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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, captivity, isolation, explicit language, violence, drug use and addiction (referenced), death of a sibling (backstory), morally gray characters, toxic relationship dynamics, and dark themes throughout.

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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Some men build walls to keep the world out. The dangerous ones build them to keep you in—and make you grateful for the cage.

Ezra Blackwell, The Distiller’s Confession

For the ones who stayed on the wrong side of the wire.
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Wire

Nash

I find her in the wire on a Tuesday.

Not that days carry weight up here. Time on the mountain moves by the still: mash days, ferment days, run days. The calendar is a lowland invention, something for people who have appointments to keep and places worth being. I haven’t had either in three years. But I remember it’s a Tuesday because it’s the last ordinary day I have.

The perimeter alarm is a low-tech thing. Fishing line strung between posts, threaded through Mason jars filled with gravel. Something trips the line, the jars rattle. Deer set it off twice a week. Once, a black bear. I go out with my rifle and my headlamp, find animal tracks in the mud, reset the line, and walk back to the cabin thinking about nothing. Nothing is what I’m good at. I’ve had practice.

Tonight the jars don’t rattle. They scream.

I grab the Remington and go out barefoot because the sound doesn’t leave time for boots. The headlamp cuts a narrow beam through the trees. White pine, hemlock, undergrowth thick enough to swallow a man at ten paces. I follow the noise south, where the wire runs tightest. I added a second row of barbed coils six months ago on the southern face because that’s the only direction that matters. Town is south. The road is south. Everything I’ve cut out of my life is south, and I reinforced the southern line the way you reinforce a wall against the weather you know is coming.

She’s tangled in the lower strand. Her jacket’s snagged on three barbs. Her left arm is laced through the wire like she tried to climb over and gravity cast the deciding vote. Blood looks black in the headlamp beam. It runs down her forearm and drips off her fingers into the dirt, each drop landing with a sound I shouldn’t be able to hear over my own breathing.

She isn’t moving.

I stand there with the rifle in one hand and the light on her face and I count to ten. My father’s trick for impulse control. Count before you act, boy, because acting is what gets Kincaid men killed. The one useful piece of advice the old man ever put into the world.

I run the options the way I run a batch. Without sentiment.

Option one: leave her. Not mine. Whatever she’s running from, she picked a direction and the wire stopped her and that’s between her and the mountain. Option two: cut her loose and point her south. Twelve miles through timber in the dark with a shredded arm. She’ll make it or she won’t.

Option three is the one I don’t let myself think yet, but it’s already settling into my hands, already telling my fingers to reach for the wire cutters on my belt instead of the rifle.

She opens her eyes.

Dark. Nearly black. The kind that don’t give anything away until they decide to give everything. They find the headlamp first, flinch from it, then track down the light to my face. She doesn’t scream. People usually scream when they wake up bleeding in the dark with a man standing over them holding a gun. She looks at me with those dark eyes and says, in a voice scraped raw from running or crying or both:

“Please don’t call anyone.”

Not help me. Not where am I. Please don’t call anyone. She’s more afraid of being found than she is of bleeding out on a stranger’s fence in the middle of nowhere.

I know that kind of math. I’ve done that kind of math. The calculation where the known threat is so bad that the unknown one—the dark woods, the barbed wire, the man with the rifle—registers as the safer bet.

I put the rifle down.

“I’m going to cut you loose,” I tell her. “Hold still.”

She does. Perfectly still, with a discipline that tells me more than anything she could say. People who hold still like that have been trained by pain. They’ve learned that moving makes it worse.

I work the cutters along the lower strand, peeling barbs out of her jacket one at a time. Up close she smells like sweat and road dust and something underneath, something her body produces on its own that the running hasn’t burned off. I catalogue it and hate myself for cataloguing it.

The last barb is in her skin. Hooked into the outside of her left forearm, buried past the point. I brace my hand against her wrist to pull the metal free, and when I touch her she flinches once, then locks down. That trained stillness.

“This one’s going to pull.”

“Just do it.”

I do it. The barb comes out trailing a thin line of blood and she makes a sound. Quiet. Contained. Pressed between her teeth like she’s rationing it. I’ve heard men twice her size make more noise pulling a splinter.

“Can you walk?”

She sits up. Tries. Her left arm hangs like it’s forgotten its function. Her legs shake, but she gets them under her and stands.

“I can walk.”

She can’t. Three steps toward the tree line and her knees fold and she catches herself on a pine trunk with her good hand, bark biting into her palm. She’s going to try again. I can see it in the set of her jaw. She’s going to stand up and walk south into twelve miles of dark timber because whatever is behind her is worse than the walk.

I should let her.

I pick her up instead. She’s lighter than she should be. My mother would have said somebody isn’t feeding this girl, and she would have said it like an accusation aimed at the whole world. I carry her north, toward the cabin, and she doesn’t fight me. She tucks her bleeding arm against her chest and presses her forehead into my shoulder and I feel the heat of her breath through my shirt and something in my chest shifts. Breaks loose. Starts moving for the first time in three years.

The cabin is dark. I built it that way. No porch light, no windows facing the approach, nothing to signal occupancy from the tree line. I kick the door open and carry her inside and lay her on the couch that hasn’t held another person since Jude.

Jude. My brother’s name is a fist behind my sternum. I push it down the way I always push it down. Hard. Fast. Without looking at what it leaves behind.

I clean the wire wounds with moonshine because the medicine cabinet has been empty since the last time I stitched my own hand. She watches me work and doesn’t ask questions. Not my name. Not where she is. Not whether she’s safe.

Smart. She doesn’t know the answer to that last one. Neither do I.

I wrap her arm with strips of a clean shirt and I notice three things about her that I shouldn’t be noticing. The freckles across her nose, scattered like a code I could spend years failing to break. The way she tucks her hair behind her ear with her good hand while I’m wrapping the bad one, a gesture so automatic it must be a tell for something I can’t identify yet. And the weight of her. Still in my arms. My body is holding the shape of her against my chest, the ghost of carrying her pressed into the muscles, and it won’t let go.

I step back. Wash the blood off my hands at the sink. The water runs pink and I watch it spiral down the drain and I think about fermentation. About how you introduce a catalyst to a stable environment and the chemistry changes, permanently. You can’t un-change it. You can only manage the reaction.

She’s asleep. Or pretending, which might be smarter. On my couch, under a blanket from the closet, with her boots still on because she comes from a place where you keep your boots on in case you need to run.

I sit on the porch with the rifle across my knees and the dark pressing in and the wire humming at the perimeter, and I think about what I’ve done.

I should have left her there.

I should have let the mountain take her back to wherever she came from, let the wire do what I built it to do, let the perimeter hold. Three years of discipline. Three years of wire and silence and whiskey and nothing. Three years of building a world so small and so controlled that nothing could get in.

She got in.

I carried her inside, and that was the first cut.

Act I

THE SNARE
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Trespasser

Thea

The first thing I register is woodsmoke and something sharper underneath it. Antiseptic. Moonshine. Both.

The second thing is that I’m alive, which wasn’t a guarantee six hours ago.

I open my eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling. Timber beams, rough-hewn, the kind someone cut and hauled and fitted by hand because they didn’t trust the lumber yard or couldn’t afford it or both. Low light from a window I can’t see. My left arm throbs in steady, metronomic pulses, and when I lift it the pain clarifies into something specific: barbed wire, a stranger’s hands, the white beam of a headlamp in the dark.

I sit up slowly. The couch beneath me is old leather, cracked and worn to the shape of someone else’s body. A blanket covers me that isn’t mine. My boots are still on. I remember lacing them tight in Cade’s trailer, thinking: if you have to run, run in boots that fit.

I ran.

The cabin is one room, plus a doorway that leads to what’s probably a bedroom. Kitchen area on the left: a sink, a camp stove, a shelf of Mason jars filled with clear liquid that isn’t water. A wood-burning stove in the center, cold now but recently used. One chair at a table big enough for two but set for one. One plate, one glass, one knife. I notice these things the way I’ve learned to notice things: automatically, building a map, cataloguing exits.

There are two exits. The front door. A window above the sink, wide enough to climb through. The front door is closed but not locked. I can see the deadbolt from here, heavy brass, turned to the open position.

He left it unlocked. Or he wants me to think he did.

I stand. My legs don’t trust me yet, but my legs haven’t had a vote since the night I drove forty miles on back roads with Cade’s thirty thousand dollars in a duffel bag and his ledger sealed in a waterproof bag under the spare tire. That was yesterday. Or two days ago. I’ve lost the thread of time somewhere between the Virginia state line and the wire.

The wire. I remember it now with physical accuracy. Running through timber in the dark, branches whipping my face, lungs burning, and then the wire catching me low across the thighs. I tried to climb over. The barbs found my jacket, my forearm, my skin. The world narrowed to pain and metal and the taste of dirt, and then light, and a man’s face behind it, and the sound of his voice saying hold still.

I held still. I’m good at holding still when someone with authority says to.

I’m good at a lot of things I shouldn’t be.

I cross the room and pull the door open. Morning light hits me like a slap. I stand there blinking, letting my eyes adjust to a world I wasn’t sure I’d see again.

Trees. In every direction, nothing but trees. Pine, hemlock, bare-branched oaks that haven’t leafed out yet. The cabin sits in a rough clearing, maybe forty feet across, packed-dirt yard, a path that leads left toward a low outbuilding with a corrugated roof. Beyond the clearing, the forest swallows the sky.

And the wire.

I see it now in daylight, what I only felt in the dark. Barbed wire strung between wooden posts, running in both directions from where I’m standing, disappearing into the trees on either side. Two strands, chest-high and knee-high, with razor coils on the upper wire that catch the morning light. The posts are spaced every ten feet, driven deep, the ground beneath them cleared of brush. Someone maintains this. Recently. The wire is taut, the posts straight, the spacing precise.

This isn’t keeping animals out. This is infrastructure.

I step off the porch and walk toward the tree line. Cold air, sharp, thick with pine sap and wet earth and the faint sweetness of something fermenting. No highway noise, no voices, no engines. I checked my phone when I woke up. It found nothing. Not a bar. Not a flicker.

I reach the wire. Stand in front of it. My arm throbs where the barbs went in last night, a fresh reminder of what this wire does to the things that try to cross it.

I could climb it. In daylight, with both hands working, I could pick my way between the strands and be on the other side in thirty seconds. Walk south through the trees until I find a road. Find a phone. Call someone.

Who? Cade pays the county sheriff. Cash and product. My sister Rosie learned that when she tried to report what was happening to her and the deputy she talked to called Cade before she made it home. That was three months before Rosie died. Three months during which Cade knew she was trying to leave and made sure she couldn’t.

I don’t call the police. Rosie taught me that. She taught me a lot of things, most of them about what happens to women who trust the systems built to protect them.

“The road is twelve miles south.”

His voice comes from behind me. Low, unhurried, the kind of voice that doesn’t need volume to carry. I turn.

He’s standing at the corner of the cabin with a coffee cup in one hand, and he looks different in daylight. Last night he was a shape behind a headlamp, a voice in the dark, hands on my skin. Now he’s a man. Tall. Lean in a way that suggests labor, not vanity. Dark hair pushed off his forehead, a jaw that could have been carved from the same wood as his cabin. He’s wearing a flannel rolled to the elbows and I can see the muscles in his forearms, the scars on his knuckles, a long pale line running the length of his left forearm that wasn’t from any accident.

His eyes are wrong. Too light for his coloring. Pale gray-green, the color of a Mason jar held up to the sun. They settle on me with a weight I feel in my teeth.

“Twelve miles,” I repeat.

“Through timber. No trail for the first four. You’d hit the county road eventually, if you kept your bearing. Most people don’t.”

“Most people try?”

“Most people don’t make it past the wire.”

I look at the cut section. The gap he made last night, the wire curled back like a wound left open. He hasn’t repaired it.

“So I can leave.”

He drinks his coffee. Takes his time with it. Sets the cup on the porch railing with the precision of a man who does everything deliberately, for whom carelessness is a flaw he eliminated long ago.

“You can leave anytime you want.”

No inflection. A fact. The door is unlocked. The wire has a gap. The road is twelve miles south. I am free to go.

But I don’t know where I am. I don’t have a car or a working phone or supplies. My arm is wrapped in strips of this man’s shirt and it needs real attention. Cade has people looking for me right now, and twelve miles of open road is twelve miles of exposure.

He knows all of this. He’s watching me do the math, and he’s waiting for me to arrive at the answer he already calculated.

“What’s your name?” I ask. The question I should have led with and didn’t, because last night I was too busy bleeding and this morning I was too busy counting exits.

“Nash.” A pause. “Kincaid.”

“Thea Belmont.”

He nods once. Doesn’t offer a hand. Doesn’t smile. He takes in my name the way he takes in everything: filing it somewhere precise and retrievable.

“How long have I been here?”

“About eight hours. You lost some blood. Not enough to worry about.”

I touch the bandage on my arm. His work. Clean wrapping, firm pressure, not a centimeter of wasted fabric. He did this the way someone does something they’ve done many times, on wounds worse than mine.

“Thank you,” I say, and it comes out harder than I intend because I’m watching his eyes while I say it, trying to read whether this man who cut me from his fence and carried me to his couch and bandaged my arm and left the door unlocked is kind or calculating or something I haven’t encountered before.

“Don’t thank me yet.” He picks up his cup. “You haven’t decided whether you’re staying.”

Haven’t decided. Not can’t leave. Not have to stay. Haven’t decided. Like this is a choice. Like the wire and the woods and the twelve miles and the dealer who wants me dead are just variables, and I’m the unknown.

I look at the trees. The wire. The gap. The man on his porch drinking coffee like it’s any other morning, like there isn’t a stranger in his yard weighing the odds of surviving his forest against the odds of surviving his house.

“I’ll stay,” I say. “Until my arm heals.”

Something moves behind his eyes. Not surprise. Not satisfaction. Something I can’t name, settling into his expression the way sediment settles in a glass.

“My property,” he says. “My rules.”

“What rules?”

“Don’t go into the still house without asking. Don’t touch the wire. And don’t lie to me about why you’re running, because I’ll know.”

He walks toward the outbuilding without waiting for my answer. He moves like weather, with a kind of controlled inevitability, and I watch him go and I think about the word rules and what it means from a man who builds walls out of razor wire and lives alone on a mountain and knew exactly how to close a wound in the dark.

He told me not to lie.

He didn’t say anything about the truth.
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Terms

Nash

She eats like someone who’s forgotten how to trust food.

I set a plate in front of her and she looks at it the way a sapper looks at unfamiliar ground: scanning for the thing that’ll blow up if she steps wrong. Eggs. Toast. Coffee, black, because I don’t have cream and haven’t since the last time I went to town, which was three weeks ago. She picks up the fork and takes a bite and chews with her eyes on me, and I watch her decide, in real time, that the food isn’t poisoned.

It’s not the first time she’s made that calculation. I’d bet what’s left of my life on it.

“How’s the arm?”

She glances at the bandage. “Stiff. But it’s not bleeding.”

“I’ll change the wrapping after you eat. The moonshine I used last night will hold off infection for now, but I’ve got proper antiseptic in the still house.”

“The still house you told me not to enter.”

“Without asking.”

“I’m asking.”

“Finish your eggs.”

She looks at me for two full seconds, measuring whether this is a power play or practical advice. It’s both, and she knows it, and I know she knows it, and something about that mutual awareness settles between us like the charge before a storm.

She finishes her eggs.

The cabin feels different with her in it. I’ve spent three years inside these walls, and every object has a fixed position in my mental map: the chair, the stove, the shelf where Jude’s photo sits face-down because I can’t look at his face but I can’t throw the photo away. She disrupts the map. She’s sitting in my chair and her jacket is hanging on my hook by the door and her presence has a gravity that shifts the room’s center of mass.

I don’t like it. That’s not the right word. I don’t like that I don’t mind it.

I lean against the counter and cross my arms and I watch her drink coffee and I think about what I know and what I need to know and how much of the distance between those two points I can afford to close.

What I know: she’s running. Not from a bad situation but from a specific person, someone with resources to search for her. She’s smart enough to head for terrain that’s hard to follow instead of taking the highway. She had the discipline to hold still while I pulled barbed wire out of her skin. She keeps her boots on when she sleeps.

What I need to know: who she stole from, what she took, and how long before they come looking.

“You said you had rules,” she says, setting down the cup.

“I did.”

“Three rules.”

“Three is usually enough.”

“For what?”

“For keeping things in order.”

She tilts her head. The morning light catches the freckles on her nose and I look away before I start counting them again.

“What kind of things need keeping in order out here? You’re alone on a mountain. No neighbors. No town. Just you and your wire and your”—she glances at the Mason jars on the shelf—“your hobby.”

“It’s not a hobby.”

“What is it?”

“A profession.”

“You’re a moonshiner.” She says it flat, without judgment, without the little thrill some people get from brushing up against something illegal. Just identification. Like she’s used to operating in spaces where the law is a suggestion.

“Third-generation,” I say. “My grandfather ran a copper pot still in a creek bed during Prohibition. My father upgraded to stainless. I went back to copper because it makes better whiskey.”

“And the wire?”

“The wire is mine.”

I don’t explain the wire. Not yet. Maybe not ever. The wire is the part of me I don’t translate for other people.

She doesn’t push. Smart again. She reads the boundary the way a good distiller reads a thermometer: without touching it, from a distance that tells her everything she needs to know about the temperature.

“Your third rule,” she says. “Don’t lie to you about why I’m running.”

“Correct.”

“What if I don’t want to talk about why I’m running?”

“Then don’t talk about it. I said don’t lie. I didn’t say you have to confess.”

She considers this. Her fingers go to her hair, tucking a loose strand behind her right ear. The gesture is quick, automatic, and I file it the way I file everything about her: as data, as pattern, as something I’ll understand when I have enough pieces.

“So I can keep my secrets.”

“You can try.”

Her jaw tightens. Good. I want her alert. I want her operating at full capacity, because a woman running scared makes mistakes, and a woman running smart stays alive, and I have a selfish interest in her staying alive that I’m choosing not to examine.

She pushes back from the table. Stands. Carries her plate to the sink and washes it, which tells me two things: she was raised to clean up after herself, and she’s already mapping the cabin’s routines, making herself fit inside them. Moving from guest to occupant so smoothly I almost don’t notice.

Almost.

“I need to know one thing,” I say.

She turns off the water. Doesn’t turn around.

“The person you’re running from. Are they going to come here looking for you?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only honest one I’ve got.” She turns around. Her dark eyes are steady, and beneath the steadiness there’s something burning low and controlled, the kind of anger that’s been compressed over a long time until it’s dense enough to fuel a reactor. “I took something from him. Money and something else. He’ll want it back.”

“Him.”

She hesitates. Just a flicker, a half-beat of silence where she’s deciding how much of the truth she can afford to spend.

“My ex.”

“Your ex who deals.”

The silence after that sentence is louder than anything either of us has said. She goes still in a way that reminds me of last night in the wire: that trained freeze, the body’s learned response to a threat it can’t outrun.

“I didn’t tell you that,” she says.

“You didn’t have to. You ran north into mountains with no phone and no plan. You didn’t call the police, which means the police aren’t safe. You’re carrying cash but no cards, which means you can’t leave a trail. And you’ve been awake for forty-five minutes and you haven’t asked me for a phone, which means you don’t have anyone to call.” I keep my voice level. “That profile fits one kind of situation.”

Her eyes narrow. She’s reassessing me, recalculating, and I can see the exact moment she shifts from thinking of me as a random hermit who lives in the woods to something more specific and more dangerous.

“You seem to know a lot about people on the run.”

“I know a lot about people who have reasons to hide.”

“From experience?”

“From observation.”

Another lie would be: from






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
“Some men build walls
to keep the world out

I'he dangerous ones build

them to keep you in

and make you grateful

for the cag

N.

BREA HOLDE

FOR THE ONES WHO STAYED

S S SIS v S O e S A W R

ON THE WRONG SIDE OF THE WIRE.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





