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"Cold doesn't kill you. It just makes you honest. Strips the lies off your bones until all that's left is what you really need. And sweetheart — what you need is me."

— Thorne
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PROLOGUE
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VANTAGE

Thorne

Three weeks ago, I watched the sister leave.

Didn't take much. A duffel bag, half-zipped, dragging against the frozen tarmac. Ketchikan Air, the 6:40 a.m. bush flight to Juneau — the one nobody takes unless they're running from a pull they can't name out loud. She kept her head down, collar up, moving with the jerky, graceless rush of a woman who'd already made her decision and couldn't stomach looking back.

I stood at the edge of the fuel depot, coffee going cold in my hand, and I let her go.

Not my business. Not my problem.

People vanish from Blackwood the way smoke leaves a chimney. Quietly. Predictably. The town doesn't ask questions because the town already knows the answers, and knowing never changed a damn thing.

So the sister left. Filed it away. Forgot her name by Thursday.

Then this one steps off the Greyhound.

I'm across the road, loading chainsaw chains into the flatbed, and a note hits different. A hitch in the ordinary. The bus idles at the Conoco station — same stop it always makes, same plume of diesel coughing into minus-twelve air — and the door folds open and she climbs down like she's stepping onto the surface of another planet.

Which, for her, she is.

City coat. Thin-soled boots with a heel that'll snap on the first patch of black ice. A rolling suitcase, the kind with the retractable handle, the kind that works on airport tile and full nowhere else on earth. She's dragging it across the gravel lot and the wheels are already jamming, catching on frozen ruts, and she yanks it free with a sharp little grunt I can hear from forty feet away.

I stop loading.

I watch.

She's tall. Not delicate — there's a wiry tension in her frame, a breed of lean that comes from running or starving or both. Dark hair whipping sideways in the wind because she hasn't learned yet that you tie it back or you lose visibility. Jaw set hard. Eyes scanning the parking lot, the gas pumps, the boarded-up bait shop, the tree line pressing in from every side like a jaw closing.

She's looking for something. Someone.

No. She's looking for her sister.

The recognition lands in my chest like a boot heel on packed snow. Compressed. Dense. I see it right then — the same bone structure, the same defiant mouth. But where the sister was soft, blurred at the edges, already half-gone before she ever boarded that plane, this one is sharp. Focused. A scalpel wrapped in a city coat.

She marches into the Conoco. Through the smeared glass I watch her approach Dale at the register, and I already know how this goes. She'll show a photo. She'll say her sister's name. Dale will shrug, wipe the counter, tell her he doesn't keep track of who comes and goes.

Which is a lie. Dale tracks every soul who buys so much as a pack of gum. But Dale doesn't talk to outsiders, and he especially doesn't talk to outsiders who look like law or trouble, and this woman — with her rigid posture and her clean fingernails and her suitcase full of whatever useless thing she packed — looks like both.

Forty seconds. She comes back out.

Mouth tighter now. Color rising along her cheekbones — not blush, not cold. Anger. Pure, clean, civilized anger, the kind that works in boardrooms and courthouses and absolutely disintegrates out here where the tree line eats the sky.

She tries the diner next. Marge's. I can picture it without moving — the six stools, the laminate counter sticky with syrup, Marge's stripped stare over the coffee pot. Same result. Same polite, impenetrable wall.

I lean against the truck and wait.

She hits the post office. The volunteer fire station. The church, which hasn't held a service since Pastor Gunderson drove his truck into Spirit Lake last April and nobody bothered to replace him. Every door she knocks on might as well be stone.

And here's what gets me. What hooks into my ribs and pulls.

She doesn't quit.

Most people, after the fourth or fifth dead end in a town that smells like diesel and defeat, would get back on that bus. Would call whoever sent them, say it's hopeless, say the sister doesn't want to be found. Would retreat to whatever warm, lit, connected world they crawled out of.

This one plants her feet on the sidewalk — if you can call the buckled strip of asphalt in front of the hardware store a sidewalk — and she pulls out her phone and stares at it like she can will a signal into existence. Her breath fogs in quick, frustrated bursts. Her fingers are already red. She isn't wearing gloves.

I could walk over. Introduce myself. Offer her a ride to the motel, the only one, six rooms, four of them currently occupied by long-term pipeline workers who smell like crude and Copenhagen.

I don't.

Instead I stay at the truck and I let the cold work on her. Let it teach her the first lesson Blackwood offers free of charge: you are not in control here. The wilderness is in control. The temperature is in control. Your body, with its thin skin and its pathetic reserves and its pitiful insulation, is a liability.

She'll learn. Or she'll leave.

Forty minutes pass. I know because I'm watching the shadow of the Conoco awning creep across the lot. She's sitting on her suitcase now, which means the cold has found her knees, her lower back, the places where city clothes gap and wick the heat straight out. Her shoulders have drawn up tight around her ears. Survival posture. The body protecting its core before the brain even registers the threat.

Good. Already adapting, even if she doesn't know it.

Old Murray hobbles out of the hardware store, sees her, and does an impulse unusual for Blackwood. He stops. Points up the road, north, toward the ridge. Says a current I can't hear from this distance but can guess: The guide. Lives past the tree line. Only one who knows those woods.

Murray points at me.

She turns.

Across forty feet of frozen gravel, her eyes find mine.

Dark. Furious. Desperate.

That look — I've seen it on animals caught in leg-hold traps. Not the pain. Not the fear. The refusal. The full, bone-deep rejection of the situation they're in, even as the steel teeth bite deeper with every thrash.

Something locks into place behind my sternum. Quiet. Final. The way a deadbolt sounds when you slide it home.

She stands. Grabs the suitcase. Starts walking toward me.

Every step is a dare. Her chin is up, her stride is purposeful, and she has no idea — none — that she's crossing a threshold she can't uncross. That the distance between the Conoco and my truck is the last stretch of ground she'll ever cover as a free woman.

I set down the chains. Wipe my hands on my jeans. Let her close the gap.

Ten feet out, she stops. Outside, wind shoves a strand of hair across her mouth and she doesn't bother to push it away because she's too busy sizing me up, cataloging me how prey catalogs a predator it hasn't yet identified as dangerous. Tall. Broad. Silent. Unreadable.

"I'm looking for my sister." Her voice is raw from the cold. Steady, though. No tremor. "They say you're the one who can help."

I hold her gaze. Count three full seconds before I answer, because silence unsettles people faster than anything I could say, and I want her unsettled. I want her off-balance. I want her leaning forward, just slightly, into the gravity of me.

"Depends."

"On what?"

"On how far you're willing to go."

She doesn't flinch. Doesn't blink. Doesn't do any of the smart things a smart woman should do when a stranger twice her size asks her that question in a town where nobody will hear her scream.

She lifts her chin a fraction higher.

"As far as it takes."

I almost smile. Almost.

The sister ran. But this one — jaw set, knuckles white on that useless suitcase handle, fury and devotion burning behind her eyes like a signal fire in a dead valley — this one isn't running anywhere.

This one I'm keeping.
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ACT I

THE DESCENT
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ARRIVAL

Clara

Guilt has a texture. Coarse, like sand packed under your fingernails — the kind you can't scrub out no matter how many times you wash your hands. I've been carrying it for forty-seven days, ever since Mom called and said, Elise is gone, and the silence afterward swallowed every excuse I'd been rehearsing for why I hadn't picked up the phone in three weeks.

Forty-seven days. No leads. No answers. Just a town name scrawled on the back of a gas station receipt found in Elise's apartment in Anchorage: Blackwood.

The night Dad left, Elise crawled into my bed at two in the morning.

She was ten. I was twelve. The house was dark except for the kitchen light Mom had left on — the light she always left on when Dad was still at the bar, the light that meant she was waiting, the light that would be off by morning because waiting was a presence she stopped doing after he loaded the Silverado and backed out of the driveway without cutting the headlights.

Elise smelled like strawberry shampoo and the sour tang of crying. She pressed her forehead against my shoulder blade and her fingers found the hem of my sleep shirt and she held on.

"Is he coming back?"

I knew the answer. Heard it through the bedroom wall — the low, brutal, efficient conversation between two people who had exhausted every other form of communication and arrived at the final one. The zipper of the duffel bag. The jingle of car keys.

"No, Lise."

Her fingers tightened on my shirt.

"Then who’s going to take care of us?"

Twelve years old. Lying in the dark with my sister’s fist in my shirt and my father’s taillights painting red streaks on the ceiling. The question landed in my chest and built a room there and moved in and never left.

"I will," I said. "I’ll always take care of you. I’ll always come find you. No matter what."

A promise made by a child. Honored by a woman. The load-bearing wall of my entire identity, the single structural element that holds the rest of the building upright.

Without it, I don’t know who I am.

With it, I flew to Alaska.

The Greyhound shudders to a stop and I grab my suitcase from the overhead rack before anyone else moves. Old habit. In Manhattan, hesitation means you lose the cab, the subway seat, the apartment listing, the promotion. Hesitation is a luxury, and I stopped affording luxuries the day my sister disappeared.

The door folds open.

Cold hits me like a wall.

Not the polite, decorative cold of a New York January, where you hunch into your peacoat and complain about the wind tunnel on Sixth Avenue. No. This is an assault. The air enters my lungs and burns, crystallizing somewhere deep in my bronchial tubes, turning every breath into a negotiation with my own body. My eyes water instantly. My nostrils seal shut.

Minus twelve, the driver muttered when we crossed the borough line. I thought he was exaggerating.

He wasn't.

I drag the suitcase down the bus steps. The wheels hit gravel and in an instant jam in a frozen rut, and I yank it free with a grunt that sounds louder than it should because there's nothing else here. No traffic. No sirens. No construction. Just the idle rumble of the Greyhound behind me, a thin curtain of diesel exhaust, and beyond that — silence so vast it has weight.

Blackwood, Alaska. Population: I stopped counting the moment I saw it from the bus window.

A Conoco station with a single pump and a sign advertising bait that probably hasn't been updated since the Clinton administration. A diner called Marge's — hand-lettered, crooked, the E peeling off. A hardware store. A church with no lights on. A strip of buckled asphalt pretending to be a main street, flanked on both sides by spruce trees so dense and black they look like a wall of ink pressed against the sky.

And the sky itself. Low. Gray. Heavy as a coffin lid.

I tighten my grip on the suitcase handle and walk toward the Conoco.

Inside, the warmth is a slap — dry, overheated, smelling of beef jerky and motor oil. A man behind the counter — mid-sixties, flannel shirt, a sort of mustache that went out of fashion everywhere except places like this — watches me approach with the enthusiasm of someone observing an ant climb a windowpane.

"Hi." I pull out my phone, swipe to the photo. Elise at Thanksgiving, two years ago. Her hair shorter than mine, lighter. Same jawline. Same stubborn mouth. "I'm looking for my sister. Elise Hayes. She may have come through here about six, seven weeks ago."

He glances at the photo. Glances back at me. Wipes the counter with a rag that looks like it hasn't been washed since the store opened.

"Don't keep track of who comes through."

"She would have been hard to miss. New in town, probably asking a lot of questions. Blonde. Five-six. She might have —"

"Like I said." He folds the rag into a precise square and sets it beside the register. "Don't keep track."

The lie sits between us, visible and unbothered. I can see it in the way he won't hold my gaze for more than a second, the way his thumb rubs the edge of the counter in a small, repetitive circle — a self-soothing gesture. He knows a current. Or he knows someone who knows something.

In New York, I'd push. I'd lean on the counter and deploy the voice I use in client meetings — low, calm, relentless. But the rules are different here. I register it in the quality of his silence, the way it communicates not ignorance but territory. You're an outsider. And outsiders don't get answers.

I pocket my phone. "Thanks anyway."

Back outside, the cold is waiting. Patient. Unchanged. It doesn't care about my urgency, my guilt, my sister. It simply is — the baseline condition of everything here, as fundamental as gravity.

I try Marge's.

Push through a door heavy enough to be a fire barrier. Inside: six stools along a laminate counter, three booths with cracked vinyl seats, a woman behind the coffee pot with forearms like a longshoreman and eyes that measure me in a single sweep and find me lacking.

Same photo. Same question. Same result.

"Can't help you, hon."

Except it's not even a complete dismissal — it's a deflection wrapped in casual warmth, designed to move me along without creating a scene. Marge pours me a coffee I didn't ask for, charges me four dollars, and turns her back to scrape the grill.

I sit on the stool and wrap my hands around the mug. Warmth seeps into my palms and I close my eyes and for one fraction of a second I'm back in my apartment on East 73rd Street, coffee from the French press, Elise curled on my couch complaining about her roommate, and everything is fine, everything is manageable, everything is still mine to fix.

I open my eyes. Marge's. Blackwood. Grease smoke and silence.

I leave the coffee half-finished and try the post office. A woman in a USPS vest shakes her head before I've finished my sentence. The volunteer fire station is locked. The church door opens to a dark, freezing nave that smells of mildew and old hymnals, with no one inside.

Every door a wall. Every face a locked gate.

I end up on the sidewalk — the buckled strip of asphalt in front of the hardware store — and I pull out my phone and stare at the screen. One bar of signal. It flickers, dies, returns, dies again. I could call Detective Marquardt in Anchorage, the one handling Elise's missing persons file, but what would I say? I'm here. Nobody will talk to me. The town is a fortress and I don't have the key.

Marquardt told me not to come. Said Blackwood was a dead end, said the trail was cold in every sense. Said I should wait for forensic accounting to finish tracing Elise's bank withdrawals.

I don't wait well. Never have. Waiting means trusting someone else to care as much as you do, and nobody in the world cares about finding Elise Hayes as much as I do. Not Marquardt, who has forty-six other open cases. Not Mom, who's been medicating her panic with Xanax and Chardonnay since the day Dad left. Not any of the friends Elise burned through like matches — bright, brief, discarded.

Just me. Big sister. The one who was supposed to hold everything together and failed.

I sit on my suitcase because my knees are starting to lock and the cold has found the gaps in my coat — the collar, the cuffs, the zipper seam along my ribs. My body is pulling inward, shoulders hunching, spine curving. Some deep mammalian reflex trying to protect the core.

Twenty minutes pass. Maybe thirty. The light doesn't change — it stays even, gray, indifferent, the sun a rumor behind clouds thick as concrete.

The hardware store door opens. An old man shuffles out, bundled in a Carhartt jacket two sizes too big, moving with the intentional, wide-legged gait of someone whose hips have been filing complaints for decades. He stops when he sees me. Studies me with rheumy eyes that still carry a flicker of a shift sharper underneath.

"You're the one asking about the girl."

Not a question. Small towns metabolize information faster than fiber optics.

"My sister. Elise Hayes."

He nods. Not in agreement — in assessment. Working a quality out behind that weathered face. Then he raises one gnarled hand and points north, past the church, past the last cluster of buildings, toward the ridge where the spruce trees thicken into a wall of black and green.

"You want someone who knows those woods, you talk to the guide. Name's Thorne. Lives past the tree line, up the north trail. Only man in a hundred miles who can track anything in the deep bush."

I follow his finger. The ridge looks beyond reason far, unreasonably vertical, framed against that low iron sky.

"How far?"

"Mile and a half. Maybe two. Trail's marked, mostly." He pulls his collar up. "Don't go after dark."

"Thank you. Really."

He grunts — the Blackwood equivalent of you're welcome — and shuffles toward a rusted pickup.

I stand. My knees crack, stiff and aching from the cold. I adjust my coat, grab the suitcase, and that's when I feel it.

The sensation of being watched.

Not casually observed. Not glanced at. Watched. With intent. With focus. The way you feel a lens on you — that prickle along the back of your neck, the primitive alarm system that predates language and logic and every civilized thing we've built to insulate ourselves from the food chain.

I turn.

Across the gravel lot, beside a mud-splattered flatbed truck, a man stands motionless.

He's big. Not the padded, gym-inflated bigness I'm used to seeing in Manhattan — the kind that comes with protein shakes and mirror selfies. This is practical mass. Shoulders that could block a doorway. Hands hanging at his sides, still, the knuckles raw and red. A jaw like a fault line, hard and shadowed beneath a beard that's been trimmed with utility rather than vanity.

He's watching me with an expression I can't decode. Not hostile. Not friendly. Not curious. Something older than any of those, a thing that bypasses the social cortex altogether and speaks right to the brainstem.

My heart rate climbs. I sense it in my wrists, my temples.

The old man's words loop back: The guide. Name's Thorne.

This is him. I know it before logic confirms it, know it as you know a cliff edge is near in the dark — by the quality of the emptiness ahead of you.

I grip the suitcase handle. Cross the lot.

Forty feet. Thirty. Twenty. Every step is louder than it should be — my heels on the frozen gravel, the suitcase wheels catching and scraping, my breathing harsh in the crystalline air. He doesn't move. Doesn't shift his weight, doesn't cross his arms, doesn't do any of the small social adjustments people make when someone approaches. He just stands there, massive and still, and lets me come to him.

Ten feet out, I stop. A wind throws a strand of hair across my mouth and I leave it because brushing it away would mean breaking eye contact, and a note tells me — a force deeper than reason, older than civilization — that breaking eye contact with this man would be a mistake.

"I'm looking for my sister."

My voice comes out raw. The cold has scoured it, stripped the polish, left it bare.

"They say you're the one who can help."

He holds my gaze. One second. Two. Three. That silence stretches, and it's not empty — it's dense, pressurized, a silence with mass and intention.

"Depends."

"On what?"

"On how far you're willing to go."

I should flinch. I should recognize the ambiguity in that sentence, the double meaning coiled inside it like a wire in tall grass. A smarter woman would step back. A safer woman would get on the next bus south.

I lift my chin.

"As far as it takes."

Something shifts behind his eyes. Not warmth. Not approval. Something heavier, a force that settles into place with a sound I imagine but don't hear — the quiet click of a device engaging.

He looks at my suitcase. Looks at my boots. Looks at the sky like he's reading a language written in the clouds.

"Tomorrow. Six a.m. Marge's. Don't bring that." He nods at the suitcase. "And get real boots or don't bother coming."

He turns. Opens the truck door. Climbs in.

I watch the flatbed pull onto the road and disappear past the tree line, taillights swallowed by the spruce.

My hands are shaking. Not from the cold.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE LOCAL

Clara

Sleep is a foreign concept in Blackwood.

The motel — Everett's Lodge, though calling it a lodge is an act of generous fiction — sits at the southern edge of town, six rooms in a cinder-block rectangle, a type of building that was designed with no aesthetic ambition beyond vertical walls and a roof that doesn't leak. My room: a double bed with a mattress that sags in the center like a hammock, wood-paneled walls the color of cigarette tar, a baseboard heater that ticks and hums and produces a dry, metallic heat that desiccates my sinuses within the hour.

I lie on top of the comforter in my clothes because the sheets smell like industrial bleach and a thing else, a charge organic and stale, and I stare at the ceiling and I try to construct a plan.

Elise. The photo on my phone. Blonde hair, guarded smile, that faint vertical line between her brows that appeared when she turned twenty-six and never went away. The worry line. Mom has it too. I probably have it now.

My sister came to Blackwood. My sister is gone. These are the two facts I own, and the space between them is a chasm filled with silence and locked doors and a man named Thorne who speaks in fragments and stares like he's memorizing my skeleton.

I roll onto my side. The mattress groans.

Through the wall, one of the pipeline workers coughs — a deep, wet, industrial cough that sounds like wiring failing. Footsteps in the corridor. A door slamming. Then silence again, and underneath it the ambient hum of the heater and beyond that, pressed against the building from every direction, the enormous, crushing silence of the Alaskan wilderness.

At home, silence is an absence. Here, it's a presence. It occupies the room like a third body, sits in the corners, watches from the shadows.

I don't sleep.

At 4:30 a.m. I give up pretending and sit on the edge of the bed. My phone shows no signal. I toggle airplane mode on and off, hold it toward the window, try the bathroom — nothing. Not one bar. The device in my hand, this sleek glass rectangle that connects me to every person and every answer on the planet, is a brick. A paperweight. A talisman from a world that suddenly feels as distant as a past life.

I shower in water that runs lukewarm for approximately ninety seconds before turning to ice. I dress in the warmest layers I brought: thermal underwear I ordered from REI two days before the flight, a wool sweater, my heaviest jeans. I bought boots yesterday at the hardware store — the old man, Murray, pointed me to a pair of insulated Sorels on a back shelf, sixty dollars, scuffed but pragmatic. They're stiff and heavy on my feet, and walking in them feels like wading through wet cement, but the soles grip the frozen ground instead of sliding.

Progress. Tiny, unglamorous progress.

Marge's is lit when I arrive at 5:45. Warm yellow light through the foggy glass, the smell of coffee and bacon grease seeping through the door. Inside, two of the stools are occupied — men in Carhartt and denim, eating with the focused, mechanical efficiency of people who treat food as fuel, not pleasure. Marge is behind the counter, same position, same expression, as though she was installed with the fixtures.

I sit at the far stool. Marge brings coffee without being asked. This time, it feels less like a transaction and more like a grudging concession — you're still here, so I might as well caffeinate you.

"He'll be late." She doesn't look at me when she says it. "Always is when he doesn't want to be somewhere."

"Thorne?"

She tops off a cup for one of the pipeline men. "I'm just telling you. Don't take it personal."

I wrap my hands around the mug. "You know him well?"

Her mouth does a weight that isn't quite a smile. "Nobody knows Thorne well. That's sort of the point of him."

I want to ask more — where he's from, how long he's been here, what his real name is, whether Thorne is first or last or a pull he carved for himself out of the wilderness like everything else. But Marge has already turned back to the grill, and the set of her shoulders says the conversation is closed.

I drink my coffee. I wait.

6:00 passes. 6:15. 6:30.

At 6:42, the door opens and the cold comes in first — a rush of subzero air that sweeps across the diner floor and wraps around my ankles like a hand. Then Thorne follows.

In the bus station parking lot, he was big. Inside Marge's, he's colossal. The diner shrinks around him. The ceiling drops. The counter narrows. He fills the space the way weather fills a valley — to the marrow, indifferently, leaving no room for anything else.

He's wearing a canvas jacket lined with sheepskin, scarred at the elbows, the cuffs darkened with grease or blood or both. Underneath, a flannel shirt the color of spent charcoal. Jeans that have survived more than fashion. Those boots — heavy Danner work boots, laced tight, the leather cracked and salt-stained.

His eyes find me at once.

Not a scan. No casual survey of the room. A targeted acquisition, like a scope settling on a mark.

He sits on the stool next to mine. Not the one with a seat between us — the one straight adjacent, so his knee is four inches from my thigh and I can smell him. Woodsmoke. Pine resin. Cold air trapped in wool. And a charge underneath, a note warm and animal and disturbingly intimate, like catching a stranger's pulse.

Marge sets coffee in front of him. Black. No question asked. He wraps both hands around it. Those hands — scarred across the knuckles, the nails trimmed short and rimmed with dark, calloused pads on the palms thick as leather. Working hands. Hands that have broken things and built things and know the difference between the two.

I wait for him to speak. He doesn't.

"You said six o'clock," I say.

"I said six." He drinks. No apology in his voice, no acknowledgment that forty-two minutes is a significant delay when you're asking someone to trust you with their life. "You got boots."

"I got boots."

His gaze drops. Assesses the Sorels for close to one second. I can't tell if they pass inspection.

"How much do you know about backcountry hiking?" He asks this the way a doctor asks if you've been drinking. Neutral. Already suspecting the answer.

"I run. I've done some trails. Catskills, Adirondacks."

Something moves at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. A tremor of a shift darker — amusement, maybe, or pity. "Day hikes with trail markers and cell reception."

"Does it matter? You're the guide. I'm the client."

That word — client — lands between us and he picks it up like a blade, turns it over, examines it.

"Out there, you're not a client." He sets the mug down. Looks at me fully for the first time since he sat down, and the weight of his attention is physical, a pressure against my sternum. "Out there, you do right what I say, when I say it. You walk where I tell you. You stop when I tell you. You eat when I tell you. You don't argue, you don't improvise, you don't wander. The woods don't negotiate, and neither do I."

My jaw tightens. I pick up the resistance climbing my spine, every independent synapse firing at once. Who does this man think he's talking to? I manage a two-million-dollar client portfolio. I negotiate seven-figure deals. I don't obey.

But.

He's the only one who can find Elise.

"Fine."

"Say it."

"Say what?"

"That you'll do what I tell you."

Heat floods my cheeks. "I just said —"

"You said fine. Fine is what people say when they're already planning to do it their way. I need the words." He leans closer. Just an inch. Just enough for me to feel the warmth radiating off his body, incongruous and startling in this frozen little diner, and to catch that scent again — smoke and pine and skin. "Say: I'll do what you tell me."

Marge is scraping the grill. The pipeline workers are chewing. The heater ticks. The entire diner is a theater of disinterest, but I can feel the silence between my stool and his compressing, thickening into an impulse I don't have a name for.

I meet his eyes.

Brown. Not warm brown — the brown of river water in late autumn, cold and deep and hiding its bottom.

"I'll do what you tell me."

The words taste strange in my mouth. Foreign. Like speaking a language I don't know yet but will, against my will, become fluent in.

He holds my gaze for one beat. Two.

Then he stands. Drops a folded bill on the counter.

"Trailhead's at the north end of Main. Half mile past the church." He pulls on gloves — heavy, insulated, the fingers worn smooth. "Bring what you can carry on your back. Nothing with wheels."

"Wait." I slide off the stool. "How long will we be out there?"

He's already at the door. Over his shoulder, backlit by the gray morning light pressing through the glass: "As long as it takes."

The door closes behind him. Cold air curls along the floor and dissipates.

Marge refills my cup without comment. I stare at the dark surface of the coffee and see my own reflection, warped and fractured.

Back at the motel, I unpack the suitcase and repack everything into the hiking backpack I bought at the hardware store — a battered Kelty that Murray pulled from a storage closet, previous owner unknown. I leave behind the heels, the blazer, the silk blouse I packed out of some delusional habit, as though I might need business attire in the Alaskan bush.

I keep: thermals, two extra pairs of wool socks, a fleece, a rain shell that probably won't withstand real rain, a headlamp, energy bars, my wallet, my phone (useless), a photograph of Elise that I printed and laminated before leaving New York.

The laminated photo goes into the chest pocket of my jacket, square over my heart. Sentimental. Irrational. I don't care.

I leave the room key on the nightstand. I don't plan to come back here tonight. Or maybe ever. The motel room already feels like a relic, a waystation between the person I was and whatever I'm about to become.

The walk to the trailhead takes twelve minutes. Past the church with its dark windows. Past the last house, a listing A-frame with a blue tarp on the roof and a chained dog that watches me pass with total indifference. Then the road narrows, then it becomes gravel, then dirt, then it stops being a road at all and becomes a path — two boot-widths of packed earth winding upward through a cathedral of black spruce.

The trees close in.

Behind me, Blackwood disappears. Not gradually — abruptly, as though the forest simply drew a curtain. One moment I can see the rooftops, the Conoco sign, the gray smear of civilization. The next, there is only green and black and white, the spruce trunks rising like columns in a ruined church, snow covering the ground in a seamless, unmarked sheet.

My breath clouds. My boots crunch. My heartbeat is the loudest sound in the world.

Then I smell woodsmoke.

The trail curves around an outcrop of granite and there he is.

Thorne. Standing beside a cabin that looks less built than grown — dark logs fitted together without visible gaps, a roof of corrugated metal rusted to the color of dried blood, a porch that's just three planks laid across stacked stones. Smoke unspools from a crooked chimney. An axe stands embedded in a stump. Wood chips scatter the snow like confetti at a funeral.

He's splitting kindling. No jacket, despite the cold — just the flannel, sleeves rolled to the elbows, forearms corded and sheened with effort. The axe comes down with a sound like a bone breaking. The wood splits clean. He sets another piece. Lifts. Drops. Splits.

He doesn't look up. Doesn't acknowledge my approach. Lets the rhythm of the axe and the silence and the distance do the talking.

I stop at the edge of his property — if you can call a clearing in the spruce a property — and I watch him work, and I understand a tremor that Marge was trying to tell me without saying it.

Nobody knows Thorne because Thorne isn't built for knowing. He's built for surviving. For enduring. For doing violence to wood and weather and anything else that gets between him and the next day.

He splits one more log. Sets the axe aside. Wipes his hands on his jeans and finally turns to face me.

Those eyes again. Unreadable. Measuring.

"You're early."

I blink. "You said —"

"I said the trailhead. Not my cabin."

Oh. I overshot. Walked right past the meeting point, followed the smoke and the sound to his doorstep without being invited. Something about that fact rearranges the air between us, shifts the power dynamic in a direction I can't quite name.

He lets it hang.

Then he turns toward the cabin. "Come inside. Gear's packed. We leave in twenty."

I follow him up the three plank steps and through a door that's just a slab of pine on heavy iron hinges. Inside: a single room, maybe fifteen by twenty, partitioned by function rather than walls. A woodstove in the center radiating dry, ferocious heat. A cot against the far wall, military-neat. A plywood shelf holding canned food in precise rows. A workbench covered in maps, compasses, lengths of rope.

No photographs. No books. No decoration of any kind. The cabin is purely useful — a machine for staying alive.

Two packs lean against the wall by the door. One enormous, one smaller. He nods at the smaller one.

"Yours. Thirty pounds. Don't adjust the straps."

I heft it. Thirty pounds doesn't sound like much until it's sitting on your shoulders and you're facing a multi-day hike through subzero wilderness. Gravity settles into my trapezius muscles and announces, quietly, that it will be making its presence known for every step of the next however many days.

"What's in it?"

"Everything you need." He shoulders his own pack — fifty, sixty pounds at least — with the ease of lifting a pillow. "Nothing you don't."

I glance around the cabin one more time. The maps on the workbench catch my eye — hand-annotated topographic maps, dense with pencil marks and circles and routes drawn in red ink. I notice one area circled repeatedly, far north, where the contour lines compress into a knot of ridges and valleys.

He steps into my line of sight. Blocking the workbench. Not aggressively — just a shift of position that eliminates my view as cleanly as closing a door.

"Ready?"

I look up at him. He's close. Close enough that I can see the grain of his skin, the faint white line of an old scar running along his jaw, the dark ring around his irises where brown turns to a presence deeper.

My mouth is dry. Not from the woodstove heat.

"Ready."

He holds the door. I step through it, back into the cold, and the forest swallows us both.
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CHAPTER 3
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TERMS

Thorne

She walks like she's late for a pressure.

Quick, choppy strides, head down, arms pumping. City cadence. The kind of pace that eats up sidewalk but burns energy like gasoline on tundra — hot and fast and unsustainable. Within an hour, she'll be dragging. Within two, she'll be stumbling. By three, if I let it go that long, she'll be on her knees in the snow, lungs screaming, quads seizing, wondering how a mile and a half of packed trail turned into a war of attrition against her own body.

I let her lead.

Not out of courtesy. Not out of some democratic notion of shared decision-making. I let her walk ahead because I want to watch how she moves. How her weight shifts. Where she places her feet. Whether she scans the ground for ice or just plows forward on faith and stubbornness.

Faith and stubbornness. Both of them.

The trail cuts north through the spruce corridor, following the creek bed where the snow compacts into a narrow, navigable path between root systems and deadfall. Overhead, the canopy knits together so tightly the sky disappears — just a mesh of black branches laced with frost, filtering the weak daylight into a gray-green gloom that settles over everything like gauze.

She doesn't look up. Doesn't notice the architecture of the forest, the manner the trees form a tunnel that funnels the wind into a blade at your back. Doesn't see the tracks in the snow at the trail's edge — wolverine, fresh, the dragging belly print distinct between the paw marks. Doesn't smell the air shifting, the barometric pressure dropping by fractions that her untrained body can't register but mine reads like a headline.

Storm coming. Two days out, maybe three. A big one.

Good.

I cataloged the pack while she was at the motel last night. Her pack, the one I assigned — thirty-two pounds, not thirty. I lied about the weight because the truth would have scared her and scared people make bad decisions.

Here's what she's carrying: sleeping bag rated to minus twenty. Bivy sack. Two days of freeze-dried meals. Water purification tablets. First aid kit, basic. Fire steel. Emergency blanket. One change of base layers.

Here's what she's not carrying: a GPS unit. A satellite phone. A PLB beacon. A compass. A map.

All of that is in my pack. All of it under my control.

She doesn't know this yet. She will. And by the time the knowing lands, it won't matter, because we'll be deep enough into the backcountry that the knowing changes nothing.

I adjusted the navigation last night. Subtle work — that variety of measured that requires patience and a particular understanding of how people orient themselves in unfamiliar terrain. The compass in my chest pocket has a three-degree westward deviation filed into the bezel. Imperceptible correction. Over ten miles, it'll put us half a mile off the marked trail, drifting toward the dead zone — that span of ridges and valleys north of the Takahula drainage where satellite coverage drops to zero and radio signals bounce off the bedrock escarpments and go nowhere.
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