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The cruelest prisons have no walls. They have someone who stays.

— Maren Ashford, The Geometry of Devotion

For everyone who ever stayed in a room they could have left.

And for those who finally walked through the door.
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Prologue
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The Extraction

The rain has been falling for three hours. Steady, not heavy—the kind that settles in and stays, turning the streets into dark mirrors. I sit in the truck across from her apartment building and watch the second-floor window. The light behind the curtain is warm, yellow-orange. She's home. She's been home since 6:14.

I know her schedule better than I know my own. Monday through Friday, she leaves at 7:40, walks four blocks to the café on Hawthorne, orders a cortado with oat milk. She sits at the same table by the window and works on her laptop for two hours. Translations. French to English, mostly. Academic texts, a novel last month. She talks to herself when she gets stuck on a phrase, mouths the words until she finds the one that fits. I've watched her do it from across the street so many times that I can almost read her lips.

Tonight I'm going to take her from her apartment and drive her to a cabin in the mountains, and she is not going to understand why.

The glove box holds the syringe. Propofol, 40mg—enough to put her under for ninety minutes without respiratory risk. I measured the dose against her weight, double-checked with a field medic I trust who didn't ask questions. Below the syringe, a burner phone, a bottle of water, a granola bar. I packed like I was running a three-day op. Old habits. The kind they train into you so deep that five years out, you still check exits, count heads, and keep your back to the wall.

Her name is Nora Calloway. She is twenty-eight years old. In six weeks she turns twenty-nine, and when she does, a trust her mother set up sixteen years ago becomes accessible. Forty million dollars. Money her father has been stealing for over a decade. If she files the claim, an audit triggers. If the audit triggers, Gerald Calloway goes to prison. Gerald Calloway does not intend to go to prison.

I know this because Gerald Calloway hired me eighteen months ago to watch his daughter. To report on her movements, her contacts, her habits. Routine surveillance, he said. A concerned father keeping an eye on his only child. I believed it for about four months. Then I started asking the questions a good analyst asks: why is the concerned father routing payments through three shell companies? Why does his brother Martin meet with a man named Thomas Russo every two weeks at a restaurant in Tigard? Why did Gerald take out a two-million-dollar insurance policy on Nora six months ago?

I found the answers. I wish I hadn't.

Three weeks ago, I recorded a phone call between Gerald and Russo. Gerald's voice, steady as a man ordering lunch: Make it look like an accident. The trail—she hikes there on Sundays. Clean. Russo asked about the timeline. Gerald said before the birthday. Before twenty-nine. Before the trust.

I have the recording on an encrypted drive in my bag. Proof that a father ordered his daughter's death for money. I could take it to the police. I could call the FBI. I could hand it to a journalist and let the system do what systems are supposed to do.

Except systems don't work when the man you're reporting is Gerald Calloway. He has a judge on his Christmas card list. The chief of police plays golf at his club. His attorney has shut down three investigations in the past decade. And the recording—the recording was obtained through illegal wiretapping. My wiretapping. If I hand it over, Gerald's lawyer buries it under an exclusionary motion, Gerald walks, and I go to federal prison.

So I'm sitting in a truck in the rain, watching the light in her window, and the only option left is the one I've been circling for two weeks. The one that makes me a criminal. The one that keeps her alive.

I'm going to take her before they do.

* * *
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HER BUILDING HAS A keypad entry and a back door that doesn't latch properly. I fixed the latch once, three months ago, when a man she went on a date with showed up drunk at 2 AM and tried to get in. She never knew about either thing—the man or the fix. I handled the first and left the second broken for my own access. The kind of decision you justify in the moment and examine later, when you're alone and the justification doesn't hold.

I cross the street at 10:47. The rain covers the sound of my boots on the concrete. Through the glass door, I can see the lobby—empty. I pull the back door open. The hinge barely whispers.

Her apartment is 2B. I climb the stairs and stand outside her door. On the other side, I can hear music. Something quiet, acoustic. She listens to it when she's working late. I've cataloged her playlists, her reading habits, the way she arranges her bookshelves—alphabetical by author, except for the French editions, which she keeps separately on the top shelf. I know that she calls her friend Lena every Thursday night and that the conversations last between forty minutes and an hour. I know that she sleeps on the left side of the bed and keeps a glass of water on the nightstand that she never finishes.

I know things about her that no one should know about a stranger. And that's the problem. She isn't a stranger to me. She hasn't been for months. She just doesn't know I exist.

I knock.

The music stops. Footsteps. She checks the peephole—I can see the shadow shift behind it. I hold up the badge I had made. Private security. Calloway Properties. Her father's company. "Ms. Calloway? My name is Elliot Voss. I work for your father's security team. He asked me to check on you—there's been a threat to the family."

A pause. The deadbolt turns. She opens the door three inches, chain still on. Green eyes, darker than they look in photographs. Auburn hair pulled into a knot. She's wearing a sweatshirt that's too big for her and cotton shorts, and she looks at me the way a woman looks at a man she didn't invite to her door at eleven o'clock at night.

"My father didn't mention anyone coming by."

"It happened this evening, ma'am. He tried calling—your phone may be on silent." A reasonable explanation. Hers has been on Do Not Disturb since 9 PM. I know because I can see the notification status from the mirror I installed on her device eight months ago.

She glances at her phone on the counter. Two missed calls. I made them from Gerald's spoofed number twenty minutes ago. Her shoulders drop half an inch. She closes the door, removes the chain, opens it wide.

"Come in." She steps back. "Is he okay?"

She's worried about him. About her father. The man who is paying someone to stage her death as a hiking accident. I step inside and the apartment smells like coffee and something citrus—dish soap, maybe, or the candle on the kitchen counter. Her laptop is open on the dining table, a French text on the screen. The glass of water on the nightstand, half full. Everything exactly where I knew it would be.

"He's fine," I say. "Can I get you a glass of water while I explain the situation?"

She's already moving toward the kitchen. "I'll get it." She opens the cabinet, reaches for a glass. Turns her back to me. Trusts me because I used her father's name and the missed calls confirmed the story.

I step up behind her. The syringe is in my hand. There is a version of this where I don't do it. Where I hand her the recording and explain everything and trust her to make the right call. But the right call takes time—lawyers, evidence, warrants—and Russo's timeline is November 15th. Twenty-two days. And Gerald has people watching her too, people who don't know I've turned, and if she makes one wrong move, one phone call to the wrong person, she dies in an accident on a trail she walks every Sunday.

I don't have time to convince her. I have time to take her.

"Ms. Calloway." She turns. I catch her arm, guide the needle into the muscle of her shoulder through the sweatshirt. Her eyes go wide. Her mouth opens. She grabs my wrist, and her grip is stronger than I expected—she fights for three seconds, four, and then the propofol hits and her knees buckle and I catch her before she falls.

I hold her against my chest. Her head drops against my shoulder. Her breathing evens out within thirty seconds. I count them. I count everything when I'm running an op. It keeps the thinking clean and the feeling locked in a box I'll open later, when I can afford it.

I carry her to the couch and lay her down while I prepare. Her phone goes in the microwave—a Faraday cage, quick and dirty. I wipe the glass she touched, close the laptop, blow out the candle. I take her jacket from the hook by the door and her sneakers from the rack. I put them on her. She weighs less than I expected.

The back stairway is empty. The truck is thirty feet from the exit. I carry her through the rain. Her hair gets wet. She doesn't move. I buckle her into the passenger seat and adjust the headrest so her neck is supported, and then I sit behind the wheel and stare at the road for eleven seconds because my hands are shaking and I need them to stop.

I pull away from the curb at 11:09 PM. The drive to the cabin is two hours and fourteen minutes. I take back roads. The rain doesn't stop.

She sleeps against the window, her forehead touching the glass, and the streetlights paint her face in passing stripes of orange and white. I watch the road. I watch her. I watch the road.

Somewhere around Bend, she shifts in the seat and makes a sound that isn't quite a word. Her hand opens and closes. I turn the heat up because her fingers look cold.

I've spent eighteen months telling myself that this is a job. That the surveillance was professional. That the notes I took about her reading habits and her coffee order and the way she tilts her head when she's thinking were operational details, relevant to the threat assessment.

They weren't.

The truck climbs into the mountains. The pines close in on both sides of the road. The last streetlight disappears behind us and the dark is absolute. She sleeps. I drive. The rain falls on the roof of the truck like fingers drumming on a table, and I think about what I've done, and what I'm about to do, and the distance between saving someone and keeping them.
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Chapter One
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White Ceiling

The ceiling is white. That is the first thing I know. Not where I am or how I got here, but the ceiling: white, slightly uneven, the kind of plaster finish you see in old houses. There is a crack in it, thin as a hair, running from the corner toward the center like a river on a map with no legend.

I stare at it because I cannot yet make my body do anything else.

My mouth tastes like copper and something chemical. My shoulder aches—a specific, localized pain, like a bruise with a center. When I try to turn my head, the room tilts, and I close my eyes and wait for it to settle. Breathe in. Breathe out. The air smells like pine and woodsmoke and coffee, and none of these smells belong to my apartment.

I open my eyes again. Try the inventory. Fingers—I can move them. Toes—yes. Legs—heavy, but responsive. I push myself up on one elbow, and the room swings like a pendulum before it steadies.

A bed. I'm on a bed. A real one—wood frame, thick mattress, a quilt that smells faintly of cedar. The pillow under my head is not my pillow. The sheets are not my sheets. The window to my left is framed in rough-hewn timber, and through the glass I can see pine trees so close their branches nearly touch the pane. The glass is old, the kind that warps slightly, and the trees outside look like they're breathing.

The window is nailed shut. Three nails, evenly spaced along the bottom of the frame. New nails—the wood around them is still bright.

My heart rate spikes so fast it hurts. I sit up fully. My feet touch a plank floor, cold even through my socks. I'm wearing my own clothes—the sweatshirt I put on after dinner, the cotton shorts. My sneakers are by the bed, placed neatly. Someone carried me here. Someone undressed me enough to remove my shoes and then put me to bed like a child.

The last thing I remember is my apartment. The translation on my screen—a passage from Duras that I couldn't get right, the syntax coiling back on itself. Music playing. A knock at the door.

A man. Dark hair. Gray eyes. A badge. My father's security team.

My shoulder. The needle.

I stand up too fast and grab the bedpost because the floor is moving and my legs don't trust me yet. The room is small—ten by twelve, maybe. A dresser with nothing on it. A closet door, open, showing empty hangers. The bedroom door is closed but when I turn the handle, it opens.

No lock. No bolt.

I step into a hallway and then into a larger room—a combined kitchen and living area. Stone fireplace on the far wall, cold. A couch, brown leather, cracked with age. A kitchen table, square, four chairs. Counters, a stove, a refrigerator that hums like something alive. The front door is to my left, a window on either side of it, and through the windows I see more trees, a dirt clearing, gray sky.

A man is sitting at the kitchen table. He has a mug of coffee in front of him and a book open beside it, and he looks up when I step into the room as though he's been waiting. Not tense. Not surprised. Patient, the way you wait for something you scheduled.

I recognize him. The man from my door. Dark hair kept short, jaw like something cut from stone, a lean build that suggests muscle without advertising it. He's wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled and dark jeans, and he's sitting with his back to the wall and a clear line of sight to every exit. I notice this because I notice everything right now—my brain is running hot, cataloging, assessing, compensating for the fact that my body is still sluggish and unreliable.

"Good morning," he says. His voice is quiet. Not gentle—quiet, like volume is something he controls deliberately.

I don't speak. I am standing in the doorway of a room I don't recognize, in a building I've never seen, wearing clothes I slept in, and the man who drugged me and brought me here is drinking coffee and reading a book and saying good morning.

"There's coffee on the counter," he says. "And toast, if you want it. You should eat. The sedative can cause nausea on an empty stomach."

The sedative. He says it the way a doctor would. Clinical. Informational.

"Where am I?" My voice comes out rough, scraped thin.

"Somewhere safe."

"Where. Am. I."

He closes the book. Folds his hands on the table. "You're in the Cascade Range, about two hours east of Bend. The nearest town is forty miles north. There's no cell service, no internet, and the landline is disabled. The front door is unlocked. You can walk out of it anytime you want." He pauses. "There's nothing out there for forty miles."

I look at the front door. Then at him. Then at the door again. My fingers are gripping the doorframe so hard I can feel the grain of the wood pressing into my skin.

"Who are you?"

"My name is Elliot Voss."

"Why am I here?"

He picks up his coffee. Takes a sip. Sets it down. All of it measured, every motion calibrated to project calm. I've seen people do this before—therapists, negotiators, people whose job is to manage other people's panic. It makes me more afraid, not less, because it means he planned for this. He expected me to be scared. He prepared a performance.

"You're here because if you were anywhere else, you'd be dead within three weeks."

The room goes still. Not quiet—it was already quiet. Still. The kind of stillness that has weight.

"That's insane." I say it, but my voice doesn't sound like mine. It sounds like someone rehearsing a line they don't believe.

"Sit down, Nora."

He uses my name and it sounds wrong in his mouth—too familiar, too practiced. Like he's said it before. Like he's been saying it for a long time, in rooms where I wasn't present.

I don't sit down. I stay in the doorway with my hand on the frame, and I look at him, and I wait.

"Your father hired me eighteen months ago," he says. "Private security. Surveillance. He told me there was a threat to the family, and he wanted someone to keep an eye on you." He turns the mug in his hands. "There is a threat to the family. It's your father."

"My father—"

"Your father took out a two-million-dollar insurance policy on your life six months ago. He's been siphoning money from a trust your mother set up—a trust you don't know about, worth roughly forty million dollars—for the last sixteen years. When you turn twenty-nine, you become eligible to claim it. If you claim it, an audit triggers. If the audit triggers, your father goes to prison." He holds my gaze. "He's hired someone to make sure you don't turn twenty-nine."

The refrigerator hums. The trees outside don't move. I can hear my own heartbeat in my throat, too fast, too loud, a metronome that's lost its tempo.

"My father would never—"

"I know," he says. "That's why you're here."
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Chapter Two
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Rules

He gives me the tour like a landlord showing a rental property. This is the kitchen. Here are the pans. The stove runs on propane. Don't touch the valve behind the refrigerator. The generator is in the shed out back—it runs on diesel, there's enough for two weeks. If the power cuts, there are candles in the drawer by the sink.

I follow him because I don't know what else to do. My mind is running three tracks simultaneously: escape routes, risk assessment, and a loop of he's insane he's insane he's insane that I can't quite turn off. I catalog the cabin as he walks me through it. One main room. One bedroom—the one I woke up in. One bathroom—small, a shower stall with a curtain, no tub. A closet near the front door with coats and boots. A door at the end of the hall that he doesn't open.

"What's behind that door?"

"Storage."

"Can I see it?"

"No."

He says it the way you close a drawer. No explanation. No apology. The conversation is over.

"The front door is unlocked," he says again, leading me back to the main room. "It stays unlocked. You can go outside, walk the perimeter, sit on the porch. But the tree line is about sixty feet from the cabin, and beyond that it's dense forest for miles. If you get lost out there, I might not find you before nightfall, and the temperature drops below freezing after dark this time of year." He looks at me. "I'm not going to stop you from leaving. But I'd prefer if you didn't."

Prefer. Like this is a negotiation between equals.

"There are clothes in the dresser," he continues. "Women's clothes. They should fit—I estimated your size." He says this without embarrassment, without the flinch a normal person would have at admitting they guessed a stranger's measurements. "Toiletries are in the bathroom. There are books on the shelf by the fireplace. The radio is—" He pauses. "The radio doesn't work."

"You disabled it."

"Yes."

At least he doesn't lie. Or at least he doesn't lie about the things he's willing to admit.

I stand in the center of the main room and look at everything. The stone fireplace, cold and swept clean. The leather couch with a blanket folded over the arm. The kitchen table where he sat reading as though this were a Saturday morning and I were a guest who'd arrived on schedule. The windows—I check each one. Nailed. All of them. The same new nails, the same bright wood.

"The windows are nailed shut."

"The door is open."

"That's not the same thing."

He considers this. I see him consider it—a slight tilt of his head, a flicker in those gray-blue eyes. "No," he says. "It's not."

He moves to the kitchen. Opens a cabinet. Shows me where the food is—canned goods, rice, pasta, dried beans. A bag of apples. A box of granola bars. Coffee, filters, sugar. He opens the refrigerator—eggs, butter, milk, cheese. He stocked it like someone planning a siege.

"I'll make a supply run every five to seven days," he says. "If you need anything specific, write it down." He pulls a notepad and a pen from a drawer and sets them on the counter.

I stare at the notepad. He's given me a grocery list pad. As if I'm going to jot down requests between escape attempts. Shampoo, conditioner, freedom.

"Where do you sleep?" I ask.

He nods toward the couch. "There."

"You gave me the bedroom."

"Yes."

"Why?"

He doesn't answer immediately. He's refilling his coffee mug, and I watch his hands—steady, precise, a surgeon's hands or a soldier's. The scar on his left forearm is long and surgical, running from wrist to elbow, a raised line of white against tan skin. He catches me looking and doesn't cover it.

"Because you're going to be here for a while," he says. "And because the bedroom door has a lock on the inside."

* * *
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I SPEND THE AFTERNOON testing the boundaries. He sits at the table and works on a laptop—an old ThinkPad, matte black—and he doesn't watch me, but he's aware of me the way a cat is aware of a bird. Peripheral. Constant.

The front door opens. He told the truth about that. I stand on the porch and breathe pine-cold air and look at the clearing—dirt and gravel, the truck parked to the left, the shed beyond it. Trees on every side, tall and dark, pressing in. The sky is gray. The silence is enormous—no traffic, no voices, no electricity hum except the generator in the shed. Just wind in the pines and the occasional crack of a branch.

I could walk. Right now. I could walk off this porch and into those trees and keep walking until I hit a road or a river or a cell tower. He said forty miles to the nearest town. That's a two-day hike through mountain terrain, assuming I don't get lost, assuming the weather holds, assuming I can find water. I'm wearing sneakers and cotton shorts. I'd be hypothermic by midnight.

He knew this when he said the door was unlocked. The door is always unlocked when the world outside it is the real cage.

I go back inside. He hasn't moved. He doesn't look up.

The bathroom has a mirror, and I stand in front of it and assess. My face is pale, circles under my eyes from whatever he gave me. My shoulder has a small bruise—the injection site. My hair is tangled from sleeping on it wet. I look like someone who has been taken, and the fact that I can see it on my own face makes it real in a way that the nailed windows and the missing radio did not.

I try the kitchen drawers. He's in the main room, out of sight line. The drawers hold what you'd expect—utensils, dish towels, a can opener. I find a paring knife and slip it into the pocket of my sweatshirt. My heart beats louder while I do it, and I wait for his footsteps, but they don't come.

The second drawer holds batteries, a flashlight, tape, string. The third holds a stack of paper and more pens. The fourth is deeper—and inside it, under a folded cloth, is a gun.

Black. Heavy. I've never held a gun before, but I've seen enough of them to know this is a handgun, compact, real. I pick it up. The weight is shocking—it's denser than it looks, and it sits in my hand with a kind of awful authority. My thumb finds a small lever near the trigger. The safety. I don't know if it's on or off. I don't know anything except that I'm holding a weapon and the man who brought me here left it in a kitchen drawer.

"The safety's on."

His voice is behind me. Close. I didn't hear him move. I didn't hear a single footstep, and he's standing four feet away, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, and he's looking at the gun in my hand with an expression that isn't fear. It's something closer to curiosity.

I point it at him. My hand shakes. The barrel trembles in the air between us.

He doesn't move. Doesn't raise his hands. Doesn't step back.

"The safety's on," he says again. "The small lever under your thumb. Push it forward to disengage. You'll feel a click."

"Are you telling me how to shoot you?"

"I'm telling you how the gun works. What you do with it is your decision." He unfolds his arms. Stands straight. Gives me a clear target. "But if you're going to point it at someone, you should know how to fire it. Otherwise it's just a prop."

My thumb finds the lever. I don't push it. We stand there—me with the gun, him with nothing—and the air between us is so charged I can almost hear it humming.

"I want to go home," I say. It comes out small. Smaller than I want it to.

Something moves behind his eyes. A flinch he almost controls. "I know."

"Then let me go."

"I can't."

"Can't or won't?"

"Both."

I put the gun back in the drawer. I close the drawer. My hands are still shaking, and I grip the counter edge until the wood bites into my palms. He stays in the doorway. He doesn't come closer. He doesn't leave.

That night, I lock the bedroom door and lie on the bed in the dark and listen to him move through the cabin. Footsteps so quiet they're almost not there—more felt than heard, a shift in the air pressure on the other side of the wall. He checks the windows. The front door. Something clicks—a padlock, maybe, on the back door I hadn't found yet. Then silence. Then the creak of the couch.

I lie in the dark with a paring knife under my pillow and stare at the white ceiling and the crack that runs through it like a fault line, and I think: He left a gun in a kitchen drawer where I could find it. Either he's stupid—and nothing about him suggests stupid—or he wanted me to find it. A test. Or a gift. Or both.

The safety was on. He told me how to take it off.

I don't sleep. The wind pushes against the window, and the nails hold, and somewhere beyond the trees, the world continues without me, and no one knows I'm here.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]




The First Night

The dark in the mountains is different from the dark in Portland. In the city, darkness is a suggestion—streetlights, headlights, the ambient glow of screens behind curtains. There is always light somewhere. Here there is nothing. When I turn off the lamp on the nightstand, the room becomes so black that I lose the edges of my own body. My hands could be a mile away. The ceiling could be ten feet up or ten inches. I exist only as a pulse and a set of lungs, floating in absolute dark.

I lie still and listen. The cabin settles around me—small sounds, the wood contracting in the cold, the wind testing the eaves. Through the wall, I hear him. Not footsteps. He's on the couch, and the couch creaks when he shifts his weight. A pause. Another shift. He isn't sleeping either.
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