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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, grief, loss, references to off-page death, and dark emotional intensity. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

“Sweater Weather” — The Neighbourhood

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“i love you” — Billie Eilish

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Swim” — Chase Atlantic

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

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

“West Coast” — Lana Del Rey

“Wicked Game” — Chris Isaak

The cruelest trap is the one you walk into knowing. The one where you see the wire, feel it press against your throat, and lean closer anyway—because the hand that set it is the only hand that ever held you like you mattered.

Elliot Vane, The Geometry of Ruin

For the ones who stayed in the storm.

For the ones who loved the teeth as much as the tenderness.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


Before

Ronan

I see her before she sees anything at all.

The bush plane comes in low over the ridge, props chopping the Arctic dusk into pieces. It lists hard on a crosswind, corrects, and touches the gravel strip with a sound like tearing cloth. The engine dies. For thirty seconds nothing moves except the snow curling off the runway in thin white ribbons.

Then the door opens and a woman steps down into the cold.

She’s smaller than the file suggested. Five-seven, maybe five-eight in the boots. Dark hair pulled back from her face. She scans the treeline before her second foot hits the ground, left to right, systematic, the way someone trained her to do. Good instincts. Those won’t help her here.

I lower the binoculars. The frost has eaten into the rubber eyecups. My fingers don’t register the cold anymore. Three winters on this ridge will do that to a body. To a lot of things.

Her name is Lyra Finch. Special Agent, US Fish and Wildlife Service, Office of Law Enforcement. Badge number 4417. Assigned to investigate reports of arctic fox poaching in the Kaltvik region. That’s the official file. I have a different one.

In the different file, she’s twenty-eight. Born in Juneau, raised in Sitka after her mother remarried. Graduated top ten percent from the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center, which is harder than most people think. Requested a transfer to the Anchorage field office eighteen months ago, right after her partner was declared dead. The timing wasn’t a coincidence. She’s not here for the foxes. She’s here for the same reason I am, except she doesn’t know it yet.

Dale talked about her. Not often, because Dale wasn’t the type to talk often about anything that mattered, but enough. He called her Birdie. Said it with the kind of exasperated affection people reserve for someone they’d walk into traffic for. She hated the name. He used it anyway.

Now he’s dead, and the name is mine to carry, and a woman I’ve never met is walking across a frozen airstrip toward a town that will swallow her whole if I let it.

I won’t let it.

She shoulders her pack. Two bags: one for the cover, one for the work. The cover bag is a Pelican case, the kind photographers use. The work bag is a standard-issue tactical duffel with the agency patches stripped off. She thinks stripping the patches is enough. It’s not. Every person in Kaltvik can smell federal from a hundred yards, the same way they can smell a storm two days out. She’ll walk into Elka’s lodge and think she’s invisible, and every set of eyes in the room will have already catalogued her boots, her posture, and the way she holds her right hand a fraction closer to her hip than her left.

I know this because I catalogued the same things twenty minutes ago from a ridge two hundred meters out. The difference is, the people in Elka’s lodge will gossip about her. I’ll do something about her.

The light is going. Up here, in late November, the light goes the way a candle does when someone pinches the wick. One minute the horizon is a pale orange bruise. The next, nothing. She crosses the strip and starts up the trail toward the inn, headlamp on, and I watch the white beam cut a narrow tunnel through the dusk. She doesn’t look back. Doesn’t hesitate. Whatever she’s afraid of, it isn’t the dark.

Dale told me that, too. Said she was the bravest person he knew, and the stubbornest, and that the two things were the same thing in her and it was going to get her killed. He said it like a joke. It wasn’t.

I fold the binoculars into my pack. The ridgeline is exposed up here, and the temperature is dropping toward negative thirty. My cabin is forty minutes southeast through the birch stands, and I have work to do before the storm hits. Three days, maybe four, depending on how fast the pressure system moves. After that, Kaltvik goes dark. No planes in or out. No vehicles on the pass. Nothing but white and wind and the things that live inside it.

And me. And her. And the men I’ve been hunting for three years, who are coming through that storm whether I’m ready or not.

I take the north trail down. The snow is dry and squeaks under my boots. A fox watches me from a deadfall, eyes green-gold in the last light. I don’t touch my traps. The traps aren’t for foxes.

They never were.

I think about Dale’s voice on the satellite phone eighteen months ago. The static that made his words sound like they were coming from underwater. The last thing he said before the line went dead: Protect Birdie. She doesn’t know.

She doesn’t know. And I’m going to keep it that way for as long as I can, because knowing will put her in the ground next to him, and I’ve already watched one person I was supposed to protect end up in the cold.

My sister’s name was Maren. She was twenty-one. She had a laugh that sounded like she’d gotten away with something. She’d been studying environmental sciences up here, tracking migration patterns and soil temperatures, and she stumbled onto something she wasn’t supposed to see. They made it look like exposure. The coroner signed off. The case closed in eleven days.

Eleven days. That’s what a girl’s life was worth to the system. Eleven days and a form letter and a body shipped home in January.

I dismantled my life in six. Sold the apartment in Oceanside. Closed every account. Told the Marines I wasn’t re-enlisting, which was true in the way that jumping off a building is technically not flying. I came north with a list of names and a skill set that was never meant for civilian application, and I started building the architecture of something the system was too lazy, too corrupt, or too frightened to build.

A trap. Patient. Invisible. Waiting for the right animal to walk into it.

Viktor Sable. The man at the center. I’ve been circling him for three years. Getting close. Taking apart his network one strand at a time. The poaching is his supply line: foxes, gyrfalcons, snow leopards. Luxury pelts and live animals moving through Arctic corridors into markets in Moscow, Shanghai, Dubai. It’s a ten-million-dollar operation run out of a landscape most people think is empty.

It’s not empty. It’s full of dead things.

The headlamp disappears below the tree line. She’s reached the inn. Right now she’s walking into the lobby, stomping snow off her boots, smiling at Elka with a smile that says I’m harmless, I’m just a photographer, I’m nobody. And Elka, who has survived sixty-two winters and three bad husbands and a government that tried to erase her people, will smile back and hand her a room key and say nothing about the man on the ridge.

Because Elka knows what I am. She lets me stay because what I’m hunting is worse.

I stop at the tree line and look back. The lodge is a yellow square of light against the black. One window on the second floor flickers on. Her room.

Dale talked about her like she was the only good thing left. Standing on this ridge with a dead man’s promise between us, I understand why.

She’s a complication. Complications get contained.

I pull my collar up against the wind and start walking.

Act I

THE WIRE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Groundfall

Lyra

The cold hits me like a fist.

Not gradually. Not the slow creep of an East Coast winter that lets you acclimate, lets you layer up and pretend you’re prepared. This is different. This is the air reaching into my lungs and squeezing. Negative eighteen on the strip, and the wind takes it lower, and my first breath in Kaltvik tastes like metal and pine and the absolute end of the known world.

I love it. I hate that I love it.

The pilot doesn’t help me with my bags. He stays in the cockpit with the engine cooling and his headset still on, watching me through the window like I’m something he’s already decided not to think about. I shoulder the Pelican case and grab the duffel, and the wind nearly takes me sideways before I plant my boots and lean into it. The airstrip is gravel and packed ice, unmarked except for two reflector posts at the far end that glow orange in my headlamp beam.

Kaltvik. Population two hundred and dropping, according to the last census, which was eight years ago and probably generous. One lodge, one general store, a fuel depot that services the bush planes, and a scattering of cabins and prefab houses spread across a hillside that faces north into a valley of birch and spruce. Beyond that, tundra. Beyond that, nothing anyone has bothered to name.

I scan the tree line out of habit. Left to right, the way Dale taught me. Dale, who said you should always check your perimeter before your second foot hits the ground, and who grinned when he said it like the world was a game he hadn’t lost yet.

I check my perimeter. My second foot hits the ground. And whatever Dale would have said about this place, he’s not here to say it.

The Whitefall Inn is a three-story log structure at the top of the hill, anchored by stone pillars and surrounded by a porch that wraps the building like a jaw. Warm light in the windows. Smoke from a stovepipe. The kind of place that looks inviting from a distance and gets quieter the closer you get.

Inside, the lobby smells like cedar and coffee and something baked. A woman stands behind the counter. Sixties, maybe, with silver-black hair in a braid thicker than my wrist and a face that has been carved by weather and patience into something both kind and immovable. She watches me set down my bags with the steady assessment of someone who has survived things I’ll never know about.

“You must be the photographer,” she says.

I smile. “Word travels fast.”

“Word doesn’t need to travel. There’s one plane a week and I can see the strip from my kitchen.” She slides a key across the counter. Actual metal key, not a card. “Room six. Second floor, end of the hall. Hot water works most of the time. When it doesn’t, you’ll know.”

“Thank you. I’m Lyra.”

“Elka.” She looks at me the way you’d look at a good dog walking toward a cliff. Concerned, but not enough to intervene. “How long are you staying?”

“Two weeks. Maybe three.”

“Storm’s coming. Three, maybe four days out. A real one. You might be here longer than you think.”

“I’ll manage.”

She makes a sound that isn’t quite agreement. I take the key and head upstairs.

Room six is small and clean and the warmest place I’ve been in fourteen hours. A bed with a quilt that looks handmade. A wood-burning stove in the corner, already lit. A desk. A window facing the valley. No television, no phone, no mini-fridge. The bathroom is through a narrow door, and the shower is a repurposed industrial unit with a drain in the floor and a plastic curtain that doesn’t fully close.

I lock the door. Test the lock. It holds, but the bolt feels loose in the frame, and there are scratch marks on the strike plate that I notice because I’ve been trained to notice. Old marks. Probably nothing. Probably a previous guest with a sticky key.

I set the bags on the bed and unzip the tactical duffel first. Laptop. Satellite phone. Service weapon in its case. Badge in the inside pocket, sealed in a waterproof pouch. The poaching file: satellite data, tip reports from two confidential sources, photographs of trap sites taken by a bush pilot last spring. Standard case file for a regional investigation.

Then the other file. The one that doesn’t exist in any official database because I copied it from a server I wasn’t authorized to access, on a night when the Anchorage field office was empty because everyone else had gone home to their families and their reasonable lives.

Dale Whitmore. Special Agent. Partner. Mentor. Missing eighteen months, declared dead after six. Last known position: a set of GPS coordinates approximately twelve miles northeast of this room.

The official investigation lasted forty-one days. They found his truck on a logging road. They found his sat phone in a snowbank three hundred yards from the truck, the battery dead and the case cracked. They did not find Dale. The report concluded "probable death by exposure following equipment failure and disorientation in severe weather conditions." It was signed by four people, two of whom I trust, and forwarded to the Anchorage office, where it was filed, archived, and functionally forgotten.

I haven’t forgotten.

I pull up his coordinates on my laptop. The map loads slowly on the satellite connection, pixels filling in over a white field until the terrain takes shape. Dale’s last known position was on a ridge above the Noatak drainage. Twelve miles from town. In the same region where the poaching reports are concentrated. In the same direction the bush pilot’s photographs were taken.

I don’t believe in coincidences. I believe in patterns, and the pattern says that whatever Dale was tracking up here, someone is still doing it.

I close the laptop. Stand at the window. The valley is a bowl of blue-black shadow, the last strip of sky above the ridge going from slate to charcoal. Somewhere out there are the traplines I’m here to investigate. Somewhere out there is whatever happened to Dale.

I press my fingers to the scar on my collarbone. An old habit, the way some people touch a saint’s medal. The scar is from a training exercise, years ago, but touching it has become the gesture I make when I’m talking to someone who isn’t there anymore.

I almost say his name out loud. I don’t.

Something moves in the treeline. A shape, dark against the snow, at the edge of the spruce stand below the lodge. I lean closer to the glass. My breath fogs the window. I wipe it with my sleeve and look again.

Nothing. Just trees and snow and the wind.

I pull the curtain. Lock the window. Check the door one more time. The scratch marks on the strike plate catch the light, and for a reason I can’t name, I photograph them with my phone before turning off the lamp.

The room goes dark. The stove ticks. Outside, the wind is building.

I lie on the bed with my eyes open and my service weapon on the nightstand and I listen to the sound of a place that is already listening to me.
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Traplines

Ronan

My cabin is a twelve-by-sixteen box of salvaged spruce and corrugated steel, set into a hillside forty minutes southeast of town on a trail that doesn’t appear on any map the state has bothered to print.

No electricity. Woodstove for heat. Water from a hand-pump well thirty feet from the front door that freezes solid by December and stays frozen until April, which means I melt snow in a steel drum on the stove and filter it through a backpacking setup that cost nine dollars and has outlasted everything else I own. The bed is a plywood platform with a sleeping bag rated to negative forty. The floor is packed earth covered with spruce boughs that I replace every two weeks because the cold eats them from beneath.

It is the cleanest space I have ever lived in. Every object in this room has a function. Every function has a position. The knife block faces east because the morning light catches the blades and I can check the edges without picking them up. The maps are pinned north-oriented with the contour lines facing outward. The rifle case is vertical against the southeast wall, within arm’s reach of the bed.

The Marines taught me that discipline is the architecture of survival. I believed them. I still do. The only difference is that survival used to mean coming home. Now it means staying here long enough to finish.

I eat standing up. Instant oatmeal and black coffee, the last of the grounds I bought in Fairbanks three weeks ago. The mug has a chip on the rim that I’ve memorized with my mouth. I drink from the same side every time. Routine is a form of prayer when nothing else is sacred.

After breakfast I check the maps. There are seven of them, layered on the north wall with pushpins and colored thread. The first three are standard USGS topographic sheets covering the Kaltvik basin and the Noatak drainage. The next two are satellite prints I had processed through a contractor in Fairbanks who didn’t ask questions. The last two are mine, hand-drawn on graph paper, showing every position, every route, every cache.

The threads connect locations to dates. Red for confirmed sightings. Blue for supply movements. Green for personnel. The pattern has taken three years to build, and it converges on a single point: a logistics corridor running north through the Brooks Range, terminating at a private airstrip sixty miles from the Canadian border.

And at the center of every thread, every corridor, every route, a photograph pinned under the maps where the light doesn’t reach it. A man’s face. Fifties. Lean, angular features. Eyes like a doctor who enjoys the diagnosis more than the cure. Viktor Sable.

I don’t look at the photograph anymore. I don’t need to. His face is in my body the way a bruise is in the muscle. Below the surface. Part of the tissue now.
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