sound like a held breath releasing.

She shouldn’t be here. Nobody should be here. This quarry was my sentence, and I’d served it faithfully: seven years of honest stone, ground and sold, used to fill the holes my father left. The debts were nearly paid. Two more years and the quarry would be clean. Free. Mine in a way it had never been when Eamon owned it, because Eamon didn’t own things so much as hold them hostage.

I thought about my father’s handwriting. I’d seen it today, on a receipt she’d pulled from the second shoebox. Eamon’s capital letters, heavy and uneven, the penmanship of a man who gripped pens the same way he gripped everything: too hard, leaving marks. The receipt was for quarry supplies, mundane and irrelevant, but seeing that handwriting put my hands in a fist before I could think about why.

I set the awl down. Flexed my fingers. Watched the tremor in my right hand, the one that showed up when Eamon occupied too much of my head.

The kitchen light went off at eight. She was looking at me through the window. I could feel it. I didn’t turn around. I was facing the south pit, where the floodlights didn’t reach and the aggregate sloped down into dark water. Thirty feet to the bottom. I knew the exact distance because I’d measured it once, years ago, standing where I’d stood on the night that mattered, trying to make the math real. Thirty feet. Loose stone. Terminal velocity for a body of my father’s weight: just under sixty miles per hour.

The quarry hummed with the low frequency of cooling stone. I went inside. She’d closed her laptop but left the shoeboxes organized in a system I didn’t recognize. Labels. Color-coded tabs. She’d brought her own tabs.

Her bedroom door was shut. I stood in the hallway and listened. No movement. She was either asleep or lying awake in the dark, and I told myself it didn’t matter which.

I went to bed. I didn’t sleep. I haven’t slept well since I was twenty-seven, and that’s not going to change because a woman with color-coded tabs is in my kitchen.

At two a.m., I got up and went to the workshop. The leather strap was waiting. I sat at the bench and worked. Punch, thread, pull. The rhythm of it settled me the way it always did, the way the quarry itself settled me: through repetition, through material resistance, through the honesty of something that pushed back.

At four, I heard her door open. Footsteps in the hallway. The bathroom tap running. Then silence.

She was a problem. She was the first problem I’d faced in seven years that I couldn’t solve with a drill, a detonator, or a stone saw. She was going to sit at my kitchen table and read the story of my family in numbers and receipts, and she was going to find the chapter where the story breaks.

I tightened the stitch. The leather held. My hands, for now, were steady.

In the morning, she’d ask me about Eamon. She’d ask casually, the way auditors ask things they already know the answer to: a test, not a question. And I’d have to decide what to give her.

I looked at my hands. My father’s hands, wider and rougher but the same architecture. The same capacity. The same history of holding things too hard.

She asked me at breakfast, over coffee she’d made from supplies I’d pointed out without comment. She sat across from me at the pine table, holding the mug with both hands, and said it like a footnote.

“Your father’s death. It was an accident?”

The coffee was too hot. I swallowed it anyway. The burn was
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