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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, extreme possessiveness, institutional corruption, poisoning, death of a family member, medical emergencies, power imbalance, explicit language, morally grey characters, violent confrontations, corporate cover-up, toxic workplace dynamics, isolation, and dark romantic elements.

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.
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The safest man in the room is the one who built the cage. The most dangerous is the one who locked himself inside it with you.

— Lenna Cross, The Architecture of Want

For the ones who stayed when the storm said run.
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Before

Nash

There is blood on my hands. Not mine. Hers.

I don’t know how much. In the fluorescent stutter of the med bay lights—the generator has been failing for three days, and I’ve stopped expecting anything on this mountain to work the way it should—the red looks black. It pools in the lines of my palms like something I was born carrying. I wipe them on my shirt and it doesn’t help. Nothing I do in this room is going to help.

She is on the table where she puts other people. The irony would be funny if I could feel anything past the sound of my own breathing, which is too fast and too loud and doing nothing useful for either of us. Isla Corbin, who walked onto my mountain six weeks ago with a duffel bag and a lie and the kind of steady hands I’d have traded my whole crew to keep—she is not moving.

Her braid is undone. I don’t know when that happened. The dark hair fans across the stainless steel like something spilled, and I catch myself reaching to push it back from her face before I realize what I’m doing. My hands hesitate an inch from her skin. I have held this woman against a wall. I have held her in the dark when neither of us could pretend we were anything but terrified. I have held her the way a man holds the one thing he can’t afford to lose, which is to say badly, too hard, with all the wrong parts of himself.

Now my hands hover above her face and I can’t make them land.

“Corbin.” My voice sounds like it’s been dragged over gravel. “Open your eyes.”

She doesn’t.

Outside, the wind screams against the walls of the building like something trying to get in. Or something trying to get out. The whiteout has been running for eleven days now, which is four days past what the weather service predicted and two days past what I thought the camp could survive. The camp survived. Whether we did is a different question, one I’m not in a position to answer while the only woman I’ve ever—

I stop the thought. Cage it. Lock the door.

That’s what I do. That’s all I’ve ever known how to do.

I pull a stool to the side of the table. Sit. My knees don’t want to bend and my ribs ache from something I don’t remember taking a hit for, but the body is mechanical right now—a machine running on fumes, doing what it’s told because the alternative is collapse, and I don’t get to collapse. Not while she’s here. Not while the bandage I pressed to her side is soaking through in a slow, deliberate way that tells me I did it wrong. I’m not a medic. I’m a man who runs a mine, and the distance between those two things has never felt wider than it does right now, with her blood turning my hands into evidence.

“You came to my mountain,” I say, and my voice has dropped into something I don’t recognize. Quiet. Steady. The voice I use underground when the ceiling groans and the men need to believe everything is fine. “You came here with your little tests and your locked drawers and your questions that never stopped.”

I reach for her hand. Take it. Her fingers are cold. Isla’s hands are never cold—she runs warm, a furnace in a five-foot-six frame, and I noticed that before I noticed almost anything else about her because my hands are always cold and hers weren’t and some part of my brain catalogued that as important. Filed it. I file everything about her. I have a record of this woman inside my skull that no one asked me to keep, and I have maintained it with the same obsessive discipline I use to run safety checks, which is to say: religiously.

Her fingers don’t close around mine.

“You came here to burn it down,” I tell her. “The mine. The records. Everything I built on top of what they buried. And I let you.” I swallow. “I held the match.”

The generator stutters again. The lights blink. In the half-second of darkness, I tighten my grip on her hand like the mountain might swallow her if I don’t.

Seven years. I spent seven years turning this operation into something Caleb would have been proud of, and it took her six weeks to show me it was built on a grave. His grave. All of theirs. And the worst part—the part I will carry long after this mountain lets us go, if it lets us go—is that I looked at the evidence and my first instinct wasn’t to save my men.

It was to save her.

I don’t know when that happened. I don’t know the exact moment when Isla Corbin stopped being an inconvenience and became the thing I’d gut this whole mountain to protect. It wasn’t the first time she challenged me in front of my crew—though that lit something I didn’t want to name. It wasn’t the night I found her in the med bay at two in the morning, hunched over bloodwork that shouldn’t have existed, and she looked up at me without fear. Without a single goddamn ounce of fear.

Maybe it was the stitches. Her hands steady while mine bled, and her voice saying something dry and cutting about my pain tolerance while her fingers worked, and I thought: this woman is going to ruin me. Not may. Not could. Going to. A certainty, like a geological survey. The data was already in.

I should have sent her back while the road was still open.

I should have been the thing she accused me of being—the warden, the tyrant, the man who runs his kingdom and doesn’t ask why the walls are built so high. I should have locked her out of the records room the first night instead of the last. I should have looked at her and seen a threat instead of a woman whose hands didn’t shake when everything else did.

But I’m not that man. I tried to be. For thirty-three years, I tried. And then she walked onto my mountain and took a stool in my med bay and started asking questions that nobody had ever bothered to ask, and I felt the ground shift under a foundation I thought was bedrock.

The monitors beep. Steady. Slow. I watch the green line trace its way across the screen and count the intervals like I count bolt patterns in the mine—obsessively, because counting is control, and control is the only prayer I have left.

“Stay,” I tell her. My thumb traces the back of her hand. The knuckle. The scar from her first code blue, which she told me about at two in the morning in a voice so casual it made me want to break something. “That’s an order, Corbin. And you’ve never once followed my orders.”

I press my forehead to our joined hands.

“So do it now just to prove me wrong.”

The wind outside changes pitch. The lights hold. And somewhere under my thumb, against the thin skin of her wrist, I feel her pulse answer.

Act I

WHITE NOISE
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Chapter One
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Rotation

Isla

The helicopter pilot tells me twice that we’re turning back. I tell him twice that we’re not.

He gives me a look that says he’s done arguing with passengers, and I give him one that says I didn’t ask for a debate. The mountains below us are a saw blade of granite and snow, half-swallowed by the low ceiling of cloud that’s been dropping all morning. The Garnet Range in November looks like something a painter abandoned. Too much gray. Not enough reason to stay.

I stay anyway. That’s the whole point.

The camp materializes out of the fog like a rumor made solid—corrugated steel buildings crouched at the base of a ridge, a gravel yard, a handful of trucks parked at angles that suggest the drivers stopped caring about geometry around the time the temperature dropped below twenty. Smoke curls from a chimney on the largest building, and there’s a man standing at the edge of the helipad in a hard hat and a canvas jacket that looks older than I am. He doesn’t wave. He watches us descend the way you watch weather you can’t do anything about.

The skids hit gravel. The rotors chop the air into something hostile. I grab my duffel—thirty-eight pounds including the spectrometer hidden between two thermal shirts and a down jacket I’ll need before nightfall—and drop out of the helicopter into a wind that immediately tries to take me apart.

Montana in late autumn doesn’t welcome you. It tolerates you, grudgingly, the way a large animal tolerates a fly. You can stay if you want. It will not adjust itself on your account.

“Corbin?” The man at the helipad has moved closer. He’s fifty-something, with a weathered face and hands that look like they’ve shaken every tool in a mine at least once. “You the nurse?”

“Isla Corbin. Yes.”

He looks me up and down with the subtle skepticism of a man who’s seen a lot of people arrive at this camp and most of them leave. “Rook. I’m second-in-command. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.” He reaches for my duffel. I don’t let go. He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t push it.

Good. I like him already.

The camp is exactly what the briefing packet described and nothing like it. On paper, the Garnet Range operation is a mid-scale copper and silver mine with twenty-six full-time crew, a rotating support staff of four, and a six-week winter schedule that runs November through mid-December before the pass closes for good. On the ground, it’s a colony. A small, industrial country with its own rules and its own weather and—judging by the way Rook walks me past the equipment shed with a nod so proprietary he might as well have signed the mortgage—its own government.

“Mess hall.” He points to the largest building, the one with the chimney. “Breakfast is five thirty. Dinner is six. Don’t be late for either. Kitchen shuts when it shuts.”

“Who cooks?”

“Maren. You’ll meet her. She’ll like you or she won’t, and there’s nothing you can do about it either way.”

He leads me across the yard to a smaller building—concrete block, flat roof, the architectural charm of a shipping container. Inside, it’s divided into a narrow corridor with doors on each side. “Your quarters.” He opens the second door on the right. “Med bay is the building with the red cross on the door, which I hope is self-explanatory.”

The room is eight feet by ten. A cot, a footlocker, a small desk screwed to the wall, a window that faces the ridge. The glass is thick and slightly warped, and through it the mountain looks like it’s bending toward us. I set the duffel on the cot.

“The last nurse,” I say, casual as I can make it. “Left midway through her rotation?”

Rook’s expression doesn’t change, but something behind it does. A door closing in a house you thought was empty. “Dr. Marsh. She had her reasons.”

“Anyone tell you what they were?”

“Anyone tell you the foreman doesn’t like questions?”

He says it without hostility. A fact of nature, like the cold. I file it and let it go.

After Rook leaves, I lock the door. Open the duffel. Under the thermal shirts, under the down jacket, past the wool socks and the work boots and the copy of a toxicology textbook with a cracked spine: the spectrometer. Small enough to fit in a lunch box. Sensitive enough to detect arsenic at parts per billion. I’d paid for it with three months of overtime shifts and a savings account my mother would have told me to leave alone.

Next to the spectrometer: sample vials. Twelve of them, sterile, labeled in my handwriting. And beneath those, a notebook. Three years of research. Ridgeline Mining Corp, Coldwater operation, employee health data, OSHA complaints, settlement records. My father’s name on page six, circled in red ink so old it’s gone brown.

Thomas Corbin. Miner. Fifty-one years old. Cause of death: respiratory failure. Underlying cause: unknown.

Not unknown. Unexplained. Which is a different word with a very different weight, and the difference is the reason I’m standing in an eight-by-ten room on a mountain in western Montana instead of pulling a double in the ER where my attending thinks I’m spending the winter.

I tuck the spectrometer back under the shirts. Close the duffel. Sit on the cot.

Through the warped glass, the mountain watches me. The light is already failing—November at this latitude gives you about eight hours of gray and sixteen of black, and the black is not a metaphor. No streetlights. No ambient glow. Just the mountain, the mine, and whatever this camp is hiding behind its bolt-tight routines and its foreman who doesn’t like questions.

I pull my father’s mining badge from my coat pocket. It’s the size of a credit card, laminated, worn smooth at the edges. His photo: younger than I remember, hard hat on, half-smiling at whoever held the camera. On the back, scratched into the plastic with a pocketknife in handwriting I’d recognize in my sleep: Spark.

His name for me. Since I was four years old and stuck a fork in a wall outlet and he laughed so hard my mother threw a shoe at him.

I press my thumb over the word. Close my eyes. Take one breath.

Then I put the badge back in my pocket, pull on my jacket, and go find the med bay. Because I’m not here for grief. Grief is a luxury that lives at lower altitudes, in warm rooms, where fathers die of things doctors bother to explain. I’m here for the explanation. And if this mountain doesn’t want to give it to me, I’ll dig it out the same way these men dig copper: with discipline, and patience, and no regard whatsoever for how much rock is in the way.

The mess hall door opens across the yard as I cross it. A woman steps out—short, Japanese American, mid-fifties, with a dish towel over her shoulder and a gaze that could field-strip an excuse at twenty paces.

“You’re the new medic.” Not a question.

“Isla.”

“Maren.” She studies me for a second. Two. Three. Then nods once, like I passed a test I didn’t know I was taking. “Coffee’s on if you want it. And Corbin?”

“Yeah?”

“The foreman will want to see you at the briefing. Six AM. Don’t be soft about it.”

She goes back inside. I stare at the closed door for a moment, then keep walking toward the med bay. The red cross on its door is faded to the pink of a wound that’s been healing too long without attention.

Behind me, across the yard, a man steps out of the building marked OPERATIONS in stenciled white letters. He’s tall—taller than the doorframe seems prepared for—and he moves with the unhurried authority of someone who has never once doubted that the ground will hold wherever he steps. Dark jacket, dark hair, a posture that suggests the mountain was here first but he’s been running it longer.

He stops. Looks at me across the gravel yard and the failing light and the wind that carries everything between us into noise.

I don’t wave. Neither does he.

I didn’t come to his mountain to be noticed. But Nash Dunning looked at me like he’d already decided I was a problem. He wasn’t wrong.
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Chapter Two
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The Law

Nash

My alarm goes off at four forty-five. I’ve been awake since three.

This is not unusual. Sleep is something that happens to other people—people with smaller roofs and fewer names on their responsibility list. My list has twenty-six names. Twenty-seven, now, with the nurse. I don’t count myself because a man can’t be his own inventory. He’s the one holding the clipboard.

I pull on the same clothes I wear every day—thermal base layer, canvas work pants, the flannel shirt with the fraying collar that I should replace and won’t—and start the walk. The pre-dawn inspection is mine alone. Has been for seven years. I check the perimeter first: fence lines, equipment sheds, fuel storage. Then the mine entrance, where I stand long enough to listen. The mountain talks if you know how to hear it. Settling sounds, pressure shifts, the faint ticking of rock cooling in November air. Most mornings it says nothing interesting. Some mornings it says enough to cancel a shift.

Today it’s quiet. I take that as permission and move on.

By five fifteen I’m in the operations building, where the safety board fills one wall with status cards—green for clear, yellow for watch, red for stand-down. Everything is green. I made it green. Every card, every protocol, every bolt check and air quality reading is a decision I made because the alternative is trusting someone else to make it, and I learned seven years ago what trust buys you in a mine.

A funeral. Trust buys you a funeral.

Caleb’s picture sits on the corner of my desk. Not framed—I’m not sentimental about containers. It’s a snapshot, creased at the corners, one edge going soft. He’s twenty-seven in the photo, grinning, hard hat tipped back, standing at the mine entrance with a pickaxe over his shoulder like he’s posing for a recruitment poster. My brother was the kind of man who made dangerous work look like an invitation.

I am not that kind of man. I am the kind who makes dangerous work look like what it is and then triple-checks the bolts.

Five thirty. Mess hall. Twenty-four men sit at long tables with coffee mugs and plates of whatever Maren decided they’re eating. She runs the kitchen the way I run the mine, which is to say without input, and the few men who’ve suggested a menu change still flinch when she holds a ladle.

I don’t eat at the tables. I eat standing, near the door, because sitting in the middle of my crew is a social contract I’m not interested in signing. They respect me. They don’t need to like me, and the distance is the reason the respect works.

The new nurse isn’t here yet.

I don’t know why I notice. I notice everything—it’s the job—but there’s a difference between noticing an empty seat at a briefing table and noticing the specific absence of a woman I saw for eleven seconds yesterday across a gravel yard in bad light.

I noticed her the way you notice a crack in a load-bearing wall. Not because it’s interesting. Because it’s relevant.

Rook drops into the chair nearest the door. He’s my buffer between the crew and whatever mood I woke up in, a role he’s been filling for five years without anyone asking him to. “She’s settled in,” he says, which I didn’t ask about. “Seems competent.”

“Dr. Marsh seemed competent.”

“Dr. Marsh was competent. She just didn’t want to be here.”

Nobody wants to be here. That’s not a complaint. It’s a geological fact, like the granite. You don’t come to the Garnet Range because you love it. You come because the mine pays twelve dollars more an hour than the next nearest operation, and I run a crew that brings men home alive. That’s the contract. I haven’t broken it yet.

The mess hall door opens. The nurse walks in and every head that should be looking at their coffee is instead looking at her. She’s in a gray thermal and work pants, her dark hair pulled back in a braid that manages to look both practical and deliberate, and she moves through the room like she’s already mapped the exits. Not nervous. Tactical. The kind of awareness that comes from working environments where things go wrong fast.

She takes a seat near the middle of a table. Pours coffee without asking anyone where the pot is. Found it herself.

I don’t like how much I notice about her. I file the dislike and move on.

“Morning briefing,” I say, and the room goes quiet the way it always does—not with a hush but with an absence, as if the noise simply decides I outrank it. “Shift one enters at oh-six-hundred. Section four-bravo. Ventilation was reading point-three above threshold on Friday, so I pulled the west face and we’re running east only until the fans cycle. Questions.”

It’s not really a question. It’s an invitation to demonstrate that you don’t have one.

“Actually.”

The word comes from the middle of the table. From the nurse. Every head turns. Mine doesn’t—I’m already looking at her, because I’ve been looking at her since she sat down, and I am beginning to resent the fact.

“The ventilation protocol,” she says. Her voice is calm. Measured. The voice of someone who is used to delivering bad news in rooms where people are bleeding. “You said point-three above threshold. What’s the threshold based on?”

“MSHA federal standards.”

“Which were last updated in 2018.” She holds my gaze. Her eyes are gray, and they don’t move. “The current OSHA advisory recommends recalibrating mine ventilation thresholds every eighteen months to account for particulate drift. Especially in copper-silver operations where the rock composition—”

“I’m aware of the advisory.”

“Then you’re aware it’s not binding, which means it’s exactly the kind of thing that gets deprioritized in remote operations.” She takes a sip of her coffee. “I’d like to review the air quality data from the last six months. As part of my occupational health assessment.”

The mess hall has gone so quiet I can hear Maren’s ladle scraping the bottom of a pot in the kitchen.

“Your occupational health assessment.” I repeat it slowly. Not because I didn’t understand. Because I want her to hear how it sounds in a room where I’m the only one who decides what gets assessed.

“Yes.” She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t adjust. Sits there with her coffee and her gray eyes and her braid and waits for me to either give her what she wants or explain why I won’t.

I could end this in four words: Not your jurisdiction, Corbin. I’ve ended larger conversations with fewer. But there’s something in the way she asked—not deferential, not aggressive, just precise—that makes the four words stick in my throat.

“Rook will get you the reports,” I say. “After your shift.”

She nods. Once. Like she expected exactly this much resistance and budgeted for it.

I dismiss the briefing. The men file out. The nurse finishes her coffee, stands, and leaves without looking at me again, which is both what I wanted and, absurdly, not.

Rook lingers by the door. He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t need to. His eyebrows are doing the talking.

“Don’t,” I tell him.

“Didn’t say a word.”

“Your face did.”

He leaves. I stand in the empty mess hall and look at the chair where she sat, and I think about the fact that no one has questioned my protocols in this room since Caleb. My brother used to challenge every briefing I gave, not because he disagreed but because he believed that any plan that couldn’t survive a question wasn’t a plan. It was a wish.

I walk back to the operations building. Open my office. Caleb grins at me from the corner of the desk, permanently twenty-seven, permanently fearless.

She’s going to be a problem. The kind that doesn’t look away when you need her to.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Vital Signs

Isla

The med bay smells like rubbing alcohol and apology.

Whoever set this up did it with the minimum required effort and not a calorie more. Two exam tables, a supply cabinet with a padlock that’s seen better decades, a desk with a computer so old it still has a disc drive, and a refrigerator that hums at a pitch designed to erode sanity over time. The fluorescent lights have a two-second delay when you flip the switch, which means every morning starts with standing in the dark waiting for the room to decide you’re worth illuminating.

I spend the first hour cataloguing. Supplies: adequate. Equipment: minimal. Emergency kit: stocked but not updated since April. And the files.

The files are where it starts to feel wrong.

Dr. Marsh kept digital records on the ancient desktop and paper backups in a filing cabinet near the window. I open the digital files first, scrolling through six months of employee health data. Blood panels, respiratory assessments, quarterly physicals. Everything is organized, timestamped, notated in a hand that’s either meticulous or performing meticulousness for an audience.

The blood panels are the problem. Twenty-six men. Monthly draws. And the numbers are—consistent. Unremarkably, impossibly consistent. Hemoglobin levels within a tenth of a point month over month. Liver function identical across quarters. White cell counts so uniform they could be a template.

Bodies don’t do that. Bodies are chaotic, variable, responsive to a thousand inputs from altitude to diet
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