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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.

I went to the mountain to disappear. I didn’t know the mountain would give me a witness.

— Maren Alcott, The Anatomy of Hiding

For the ones who ran to the edge of the map and found someone already there.

ACT I

THAW

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


The Weight of Her

GAGE

I find her by the smoke. Or the absence of it.

The chimney of the cabin half a mile south has been coughing grey threads into the sky for eleven days. I’ve counted. Not because I care, but because patterns are how I keep the hollow organized in my head—what moves, what doesn’t, what belongs. The elk herd works the north meadow in the early mornings. The creek freezes from the bank inward starting in late October. And the woman in the rotting cabin burns her stove too hot, wastes half her kindling on damp wood, and hasn’t figured out that the flue sticks unless you knock it from the outside.

Today there’s no smoke.

I notice at dawn. Stand at my window with coffee that’s more ritual than pleasure and look south, the way I’ve looked south every morning since she appeared. The sky above her roofline is clean. No grey thread. Just the colorless nothing of a January sky at seven thousand feet in the Absaroka Range, where the air is so cold it forgets how to carry sound.

Doesn’t mean anything. Could mean she let the fire die in the night and hasn’t restarted it. Could mean she’s sleeping late. Could mean she left. People leave. That’s the thing about places like this—they’re only permanent for the ones who’ve run out of other options.

I drink my coffee. Split the morning’s wood. Check the snare line along the eastern ridge, where the rabbits run a track through the snow so well-worn it looks deliberate, like a tiny highway. Two rabbits. I clean them outside because the smell of blood inside a small cabin is the kind of thing that gets into the walls and stays.

By noon, there’s still no smoke.

I eat standing up. Jerky and the last of a hard bread I baked three days ago. I look south again. The cabin is a dark shape against the white hillside, half-swallowed by the snowpack that’s been building since November. The roof was questionable when I first found the structure two years back—old Forest Service storage, abandoned in the eighties, floor rotting, windows gone. Not a place for living. Not a place for a woman who arrived in a sedan with Connecticut plates and no winter gear.

I know the plates because I walked down there the first night, after she’d gone inside. Stood in the tree line and read them by the light of the moon reflected off the snow. I didn’t go closer. I don’t go closer to things. That’s the arrangement I made with myself four years ago, and it’s kept me alive in every way that matters, even if some of those ways don’t look much like living from the outside.

By three o’clock, the temperature is dropping past twenty below and there’s still no smoke and I’m standing at my window again, and I know.

I know the way you know a storm is coming by the pressure change in your sinuses. Not because I’ve seen evidence. Because something has gone wrong in the pattern and my body registers it before my brain catches up. Four years alone and you become a kind of instrument—tuned to frequency, to rhythm, to the pitch of normal. When normal breaks, you feel it in your teeth.

I put on my boots. My coat. Gloves, hat, the snowshoes that hang by the door. I take nothing else. No pack, no weapon. Just my body moving through the blue-white cold of a January afternoon at forty below, when the air itself feels hostile, a physical resistance you push through like water.

The half mile takes twelve minutes. I could do it in eight, but the snow is deep off the packed trail and I’m breaking new ground the last two hundred yards because the wind has rearranged the drifts since yesterday. The cabin comes into focus slowly—warped porch, dark windows, the door not quite closed. A bad sign. At forty below, you don’t leave the door open. Not if you’re conscious.

Inside, the cold is absolute. Whatever heat the stove held is gone. I can see my breath in the failing light that comes through the single intact window. The stove is dead—not banked, not smoldering. Dead. The ash is cold when I touch it. Hours.

She’s on the floor next to the stove, curled on her side. A sleeping bag pulled around her shoulders but not zipped, like she didn’t have the coordination. Her lips are the wrong color. Her skin is the wrong color. Her hands are tucked under her arms, fingers curled, and she’s not shivering anymore, which is the thing that turns my stomach because shivering is the body trying. When the shivering stops, the body has made a decision.

I crouch next to her. Put two fingers against her throat. The pulse is there—slow, faint, stubborn. Alive. Barely, and not for long if she stays in this dead building with its dead fire and its cold that has settled into the floor joists like an occupant.

I pick her up.

This is the part I wasn’t prepared for. Not the weight of her—she’s light, too light, the kind of light that means she hasn’t been eating enough. The weight is in my hands, in my arms, in the fact of contact. Four years. Four years since I touched another person, and I chose that distance with surgical precision because I knew what my hands were capable of. I chose this hollow, this silence, this careful nothing, because the last time I was close to someone, I killed them.

Her head falls against my shoulder. Her hair smells like wood smoke and something faintly sweet underneath—shampoo, maybe, the ghost of a normal life clinging to the strands. She weighs nothing and she weighs everything. She’s a crack in the wall I built, and I can feel the cold outside pressing against the breach.

I carry her back to my cabin. Twelve minutes become twenty because I’m holding her against my chest and the snowshoes aren’t designed for this and the trail is narrow and I will not, under any circumstances, let her fall. The cold is a living thing on my face, in my lungs, needling through the seams of my coat where her body isn’t pressed against me. Where she is, there’s warmth. Her warmth. What’s left of it.

Inside. Door shut. Stove fed until it roars. I put her in my bed because it’s the only bed and the sleeping bag on the floor won’t hold enough heat. I pull off her boots—cheap, not insulated, the kind you buy at a department store in a state where winter means forty degrees and rain. I check her fingers, her toes. Not black. Not yet. The damage is early, reversible, if the heat gets to her fast enough.

I pile every blanket I own on top of her. I fill two water bottles from the kettle and tuck them against her core—under her arms, against her stomach. I do this with the efficiency of a man who has pulled people from cold water, from collapsed buildings, from the wrong side of a ridgeline in December. I was trained for this, a long time ago, before the hollow, before the silence, before I rearranged my entire existence to avoid exactly this.

Then I sit in the chair across the room and I watch her breathe.

The fire pops. The wind scrapes across the roof. She breathes—slow, shallow, each exhale a small fog that catches the stove light. I sit and I watch and I catalog her the way I catalog everything that enters the hollow: threat level, resource requirement, duration of stay. She’s a problem. A disruption. A body in my space where I have organized the absence of bodies with the kind of devotion other people give to religion.

She’s going to wake up. When she does, she’ll be afraid. Or angry. Or grateful in that desperate way that feels like debt. She’ll ask questions I won’t answer. She’ll want to leave, and she won’t be able to, because winter has the hollow locked and it won’t let go until April. She’ll be here, in this cabin, in this space that fits exactly one person, and I’ll have to be here too, and the distance I’ve maintained like a man maintaining sobriety—one day at a time, one empty room at a time—will collapse.

Three hours later, she opens her eyes.

I’m ready for the fear. I’m ready for the confusion, the panic, the scramble away from the stranger in the dark room. I’m a big man in a small cabin lit by firelight, and I know what I look like. I know the beard and the size and the silence read a certain way to a woman waking up in a place she doesn’t recognize.

She looks at me. Blinks once. Twice. Her eyes are brown and sharp and they move across my face, my hands, the room, the door, the window, back to me, in a sequence so practiced it’s muscle memory. She’s not panicking. She’s assessing. She looks at me the way I look at a ridgeline—calculating distance, exposure, the fastest way through if things go wrong.

She doesn’t scream. She doesn’t cry. She pulls the blanket higher and says, in a voice scraped raw by the cold, “Where am I?”

And I think: *you’re in my house, in my bed, under my skin already, and you’ve been conscious for nine seconds.*

“You’re safe,” I say.

Her eyes don’t change. She heard me. She doesn’t believe me.

Good. She shouldn’t.
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Forty Below

VERA

I wake up cataloguing exits.

One window, west-facing, shuttered. One door, heavy, hinged on the left—opens inward, which means it can be braced from outside. The room is small enough that I could reach the window from the bed in three steps, the door in five. If the shutters are latched, the window is useless. If the door is locked, I have approximately six seconds before whoever put me here comes back.

These calculations happen before I open my eyes. Before I register the heat, the crackle of a fire, the rough texture of wool blankets that smell like cedar and something earthier—pine resin, maybe, or the particular musk of a space that belongs to one person who doesn’t use scented anything. I inventory with my body first. Toes: there, tingling. Fingers: stiff but functional. Pain: generalized, the dull ache of a body that’s been cold for too long and is now being forced back to warmth. No sharp pain. No injuries I don’t remember getting.

Then I open my eyes and see the man.

He’s in a chair across the room. Six feet away, maybe seven. Close enough to reach me in two strides if he wanted to. He’s big—the kind of big that makes a small room smaller, that displaces air. Dark hair, too long, cut without a mirror. A beard that says he stopped caring about appearances sometime around the same year he stopped caring about furniture, because the chair he’s sitting in looks like he built it himself, and not recently. He’s wearing a flannel shirt rolled to the elbows, and his forearms are roped with muscle and his hands—

His hands are in his lap. Still. Large. The kind of hands that could wrap around a throat without trying. I know those hands. Not his specifically. The type. I know what hands like that can do when the man behind them decides you’ve done something wrong, or nothing wrong, or existed in the wrong way on the wrong day.

I pull the blanket higher.

“Where am I?” My voice sounds like I swallowed gravel.

“My cabin.” His voice is low. Quiet. Not soft—there’s nothing soft about it. Quiet the way a held blade is quiet. Like sound is a resource he’s decided to conserve. “Half a mile north of yours.”

My cabin. The phrase lands wrong. I don’t have a cabin. I have a collapsing structure I found on a hand-drawn map I bought from a gas station in Livingston for sixty dollars, a structure with no running water and a woodstove that worked about half the time and a roof that groaned every time the wind picked up. I had that. Past tense. Because the last thing I remember is the fire going out and not being able to restart it, and the cold moving in like a living thing, patient and absolute, and my hands not working anymore, and thinking: *this is how it ends. Not with him finding me. With the mountain finishing the job.*

“How long—” I start.

“Two days.”

Two days. The words sit in the air between us like something physical. Two days I’ve been in this man’s bed, unconscious, while he—what? Watched? Fed the fire? Changed the water bottles I can feel pressed against my stomach, which means he touched me while I was out, which means—

I watch his face. He’s watching mine. His eyes are grey-green, the color of creek water in winter. Flat. Watchful. Not predatory, not hungry, not amused. If anything, he looks like a man who has been given a package he didn’t order and isn’t sure where to put it.

“Your clothes are drying by the stove,” he says. “You’re wearing mine. I didn’t look.”

The bluntness of it disarms me. Dominic would have made the undressing into a kindness, wrapped it in concern, turned it into something I owed him gratitude for. This man delivers the information like a weather report and waits for me to process it without performance.

I sit up. My head swims. The room tilts, then rights itself. I’m in a thermal shirt that hangs past my wrists and sweatpants I’ve had to bunch at the ankles. His clothes. On my body. The intimacy of it—unwanted, necessary, disorienting—makes my skin feel too tight.

“I need to—” I swing my legs off the bed. The floor is cold even through wool socks that aren’t mine. I stand. My knees buckle. I catch the bed frame. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t reach for me. Just watches with those flat eyes while I fight for balance in his cabin in his clothes after two days in his bed, and the fact that he doesn’t reach for me is so unexpected that I almost sit back down.

Every man I’ve known in the last three years would have been across the room by now. Hands on my arms, guiding me back, telling me to rest, their concern a cage built from good intentions—or the performance of them. This one stays in his chair like the concept of helping me stand is beneath him, or beyond him, or simply never occurred to him as something a person would do.

I prefer it. The absence of help is the most honest thing he’s offered me.

“I need to go back to my cabin.” I say it like I mean it, even though I can barely stand.

Something shifts in his expression. Not sympathy. Something closer to the look a veterinarian gives a barn cat that keeps running from the one person trying to set its broken leg.

“Your roof collapsed under the snowpack two days ago,” he says. “While you were in here. The main beam split. Took the north wall with it.”

I stare at him. “How do you know that?”

“I heard it.”

Half a mile away. He heard a roof collapse half a mile away. Either the sound carries differently in this hollow, or he was listening for it. I file that detail the way I file all details about the men around me: carefully, in a place I can reach in the dark.

“So there’s no cabin.”

“No.”

“And it’s—”

“Forty below.” He says it without inflection. “Forty below and dropping. The next weather window is ten days out. Road’s buried under four feet of drift. Nearest town is thirty-one miles east, and you’d need snowshoes, gear, and a death wish.”

I sink back onto the edge of the bed. The math is simple. No cabin. No road. No way out. Thirty-one miles of mountain winter between me and anywhere, and the only shelter within walking distance belongs to a man whose name I don’t know, whose hands I’ve already categorized by size and scar pattern, whose silence fills a room the way other men fill it with noise.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

A pause. Not hesitation—he’s deciding how much of himself to hand over. I recognize the calculus. I do it every time someone asks me anything.

“Gage.”

Just the one name, offered like a coin dropped on a counter. Take it or leave it.

“Gage what?”

“Maddox.” Another pause. “You?”

“Vera.” I don’t give him the last name. Not yet. Not until I know whether Sinclair is a name that means anything in a place like this, to a man like this. Not until I know if the name I’m running from has reached farther than I thought.

He nods. Doesn’t push for more. Stands—and the room shrinks. He’s taller than I registered from the bed. Six-two, six-three. The cabin ceiling is low enough that he compensates for it without thinking, a slight duck of the head when he moves toward the stove. He’s lived in this space long enough that his body has mapped its dimensions.

He pours water from a kettle into a tin mug and sets it on the table nearest the bed. Not a nightstand—a section of tree trunk, sanded flat. “Drink. Slowly. You’re dehydrated.”

I take the mug. Our fingers don’t touch. I notice the gap—the precise three inches he leaves between his hand and mine when he sets it down—and I notice that I noticed, and I hate that my brain is already building a profile on this man from the distance he keeps. Three inches. Deliberate. A man who thinks about where his hands are in relation to other people.

The water is warm, not hot. Exactly right for someone coming out of hypothermia. He knows things. Survival things. Medical things. This is not a man who stumbled into the wilderness. This is a man who chose it with precision.

I drink. He goes back to his chair. We sit in a silence that’s not comfortable and not threatening and not anything I have a word for, because every silence I’ve shared with a man in the last three years has been a weapon—Dominic’s silence was punishment, retribution, the quiet before the hit. This silence is just... quiet. Like he’s used to it. Like it’s the natural state and sound is the interruption.

I look at the door. Five steps. Heavy. Hinged on the left.

He follows my gaze. “It’s not locked.”

I look back at him.

“It’s never locked,” he says. “You can walk out anytime you want. But it’s forty below, and you don’t have boots rated for it, and you’ll be dead before you reach the tree line. So the door’s not the problem. The temperature is.”

He’s right. I know he’s right. And I know that a locked door and an unlocked door in forty-below weather are the same thing. Both keep you inside. One just lets you believe you had a choice.

I wrap both hands around the mug and feel the warmth seep into my palms and I do not cry. I haven’t cried in eight months. Not when Dominic’s fist connected with my temple and the world went white. Not when I drove fourteen hours on no sleep with blood on my shirt and a kitchen knife in my bag. Not when I found the cabin and realized that I’d traded one cage for another, just colder, just quieter, just mine.

I don’t cry now. I drink the water. I look at the man who saved my life and who I can’t trust and who is sitting six feet away with his terrible patience and his flat eyes and his hands in his lap like a confession he’s not ready to make.

Two days, he said. Two days I’ve been here. Two days of nowhere else to go, stretching out in front of me like the snow-buried road between this hollow and the rest of the world.

I set the mug down. My hands are trembling, but not from the cold. Not anymore.
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Territory

GAGE

She reorganizes my kitchen within six hours of being vertical.

I don’t have much of a kitchen—a plank counter, a camp stove, three shelves I bolted to the wall. Cans on the bottom, dry goods in the middle, the single cast-iron skillet and the tin plates and the two mugs on top. It’s a system. It works. I’ve eaten out of the same rotation for four years and the order of it has a kind of peace, the way a monk’s cell has peace. Everything reduced. Everything known.

Vera Sinclair—she gave me the last name this morning, delivered like a concession after a negotiation I didn’t realize I was in—moves the canned goods to the middle shelf. Puts the beans next to the beans. Separates the vegetables from the meat. Arranges the oats and the flour and the salt like she’s preparing a display in a shop window. She does this without asking. Without commenting. She just looks at my shelf arrangement, processes some internal judgment I’m not invited into, and starts rearranging.

I watch from the doorway. I could stop her. It’s my kitchen. My cabin. My hollow. But the truth is, I’m watching her hands. The way they move—efficient, sure, but careful. She places each can with a precision that tells me she’s used to living in someone else’s space and making it livable without leaving evidence of herself. That’s a learned skill. You learn it in places where your presence is tolerated, not welcomed.

She’s wearing my clothes still. The thermal shirt with the sleeves rolled, the sweatpants cinched at the waist. Her own things are drying on the line I’ve strung near the stove—jeans, a sweater, thermal underwear that’s too thin for this altitude. No base layer. No wool. The wardrobe of a woman who packed for escape, not for winter.

She reaches overhead for the top shelf. The shirt rides up. I see the scar.

Two inches, maybe three. Along her left rib cage, parallel to the bone. Healed but recent—the tissue is still raised, still pink, the kind of scar that’s less than a year old. Not surgical. The edge is jagged. Someone made that mark with force and without skill, and the angle—upward, from below—means she was standing when it happened and the person who did it was close.

She catches the shirt. Pulls it down. Doesn’t look at me. But something in her spine changes—a tension that wasn’t there a second ago, like a wire being tightened. She knows I saw.

I don’t mention it. What would I say? I have my own scars. The knuckles of my right hand look like a topographic map of bad decisions. The difference is, I earned mine. Hers were given to her.

She finishes the shelves. Turns around. “Your organization was chaos.”

“It was a system.”

“It was chaos with habits.”

I almost respond. Almost. The corner of something tugs at my mouth and I kill it. I can’t afford that. Not her commentary, not her rearranged shelves, not the way she stands with her hip cocked against the counter like she’s claiming space. She’s been conscious for one day and she’s already marking territory. I recognize the behavior because I do it too—the first thing I did in this cabin was build the door, hang the shelves, establish the boundaries. She’s doing the same thing. Making a space she can predict, in a situation she can’t control.

The difference between us is that I chose this cage. She didn’t.

I go outside. The air hits me like a wall—you don’t adjust to forty below, you just learn to move through it faster. I split wood until my shoulders burn and my breath is a constant fog and I can’t feel my fingers through the gloves. The rhythm of the axe is the closest thing I have to meditation. Lift. Aim. Commit. The log splits clean. Another. Another. The pile grows.

From the porch, she watches. She’s wrapped in the wool blanket from the bed, boots on—her own, still damp, but she put them on rather than wear mine. I read that: she’ll accept the clothes she needs to survive. She won’t accept comfort she didn’t ask for. There’s a line, and she’s drawing it with every small refusal.

“How long have you been out here?” she calls.

I set another log on the block. “Four years.”

“Alone?”

The axe bites. The wood splits. “Yes.”

She’s quiet for a minute. I can feel her processing, filing, building the profile the same way I’m building one on her. She watches my hands when I work. Specifically my hands. I’ve caught her doing it three times today—at the stove when I adjusted the flue, at the counter when I sliced dried meat for jerky, and now. She watches my hands and something happens in her face, something behind the eyes that I can’t name but that I recognize the way you recognize a language you used to speak. She’s calculating the damage those hands could do. She’s done this math before. With someone else’s hands.

“Do you ever leave?” she asks.

“For supplies. September, before the snow locks the road. Livingston. Once a year.”

“Once a year.” She says it flat, tasting the isolation. “And the rest of the time?”

“The rest of the time, I’m here.”

I don’t tell her what “here” means. I don’t tell her that “here” is where I came after the arraignment, after the ruling, after Lena packed her bag and drove to Bozeman and didn’t look back. I don’t tell her that “here” is the distance I put between myself and the rest of the human race because the alternative was testing, every single day, whether the thing inside me that killed Cole was a one-time event or a permanent condition.

She nods. Pulls the blanket tighter. Doesn’t push.

Smart. Most people push. Most people hear “four years alone in the mountains” and need to fill the silence with questions—why, what happened, were you running from something. She doesn’t. She takes the information and folds it into whatever internal map she’s building, and she lets the silence stand, and I’m grateful for that in a way that alarms me.

Inside, the afternoon light fades early. This deep in winter, full dark comes by four-thirty. I light the oil lamp—the generator runs the water pump and the radio, nothing else. The cabin fills with amber light that softens every hard surface, including the hard surface of the woman sitting on my couch with her knees drawn up, reading the battered copy of East of Eden I’ve read four times.

She reads fast. Turns pages with the focus of someone who learned early that books are the safest place to disappear. I know this because I do the same thing. The bookshelf is the most populated surface in the cabin—thirty-odd volumes I’ve carried in over four years, one or two at a time, in the September resupply pack. Steinbeck. McCarthy. A survival manual. A field guide to Rocky Mountain flora. Three dog-eared paperback thrillers I keep for the nights when the wind is too loud and sleep won’t come.

She’s chosen Steinbeck. I don’t know what that says about her, but it says something.

“This is good,” she says, without looking up.

“I know.”

“Arrogant of you. You didn’t write it.”

“I chose it. Same thing.”

She looks up. There’s a flicker in her expression—not a smile, something in the neighborhood of a smile that decided against the full commitment. “It’s really not.”

I go back to sharpening the knife I was working on before she interrupted me by existing in my living space. The sound of the whetstone is familiar. Rhythmic. She reads. I sharpen. The fire mutters. Outside, the wind is picking up—I can hear it testing the corners of the cabin, looking for a way in, the way the cold always does.

At some point, I realize we’ve been in the same room for two hours without speaking, and neither of us is uncomfortable. This is wrong. This is the kind of ease that takes years to build or never builds at all, and we’ve had it for an afternoon, and I don’t know what to do with the fact that a stranger’s silence fits inside mine like a key turning.

She yawns. Catches it behind her hand. Her eyes are heavy—her body is still recovering, burning through calories it doesn’t have, fighting for equilibrium in a system that nearly shut down three days ago.

“Take the bed,” I say.

“Where do you sleep?”

“Floor.”

She frowns. “That’s—”

“It’s where I sleep. The bed is for you. For now.”

The “for now” is important. I say it so we both hear it. This is temporary. She’ll heal. The weather will break. She’ll leave. The cabin will be mine again, quiet again, empty again. And I’ll go back to the careful nothing that has kept me alive, and I won’t think about how a stranger rearranged my shelves and read my Steinbeck and said “chaos with habits” in a voice that had a laugh buried in it somewhere, under all the damage.

She stands. Pauses at the bed. Looks back at me.

“I need to go back to my cabin tomorrow. To see it. To get my things.”

“Your roof collapsed. There is no cabin.”

“There are things I need.”

I hear what she’s not saying: I need to verify what you told me. I need to see it with my own eyes. Because I don’t take anyone’s word for the shape of my cage.

“When the wind dies,” I say. “I’ll take you.”

She nods. Gets into the bed. Pulls the blanket up. I wait for her to close her eyes, and then I wait some more, because the lamp light does something to the angles of her face and I’m committing the image to memory without meaning to, the way my body commits a trail to muscle memory—not by decision but by repetition, by proximity, by the simple inescapable fact of her being the only other person in a thousand square miles.

I turn off the lamp. Lie on the floor in the dark. Listen to her breathing slow and even out.

*Temporary*, I tell myself. *She’ll leave when the snow melts.*

But the hollow is sealed until April, and it’s January, and three months is a long time to share a cabin with a woman who watches your hands and doesn’t flinch.
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