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“Better the illusions that exalt us than ten thousand truths.”


Alexander Pushkin
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In the quiet of my heart, where death whispers, I tread softly, carrying the weight of Wolfson’s absence.


A week has passed without him. A deep, black void. Cold. Painful. Never-ending.


Like the polar night.


Like our empty bellies.


Somewhere north of the Arctic Circle, I stand at the frosted window of our cabin, watching snowflakes dance.


Our cabin.


My prison for over four months. Longer for Leonid and Kodiak. They’ve been trapped here since childhood.


With Denver and Wolf gone, it’s our cabin now. A cage of ice with frozen pipes, dwindling pantries, and echoes of the dead.


A permanent chill lives on my skin, my goosebumps the size of cherries. But it’s a welcome distraction from the ache within.


The heavy weight in my arms, Wolf’s saxophone case, holds memories etched in brass and melody. A relic of a tortured soul taken too soon. His haunting music used to fill these walls as vibrant and inimitable as the northern lights.


Now there’s just silence. A silence so swollen it chokes.


I feel guilty wearing his coat when he died in the bloodstained ruins of mine. I feel guilty loving his brothers when I couldn’t love him the way he wanted. I feel guilty taking a breath when I couldn’t stop him from taking his life.


I need you with me. We can finally be together.


He didn’t want to die alone.


Part of me, a dark, dangerous shadow, knows it would be easier to join him. To let the cold embrace me, to close my eyes and imagine it’s Wolf’s arms around me one last time.


I shake off the thought, my survival instinct still too strong. Even stronger is my love for his brothers. I would never do that to them, would never hurt them more than they’re already hurting.


The tread of boots drifts from the basement stairs, heralding Leo’s approach.


In the caress of candlelight, he emerges, a silhouette of sorrow, cradling a box laden with ghosts of the past. Within lie the remnants of innocence—clothes he and Kody wore as children—and the identities of women lost to this place. Among them, his mother.


My eyes, always on the brink of tears, look away.


Sensing my turmoil, he sets down the box, eases the case from my grip, and lowers it to the floor with reverent gentleness. His hands, red from the cold yet steady and firm, find my shoulders, anchoring me.


Our foreheads meet, resting together in a communion of pain.


“Breathe.” His voice is my lighthouse in the fog. “Again.”


Our lungs empty in unison, our breaths a coil of vapor.


“Want to talk about it?” His fingers dig in, massaging tense joints.


Wolf lives in my head in fragments, in flashes. Eyes that once held galaxies of mischief, now stilled. Hugs that once thawed the harshest winter, now phantoms. His punch lines and pet names, now lost to the wind.


Wolf.


My Wolf.


He left this world because it hurt him irreparably. From the moment he was born, it brutalized him, molested him, starved him of love, and ripped him apart.


No use talking about it. It won’t bring him back.


“We need to move forward.” I bury my hands in the fur of Leo’s coat. “I don’t want to cry anymore.”


Understanding shines in his mismatched eyes. “I miss you. Your smile. Your body. Your warmth.”


I sleep between him and Kody every night, swaddled in masculine heat. But that’s not what he means. He misses our intimacy. Our profound connection through sex. We haven’t been together like that in two weeks.


Days consumed by the relentless pursuit of sustenance and solutions leave no room for baser needs.


Nights, while tangled together in a pretzel of limbs, offer no comfort for longing hearts, only the stark reminder that every calorie must be conserved. Anything beyond tender whispers of love is a luxury we cannot afford.


“I miss you, too.” I hold my lips to his, soaking in his affection. “So much.”


Frustration sharpens his breath.


“This is temporary.” He steps away to collect the box.


“Forever awaits.” Whatever that means, however long it takes, I’m here for it.


I grip the handle of the saxophone case.


He snuffs out the candles. Then, hand in hand, we step outside, braving the maw of a howling blizzard.


Snow crunches under our boots. Icy air bites at our cheeks. The short trek to the workshop isn’t quick, thanks to the brutal, unrelenting wind. When we finally step inside and slam the repaired door on the storm, it feels like I traded one tomb for another.


Not enough candlelight to chase away the shadows. No heat source to cut through the cold. We’re out of coal and firewood, and the power system remains inoperable.


I’m afraid. Afraid of the isolation that gnaws as fiercely as the hunger. Afraid of the hope we put into a plane we don’t know how to fly. Afraid of a future devoid of Wolf.


He told us we would die before the thaw. I didn’t believe him.


But now…


We don’t talk about it. Instead, we tackle each day like the beginning of a great quest. A fresh start to a new life. In that vein, we’ve made it our mission to salvage pieces of our existence and stow them in the bush plane that promises escape.


I’ve been gathering Wolf’s belongings with a desperate fervor, things like his purple housecoat, dried-up sharpies, sketchbooks, hand-drawn illustration of the cockpit, and saxophone. I fear something irreplaceable might be accidentally destroyed as we break apart the cabin, bit by bit, burning its pieces to keep the fire going in the hearth.


We have months before we can attempt a takeoff. Loading the plane now might be getting ahead of ourselves. But it fuels our will to survive. Keeps the embers of our future alight in the darkness.


As I follow Leo through the frigid workshop, we pass the generator room, still haunted by Denver’s death, and emerge into the rear garage. Here, amidst shivery candlelight, the plane sits dormant.


Crouched beneath one of the wings, Kody lifts his head, and those coal-black eyes run me through.


A week’s worth of tension strangles the air between us. Even from across the garage, I sense his unease. I feel it in the bones of my soul.


Breaking eye contact, I breeze past him, still angry enough to hold a grudge.


Serves him right for his secrecy and stonewalling, plotting with the devil behind my back, and gambling his life. All of that after he yelled at me for confronting the very monster he was conspiring with.


I don’t blame him for Denver’s death. That burden is mine alone. But I’m not ready to forgive him for the rest. I need him to understand that our relationship won’t work without honesty, communication, and togetherness.


Leo helps me into the plane’s cargo hold, a silent witness to my conflict with his brother. He’s aware of the unresolved issues between us, but in matters of survival, it’s not a priority.


We add our collection of memories to a crate in the plane, which already contains Kody’s vodka recipes, Monty’s slippers, and my scrapbook, full of journal entries and hair samples, including the strands I plucked from Denver’s hairbrush.


If death finds us here, or if the skies claim us while we’re airborne, I hope the secrets Denver took to the grave will be unraveled by those who discover our remains.


Questions about Denver’s past haunt me day and night. What compelled him to move to this unsurvivable place and descend into madness? Had he always been a kidnapping, raping psychopath?


How are Leo, Kody, and Wolf—who were raised by Denver after he abducted their mothers—related to him and one another by blood? What about the unknown brother of Denver and Monty? Why did Monty never mention having siblings? What did Monty take from Denver to provoke him to take me in return? Are the five women before me connected to Monty, too?


Am I still Monty’s wife, or has he let me go? Did he look for me or accept the clues Denver left behind, believing I willingly left him?


The unknowns are a labyrinth with no end, and the answers may forever elude us.


Unless we can decipher Denver’s cryptic final words.


Beneath its wings lie the answers you seek in a cage of ice and echoes.


Obsessed, we’ve written this riddle everywhere—on the plane, our skin, the walls, the floors. Kody has been meticulously removing panels from the wings of the Turbo Beaver, searching for clues.


The phrase Beneath its wings taunts us. If not inside the wings, could it mean beneath the ground the plane rests upon? In the impenetrable permafrost?


The machinery required to build this place is long gone, ruling out anything hidden below. Denver didn’t have the tools to bury things under the workshop. It sits on a pad of gravel.


Leo kisses me on the forehead, a brief comfort in the cold, before hopping out and joining Kody.


I settle into the pilot’s seat, dwarfed by the daunting instrument panel, and rest my gloved hands on the U-shaped wheel. The complexity of the controls, blank screens, gauges, dials, and knobs—it’s all so utilitarian. Intimidating. Alien. Built like a tank.


To fly this without piloting experience, simulators, an aircraft manual, or instruction is a terrifying prospect.


Impossible, Wolf would say.


But we have no choice.


When the time comes, we’ll have to learn through trial and error, which in aviation can be unforgiving.


Running my fingers over the screen before me, I wonder about its purpose. Could it be navigation?


“Hey.” I pop my head out the open door. “If we can power this up, we might have GPS. Maybe comms, too.”


“Working on that, love.” Leo’s timbre, smooth as silk, drifts from behind the plane.


I catch sight of Kody, our gazes clashing as he scowls in his beautiful, broody way.


My heart aches with love for him, a love so intense it infuriates me. Turning away, I face the windshield and focus on bigger problems. Like the frostbite burning my nose. And the missing key to the plane. And the gnawing hunger.


We need answers. Solutions.


Leo, with his technical aptitude and knack for tinkering, believes he can bypass the plane’s ignition and manipulate the electrical system. He’s trying to do something similar with the cabin’s disabled power.


The cabin is his priority.


If he restores the electricity, the pipes would unfreeze. We would have lights. Movies to pass the time. Running water.


Oh, God, to have a hot shower again.


Given his skill at building and repairing machines in this godforsaken place, I have faith in him. But Denver was calculating. He kept all knowledge about the plane and hydroelectric generator safely guarded because it gave him leverage over his sons.


Extinguishing the candle beside me, I climb out and scan the garage for Leo.


“He’s in there.” Kody nods at the generator room.


A shiver spikes through me.


I can still feel the pipe in my hand and the crunch of Denver’s face caving in, turning into pulp beneath my bloodthirsty strikes.


Tools clang within the chamber, followed by a string of curses. Leo’s back at it, determined to undo whatever Denver did to the power system.


In the meantime, we need heat and better lighting in the garage if we’re going to continue spending every waking moment in here.


Hoss has three coal stoves. One in the kitchen and the other two in this building. Two weeks ago, Leo and Wolf mined a sled full of coal from an interior basin. But the snow machine didn’t return. It lies broken and silent, miles from our doorstep along the icy river.


“We need that coal.” I breathe into my cupped hands, trying to generate warmth. “How do we get it back to Hoss?”


“Leo’s the mechanic.” Kody takes a step closer to me, his voice thick, full of gravel. “When he’s ready to venture out again, we’ll work out the logistics.”


Like who goes and who stays.


They don’t want me to leave the cabin in this weather. They also don’t want me here by myself. With only three of us left, it’ll be interesting to see how they work through that dilemma.


“How long are you going to avoid me?” He watches me steadily, tracking every twitch like a damn stalker.


“I’m not avoiding you.”


With deliberate slowness, he narrows the gap between us, backing me against the airplane’s tail. No part of him touches me, but his heat invades, licking my body, top to bottom, front and back. It’s electric. Powerful. Maddening.


Rather than shrink away, I stand taller, lift on my tiptoes, and raise my chin.


I’m still a head shorter, a fraction of his size. Even now, after he’s lost so much weight.


For six weeks, we’ve been rationing, and the toll on his physique is concerning. He and Leo both. Yet his height remains imposing, towering, like an unclimbable mountain.


Despite my stubborn anger, I find myself fighting a different impulse—the desire to caress his cheek, his square-cut jaw, the rustic texture of his stubble, and the firm pillow of his pouty lips.


“What about the pemmican?” I fist my hands at my sides. “When will we retrieve that?”


The cans in the cupboard are diminishing, their labels a blur through my desperate tears. The thought of starving to death, especially when we have high-protein pemmican at their hunting cabin, is unbearable.


“That’s a thirty-mile hike.” His low, growly tone nettles my goosebumped skin. “Impossible in this storm.”


“How long until the storm passes?”


“A few days.” He leans in, his teeth bared like knives. “Or a few months.”


In a moment of weakness, I’m ensnared by the dark landscape of his black-brown eyes and bold, masculine features. Made by God and raised by the devil, he’s a formidable force of nature, devastatingly handsome, looming over me, stealing all my air.


“Back off.” I grind my molars.


“Make me.” He licks his lips, itching for a fight.


If he keeps looking at me like that, he’ll get one.


“Where are the rest of the candles?” My lungs pant, the heat between our mouths hot enough to melt the permafrost. “We’re burning through the supply in the cabin.”


“That’s all we have left.”


“So we’re to spend the winter in darkness?”


“Scared?”


“Fuck you.”


Kody, with his stalking and his secrets and his superior hunter’s instincts, can strike fear in the heart of anyone. But he doesn’t scare me. He makes me burn. And pisses me off.


“Let’s address something we can resolve.” His dark eyebrows slash over black eyes. “Like your attitude.”


“My attitude?” The implication penetrates, invading my veins like Denver’s needles.


“Yeah. Time for it to go.”


My temper snaps, and I slam my hands against the solid wall of his chest. He doesn’t budge, doesn’t give me an inch. Just steady heat and an unwavering glare.


“Which part should go?” I shove again. “My emotions? The tears in my voice? The distrust in my gut? The hurt in my heart?”


“What about my hurt?” He roars. “I lost my brother! A huge gutting part of my soul!”


“I lost him, too.” My sinuses steam, his grief prying me open, exposing the deep, yawning void where Wolf’s essence lingers, where he dwells, unforgotten, ever near.


Shadows stir behind Kody, and he spins, thrusting a finger at the intruder.


“No!” He bellows at Leo. “This doesn’t concern you.”


“You’re cornering my girl, snarling in her face.” His footsteps advance. “I’m about to send you through the goddamn wall.”


If I don’t intervene, he’ll do exactly that, spilling blood and wasting precious calories.


“Leo.” My breath fogs in the boiling space between me and his brother. “I have things to say to him. Let me say them.”


“Not like this. Not with his face that close to yours.”


“Yes. Exactly like this.” I stretch up on my toes, meeting Kody stare for stare. “You said Denver took years off your life when he looked at me. Imagine how I felt when I found you in that cage with him, naked, restrained, and yelling at me to get out. You broke my heart. Broke my trust. Broke everything inside me. I don’t know how to recover from that. I lost my mind. Lost my humanity. I almost lost you.” Tears well, and I swat them away. “So when you say this is an attitude problem, I say that’s a goddamn shortcut to thinking.”


Slowly, he reaches out and strokes a thumb across my wet cheek. He loves my tears as much as he hates them.


“You got what you wanted?” I smack his hand away.


“Yeah.” His jaw tightens. “Got my fighter. Knew she was in there, hurting, holding it all in instead of letting me have it.” He releases a clouded breath. “Need you to hit me over the head with it. The anger, the tears, the words—I want all of it.”


An honest request on demanding lips.


He’s not asking for forgiveness but a chance to earn back my trust.


I find Leo’s stony gaze a few paces away. He looks entirely too invested in this conversation, angry and conflicted, with his braids coming loose and his chest heaving like he just outran a bear.


“Kody made that bargain for you.” He flexes his hands. “But you have every right to be angry. I’m angry, too. We agreed to make decisions together, and he went behind our backs.” His throat bobs, his voice rough. “But he did it for you because…we do terrible things for love.”


A hollow sensation hits my stomach. “That’s what Wolf said the night he made the devil’s bargain. I couldn’t stop him from going through with it, and he never recovered.”


Kody’s eyes go wide. “Frankie, no.”


“If he hadn’t made that bargain, he would still be here. He would still be alive. I’m certain of it. And I keep thinking, what if I hadn’t broken into the workshop in time to stop Denver with you? What if Denver had hurt you the way he hurt Wolf? Would you have followed Wolf off the cliff? Would I have lost you, too?” Heartache shatters my voice. “I know you endured Denver’s pain before, but do you really think you could’ve survived it again? After everything you’ve been through? Everything you sacrificed? The kin punishments, the women who died before me, the months you slept on the couch, trying to stay away from me—you did it all so you would never have to surrender to him like that again. So tell me the truth, Kodiak. Would you have survived a winter in his bed?”


His expression empties, the cords going taut in his neck.


“I didn’t think so.” I drop back on my heels, exhaustion setting in.


“Better me than you.” His posture, stiff and unyielding, seems to grow taller. “Not going to change my mind on that.”


I get it. I had the same justification when I sold my soul to the devil.


We deceive and manipulate those we love, out of noble intentions or for our own misguided hearts. Love endures because of one true and constant element. Forgiveness.


“There will be no more secrets between us.” I find his hand and twine our fingers. “Not one. That means no more lone ranger mentality. Every decision will be made collectively with everyone’s agreement.”


“I swear it.” Conviction etches his granite face.


“No matter how bad it gets.” Leo nods.


A chilling promise.


The darkest nights are yet to unfold, and the price of our survival might be higher than any of us dare to imagine.
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A week later, I discover a sickening revelation.


“Holy fuck.” Crouched in the utility room off the kitchen, I drop my head in my hands and bellow, “Kody!”


The heavy thud of boots echoes through the cabin, the wood bones groaning under his strides.


“What?” He braces his arms on either side of the doorframe, looking as wrung out as I feel.


It’s late, long after our usual bedtime, but I knew he was still in the armory, changing the cables on his crossbow.


As I rise to my feet, frustration gets the better of me, and I kick a box of electronics toward him. “Look at this!”


He sifts through the parts, his interest guttering like a dying flame. “It’s a box of junk.”


“They’re circuit boards.” I open the furnace door and grip a nest of wires in the lower housing. “These wires should be connected to one of those boards.”


“Does this mean…?” He dives back into the box with renewed vigor as if the boards hold the answer to everything.


One of them probably does.


“Denver removed the circuit board and left the box for us to find.” A bitter taste fills my mouth.


“Another sick game.”


“Without a doubt.”


“Fuck.” He pinches the bridge of his nose and groans. “So whatever he did to the power…You’re saying it was never going to be fixed in the generator room where we caged him?”


Where Kody removed his clothes and intended to surrender his body in exchange for electricity.


“So it seems.” I grit my teeth.


The realization sits between us, laden with the gravity of our choices and their unforgiving consequences.


Denver’s cooperation was a lost cause from the start.


Who knows if Denver would’ve actually gone through with his end of the deal if Frankie hadn’t intervened? And who cares? The cost was too fucking high.


“Can you fix it?” He pushes the box back to me, his gaze intense, challenging.


“I’m not an electrician.”


“You built the dirt bike and repair every machine that breaks—”


“Engines, yes. Circuit boards, no.”


“What’s the difference?”


“You fucking serious?”


“What’s going on?” Frankie squeezes in past Kody, her presence a soft, welcoming warmth in the cold, cramped space. Wearing a fur pelt like a robe, she holds a flame of light in a tin can. “Did you get the water heater converted?”


I’m reminded of my original task, another problem I haven’t solved.


In the past twenty years, the pipes froze twice that I remember, and both times, Denver switched the plumbing to wood-heated hot water. The backup system only works for the primary bathroom, which sits on the other side of this wall. That’s all we need if I can figure out how to do it.


“Not yet, but I found this.” I show her the wires and box of circuit boards. “This is how he disabled the power.


As I explain my assumptions about the missing control panel, her sexy little mouth forms an O.


“Where’s an electrician when you need one?” She blows out a breath, making the flame dance in her hands. “There are too many wires. Even if we try every combination on every circuit board, it will take time and resources we don’t have. We don’t even know if the correct board is here. The box could be a decoy. I hate to say this, but I think we need to forget the generator. It’s a dead end.”


I arch a brow at Kody.


“Come to bed.” She extinguishes the candle on the floor and ducks out, expecting us to follow.


Of course, we do. We would follow her to the ends of the earth if we weren’t already standing on the edge.


“What is that you’re holding?” I catch up with her, eyeing the flickering can that lights our way.


“I solved the candle problem.”


“What candle problem?”


“We ran out.”


I knew we would eventually run low, but I’ve been too consumed with the generator to register much else.


She leads us to the bedroom that once belonged to Denver. It’s our room now, empty as it is.


Kody dismantled all the furniture for firewood. Not much remains in the rest of the cabin, either. We’ll be tearing wood walls off the surrounding buildings next. Everything that’s nailed and not nailed down will be used as fuel.


Except the books in the library. We’re not desperate enough to burn those yet.


As Kody heads to the hearth to stoke the fire and prepare the bathwater, I take in the project Frankie’s been working on.


“Oil.” She follows my gaze to the jugs that line the far wall. “Cooking oil, mineral oil, paraffin oil, inedible animal fats, basically anything I could find to burn.”


“How does it work?” I examine one of the many tin cans in a nearby crate.


“I thought you knew.” A rare grin glows in her green eyes. “I read about it in one of your survival books.” She grabs a spool of gauze from the supplies and twists it into a six-inch rope. “Fill the cans with oil, punch a hole through the lid, and the gauze works as a wick. There’s a little more to it, but I worked out the kinks. According to the book, we should get a hundred hours out of each one.”


She must’ve collected every empty can in Hoss. Since Denver didn’t make our last supply run, we have months of recycling piled up. Months of soup cans sitting amongst our garbage. It must’ve taken her days to sift through all of it.


I’m fucking impressed.


“You’ve been busy.” My stomach lifts, feeling a little less hollow.


“You’re working so hard on the power problem, and when Kody isn’t chopping wood and rebuilding his strength with the crossbow, he’s out there trying to solve Denver’s riddle. So I thought…” She shrugs. “I could at least fix one problem. I mean, it’s not a life-or-death problem, but you can’t work in the dark and—”


“Come here.”


She walks straight into my arms, and just like that, I’m home. Settled. Whole. Maybe not complete—without my little brother, there will always be a missing component—but complete enough in this new life we’re fighting for. Together. No matter where we land or how painful the journey, as long as I’m with her and Kody, I’m where I’m meant to be.


“You did good.” I curl a finger beneath her chin and lift her stunning, rosy-cheeked face. “Thank you.”


“Wish I could do more.” She blinks rapidly—her attempt to stifle tears. “I feel useless so much of the time, like dead weight. Too weak to do heavy labor. Too limited in my skills to hunt or hot-wire a plane. I’ve been tearing the cabin apart, searching for the key to the plane, but I don’t have the strength to remove the flooring and—”


“Stop right there.” My touch becomes a firm grip on her jaw. “Where would we be if you hadn’t fixed Kody’s hand? Or his leg? We sure as fuck don’t know how to administer a blood transfusion. Without you, he would’ve died that night. We have a long winter ahead of us. We’re bound to get more injuries.”


“I hope the hell not.”


“Well, I’m feeling a lot better about it, knowing we have our own personal trauma nurse. It’s an invaluable skill in a place like this. Fixing people is critically more important than fixing snow machines.” I raise my voice. “Am I right, Kody?”


“Spot on.” He lumbers past us, hauling buckets of water from the hearth to the bathroom. “Let’s go, ladies.”


“Tell me you understand.” I put my face in hers, tempted to kiss that pout off her lips.


“Yeah. I hear you. Thank you for always being so…blunt.”


“Water’s ready.” I give her a nudge toward the bathroom, one she doesn’t need.


Nightly baths are her thing. If left to our own devices, Kody and I wouldn’t bother with it. Too impractical in these conditions.


But after sleeping between us and complaining about armpits, she made bath time a rule.


For the record, we don’t like rules. However, Kody and I are learning to make exceptions for her.


In the bathroom, he’s already stripped down to his boxers, standing in the empty bathtub, illuminated by candlelight.


Buckets of fire-heated water line the edge. Clean laundry hangs around the perimeter. We wash what we can in the tub. Another miserable chore we could’ve avoided if only I’d built that steel door quicker. If I’d finished it even one day sooner, I could’ve caged Denver before he tampered with the power.


I have a lot of fucking regrets.


Kody removes his boxers while Frankie and I hastily shed our clothes. Nothing sexy about it. The subzero temperatures attack exposed skin like scathing needles.


I lift her into the tub and follow her in. Out of habit or maybe instinct, the three of us lower to our knees and crowd together, seeking body heat. Then Kody starts pouring.


The water is barely warm by the time it hits our bodies. We pass the soap, each of us focusing on our own hygiene, clinically scrubbing and rinsing, hurrying it along, wishing it was over.


It’s a humbling exercise. Makes me vulnerable in ways I’ve never been vulnerable. I can’t remember the last time I was this scrawny. Maybe when I was a boy? Maybe not even then.


Frankie and Kody aren’t faring any better. I can see every sharp bone in their thin frames, every hollow dip where flesh used to be. They both wear the unsolved riddle scribbled on their arms in the black ink of Wolf’s last sharpie.


I turn away, but her hand lands on my shoulder, guiding me to face her, wordlessly asking me to let her look.


Denying her feels wrong. So I hold still while she inspects every inch of my deteriorating physique. She does this every night, probing and prodding, feeling my abdomen, checking my breathing, looking for bruising, abnormal swelling, or…I don’t know. What is she afraid she’ll find?


As much as I hate this, I also treasure it. These uncomfortably intimate moments peel away our shields, divest us of our egos, and bare us to one another on a level most people never experience. We’ve been reduced to half-starved, physically weak, brutally exposed, feral creatures in survival mode. Impossible to hide from one another when we’re like this.


But there’s no judgment. No shame. No secrets between us.


It’s liberating.


Soul-binding.


“You’re dehydrated.” She lightly slaps my face, her tone scolding. “Water is the one thing we have in abundance. Drink more of it.”


Okay, maybe there’s some judgment.


“Yes, ma’am.” My lips twitch. “Any other concerns?”


“Is that a trick question?” She releases a shivery breath and turns to give Kody the same treatment.


Even with our guards down, they’re still tense around each other, still hanging onto unsettled feelings.


I don’t like it.


If this were about sex, I’d have a different opinion about the strain between them. But sex has nothing to do with this.


We’re a unit, the three of us. When part of that unit is broken, it affects all of us.


“We finished here?” He climbs out before she answers.


“Kody.” She holds out her hand, offering an olive branch.


He ignores it. Makes a grunting sound. Loosens a breath. Then he reaches for her waist and lifts her out, plastering her against his chest.


I wait for her to push away, to wriggle to be put down. But she never does what I expect her to do.


As I step out and drag on my clothes, her limbs instinctively wrap around his torso. Like she belongs there.


She buries her face in his neck, and his hands slide up her back to tangle in her hair.


Guess they’re resolving shit.


If he gets a hard-on, I don’t know what I’ll do. The impulse to rip her out of his arms is a fire in my gut.


But it’s dimmed by a stronger need.


The need to erase those dark shadows from her eyes.


Hers and his.


Grabbing a clean blanket, I drape it around them and give his shoulder a shove. “Go warm up by the fire. I’ll bring your clothes.”


He meets my gaze, his expression thoughtful, questioning, maybe even dumbfounded. It’s a fleeting hesitation before he whisks her off into the bedroom.


I grab three pairs of wool socks, boxers for him, and an oversized shirt for her.


The transition between the bathroom and bedroom is a jolt to the system, like walking out of a freezer and into an oven.


That’s how it feels to me, anyway. For anyone who didn’t grow up here, I imagine it feels exactly like what it is. The Arctic.


Kody spent the past week boarding up the windows, caulking all the leaky cracks, and insulating the bedroom until it’s airtight. With the hearth roaring and our shared body heat, the cold won’t penetrate us while we sleep.


He and Frankie lie on the mattress beside the fire, huddled beneath eighty-thousand blankets. She holds up the edge of the pile, waiting for me to join them.


I climb in with their clothes and help her dress beneath the covers. Once we’re in our socks and settled on our sides, exhaustion hits me from all directions.


Without proper nutrition, I don’t have the endurance to keep up with this place. I know Kody feels the same. I see it in his bloodshot eyes.


When Denver was alive, tasks like heat and trash and roof maintenance just happened without our time and attention.


Thank God we have Frankie. Contrary to what she thinks, she’s a fast learner and a hard worker. But without Denver and Wolf, we’re down two experienced sets of hands, and I feel that in every achy bone in my body.


Inching closer to her sweet backside, I give into the pull of sleep.


Until she flops to her back and starts drumming her fingers on her abdomen.


“What’s wrong?” My eyes pop open and collide with Kody’s above her head.


“In the spirit of honesty…” She purses her lips. “Is there anything either one of you wants to tell me?”


That’s a loaded question if I’ve ever heard one.


“Uh…” I scratch my jaw. “Nothing comes to mind.”


“Can you be more specific?” Kody glowers.


“Yeah.” She props up on her elbows, compelling us to do the same. “Which one of you ejaculated on me?”


“Excuse me?” My breath seizes as I flick my gaze between her and Kody. “If you’re referring to that night in the workshop—”


“No, before that. When I first arrived here and slept alone in Kody’s room, I woke covered in semen.”


My pulse thunders, and my mind races as I regard my conniving, broody brother, studying his reaction.


His stone-cold expression gives nothing away.


Guilty as fuck.


I open my mouth to accuse him, but he beats me to it.


“It was me.” In a flash, he angles over her and catches me by the wrist.


Even malnourished, the bastard still has a ruthless grip.


“I’m going to tell her what she wants to know,” he growls, “and when I’m finished, you and I aren’t going to fight about it.”


“Leo isn’t going to do anything.” Flattened on the mattress beneath him, she pushes against his weight. “I’m already yours. Both of yours. There’s no need for any of us to feel territorial. Tell him I’m right, Leo.”


When I let loose a growl, she looks at me with fear in her eyes.


Dammit. I can’t stand it. There are so many things for her to fear right now. I don’t want to be one of them.


“Fine.” The heat in that word evaporates on my tongue like steam as I yank my arm away. “No fighting.”


Kody returns to his side of the mattress and gives her his confession.


“I sneaked in every night while you slept. Sometimes, just to watch you. Other times…” He clears his voice, wets his lips. “I caught urges, feelings I couldn’t shake. You’re so fucking pretty. Never seen anything like you. Better than any image I could conjure in my head. Touching myself felt natural. I know it was wrong, marking you the way I did, but that felt natural, too. Nothing demeaning or disrespectful in the way I felt. I didn’t molest you. I would never do that without your consent.”


My feelings are all over the place. I understand why he did it. She arouses those same urges in me. But jerking off on her? That’s bullshit.


I restrain my reaction, waiting to see how she responds.


“I knew it.” Lying on her back, she stares at the ceiling and chews her lip. “Remember when I asked you if you watched me sleep? I fucking knew it was you.”


He wasn’t supposed to be looking at her like that. Or thinking about her. Or wanting her. We had a pact. But I won’t call him out on it because I’m just as guilty. Hell, while I was telling my brothers to stay away from her, I was pinning her against walls and shoving my tongue down her throat.


“How many times?” I look him square in the eyes.


“Twice.” He holds my glare, unapologetically stony.


“Nope.” She squints. “I remember three times.”


He turns his attention back to her, his expression softening. “Four, actually.”


My temper pounds at me like a second heart. I whip off the blankets, letting the chill rush in to cool my raging blood.


“Oh, my God.” She heaves. Her cheeks flush. Then…“Kody Strakh, you are sick!” She lunges at him, her stern tone belied by the too-light swats she gives his chest. “What the hell is wrong with you?”


Rolling on top of him, she lands on his hips, straddles his waist, and continues to scold him while fighting laughter. “You masturbated on me four times! And you were never going to tell me!”


“I was going to, I swear.” Biting back a grin, he blocks her slapping hands. “Just waiting for the right time.”


“The right time to tell me you’re a pervert? How about the morning after? Or maybe the night you ejaculated on my face? That would’ve been a good time.” Perched on his hips, she crosses her arms. “We need to talk about that, too. That night in the workshop.”


“No, we don’t.” I shift to my back and drape an arm across my forehead, trying to school my breathing.


“I know you’re tired and angry, so the conversation can wait.” Her tone hardens. “But we will talk about it.”


I close my eyes as my fingers, teeth, legs, every damn part of me clenches.


“Hey.” The mattress jostles, signaling her approach. “Don’t hide from us.”


“I’m not.”


Her hands slide across my arm, dragging it away from my face. I open my eyes and find hers inches away, huge and green, searching, digging, prying me open.


“I don’t know how to do this.” She cups my jaw. “This love. The three of us sharing it. I’m blundering through it, but I’ve learned to let my senses and my past tell me what’s right and true. This is right and true. Us. I know the sharing part isn’t easy. The best things are never ever easy. You can wish it away, but I’m fighting for it. With every drop of blood in my body, I’m not giving up on us. Because this right here, the three of us…” She grips each of our hands, pulling them onto her lap. “This is the only good thing we have. The only thing that matters. If one of you disagrees, you better speak up.” Her cheeks bounce. “So I can change your mind.”


This woman.


She’s so fucking adorable. I forget I should be mad.


“Love that look in your eyes,” Kody murmurs.


“Which one?” She lowers to her belly, releasing our hands to prop up her chin.


“The one that promises total annihilation to anything and anyone in your way.”


“Oh.” She dips her head, peering at us from beneath her lashes. “I get a little crazy when I set my mind to something. Fair warning…I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want this.”


“Your crazy is irresistible.” I catch her around the waist and drag her against me, squeezing her so tightly I’d have to break my ribs to pull her any deeper.


She lets out a little gasp but doesn’t complain.


Kody shifts closer, pressing against her back, trapping her in. The sigh she gives him sounds so weightless, so full of contentment, it melts any lingering tension from my muscles.


I’m viscerally aware of which parts of him touch her—his chest against her back, a hand on her hip, an arm folded beneath her head, his nose in her hair, both legs tangled around hers—but I don’t hate it.


Between him and me, she has double the protection. Double the warmth. Double the emotional and physical support to survive the months ahead.


If something happens to me, she won’t be alone.


But the sharing part? That’s what makes me feel unhinged.


You can wish it away, but I’m fighting for it.


I’m trying to process what it means to be in a relationship, let alone a relationship with her and my brother. I’m trying to accept it even as everything inside me rebels against it.


Hell, I watched him come on her face. I let it happen, and the world didn’t end.


But the thought of them sneaking off together, fucking like animals, and falling deeper and deeper in love? Where do I fit into that? What if she loves him more? What if she chooses him?


Choosing. Sharing. Neither option is ideal. But for now, I’m content just to hold her while she sleeps, to hold them both and keep them safe, exactly where they’re supposed to be.
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When we were kids, we spent a lot of mornings on this porch, drinking coffee and oat milk and watching the sun crest the eastern edge of the hills.


With the first glow of light after a month of polar nights, we would sit beneath the overhang, huddled in our blankets, exhaling white clouds of poignant relief.


Like now.


The horizon subtly shifts in color, moving from deep, persistent blacks and blues into softer, warmer hues. The landscape emerges from the darkness, donning a gown of snow and ice, shimmering in lavender and gold.


It’s a visual spectacle that carries emotional weight. From dark to light, from despair to hope, it mirrors the dreams of our childhood, only now our hearts crave adult things, and the stakes are so much higher.


I’ve never been this hungry. Hungry for food. Hungry for answers. Hungry for the woman on my lap. Hungry for a future with her beyond these hills.


Hunger has a way of motivating a man.


“The skies are clearing.” I glance at Leo, who is sprawled in the chair beside us. “We might have a reprieve from the storm.”


“Maybe.” He passes Frankie a steaming mug of black coffee and rests a gloved hand on her leg. “I’ll get that water heater converted today. Then, weather permitting, I’ll hike to the snow machine at first light tomorrow.”


He claims he has the parts to fix it, can get it purring in under an hour, and return the same day. Still…


“You’re not going alone.” I sip my coffee, savoring the roasted flavor, the smokiness of a campfire, knowing the taste will be a distant memory when we run out in a few weeks.


“I’m going with him,” Frankie says as if we’ve already put it to a vote.


Leo’s gaze meets mine, a storm of its own brewing in his eyes. Like me, he’s torn. To leave her alone is unthinkable. She either goes with him or remains under my watchful guard.


Sending him out there alone when a blizzard can sweep him away without warning is a fool’s errand. Sending him with someone who can staunch bleeding, set broken bones, and treat hypothermia is the only sensible choice.


But my protective instincts howl at the idea.


She’s too small. Too invaluable. Too intertwined around my heart.


The easy answer is we stick together and all go. Except the snow machine can only carry two people. I would have to walk back, an undertaking I wouldn’t blink at if I had proper nutrition.


“I can hear your brains grinding.” She twists on my lap, her eyes flitting between us. “Put your misogynist, old-fashioned caveman shit away and give me one logical reason why I shouldn’t go.”


Every argument I possess is rooted in a primal urge to shield her from harm.


“You could freeze to death.” Leo drums his fingers on his knee.


“So could you.” She pokes his nose. “What else you got?”


“You have spaghetti arms.” He sucks his lip between his teeth, his eyes flirting.


“Hold this.” She hands me her mug and jumps into the space between his spread legs, leaning over him. “They may be spaghetti-ish, but they can still hold a grudge…or throw a right hook. Care for a demonstration?”


“Sign me up.” A low, horny rumble does weird things to his voice, making my eyes roll.


She seems to like it, though, given the heavy way her lashes flutter. I’d rather watch her send an uppercut across his dumb face, but we don’t always get what we want.


Another low murmur rumbles past my ears. This time, it emanates from somewhere deeper, as if vibrating from the very earth.


Or the heavens above.


That sound is not coming from my brother.


“You hear that?” I’m on my feet, flying across the porch to the railing.


In the distance, high above the icy hills, a small silhouette glints against the purple sky, creating a brief flash the size of a sparkling star.


This is no star.


The sound, muffled by distance and the thick, cold air, is human-made. The object moves steadily, leaving a faint trail of condensation in its wake.


I’m startled by the sight of it, utterly gobsmacked, my reaction delayed and steeped in denial.


Leo sprints past me, down the stairs, and along the path to the hills, yelling and waving his arms.


“A plane.” Frankie’s burst of excitement at my side snaps me out of my daze. “Here? This close to Hoss? What are the odds?”


“Zero.” I grip the railing with white knuckles.


As the plane’s journey across the sky takes it farther and farther away, I know there isn’t a chance in hell anyone on board can see my desperate brother running through the tundra.


Hoss is veiled in the shadows of the hills. No lights glow in the windows. No SOS fires burn on the property. Even if the cabin is spotted from the sky, there’s no indication of human life here, let alone human life in duress.


“They don’t see us.” She slips under my arm and hugs my waist, her voice hollow. “It’s too dark. We’re too far away.”


“Yeah.” I cup the back of her head, pulling her tightly against me. “Maybe they’ll come back.”


Leo, barely a dot in the tundra, no longer chases the hope in the sky. He must be spitting mad, punching the air, his eyes wild, and lips curled in a snarl. Good thing he has to walk all the way back. It’ll give him time to cool off.


“Want to help me build some trenches?” I tug on the thick, red braid in her hair.


“Trenches?” She stares up at me, the devastation on her face morphing into confusion before dawning with realization. “To build a SOS signal?”


“Sure. What do you say?”


She clutches the rabbit-fur ear flaps of my hat with both hands and pulls, bringing my head to her level. When my mouth is within reach, she kisses me, hard and deep, with a passion that sets my blood on fire.


I eat her up, giving her my tongue, my heat, and my hope.


If, by some miracle, that plane returns, I’ll make damn sure they see us.
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We work through the day and long into the night, carving our plea into a canvas of untouched snow. Every shovelful weighs as heavy as the dark sky on our shoulders. Each movement, a war against the dropping temperatures, saps our strength and paints exhaustion in the hollows of our eyes.


Fatigue isn’t just a side effect. It’s a living, breathing opponent, infiltrating our bones and slowing our joints with calorie-deficient cruelty.


Frankie battles alongside us, her spirit far livelier than her body. The relentless cold seems to claw at her more fiercely, chattering her teeth and fucking with her coordination. She pushes herself too hard, and I worry she’ll pass out.


“Frankie,” I growl for the hundredth time. “Take a break.”


“You take a break.”


I don’t know how all that stubbornness fits into such a small package.


While she helps me dig the waist-deep trenches, Leo hauls materials from the cabin and other buildings. To maximize the visibility, we’re filling the ruts with dark-colored debris, anything Leo can find that won’t be used as firewood.


Barrels, metal shelving, steel siding, trash, recyclables, ashes from the hearths, tarps, drapes, mattresses, old motor oil, paint, and wood stain—most of it is environmentally unfriendly, but it’s all we have to darken the trenches and make the letters stand out.


“Think of it like this.” She stabs her shovel into the snow and stumbles to remain upright. “We’re enjoying this beautiful, otherworldly view.” She motions at the northern lights above the hills. “And getting exercise in the process. We’re better off than city folks in cold climates.”


“How do you figure?” Leo tosses an old tire into the curve of a trench that stretches as long as the bush plane.


“Well, we aren’t shoveling dirty snow off a driveway while inhaling the fumes from a neighbor’s car as it warms up. We don’t have to drive on icy roads with thousands of commuters distracted by their phones. There are no snowplows throwing salt-treated slush onto our boots or traffic jams or noise pollution…” She sways.


The shovel tips out of her grasp, and she tumbles with it, face-planting in the trench.


My heart stills in my chest.


“Fuck.” I forge through the snow, stomping away the distance, and sweep her into my arms. “Frankie?”


She laughs, but it sounds like a sob as she buries her face in my coat. “I’ll never be strong enough.”


“Shut up.” I hitch her up my chest until our noses touch. “You’re the hardiest woman I’ve ever met, and I’ve met a lot of women. At least four.”


“Funny.” She groans. “Put me down.”


I’d rather die.


Leo storms toward us, the stark white of his eyes shining brighter than the moon. Yanking off his glove, he touches her face and captures her hooded gaze. “You’re done.”


Too weak to argue, she hangs limply in the cradle of my hold.


He stares at her, rapidly blinking as if trying to keep his eyes open. Yeah, he’s done, too.


“Take her inside. I’ll finish up.” I transfer her into his arms.


She weighs less than air, this fragile beauty of human endurance. She should’ve hung up her shovel hours ago, but that’s not how she’s built.


“Are you sure?” He studies me.


“Yep. I have hours left in me.”


“Watch your back.” He surveys the hills, the shadowed valleys, and the crossbow strapped to my spine. “She’s not patching you up tonight.”


“Not true,” she mumbles into his neck.


A crooked grin pulls the corner of his mouth, but it quickly falls away as he rescans the surrounding darkness.


Searching for wolves.


This time of year, the scarcity of prey forces them from the hills to hunt elsewhere. They’ll start circling Hoss, if they’re not already.


With my injuries fully healed, I can take on the whole pack. We need meat.


But where do we draw the line? A week ago, we fed Denver’s corpse to those beasts. Imagining his flesh in their teeth doesn’t exactly whet my appetite. It turns my fucking stomach.


“I’ll keep an eye out.” Bending over the woman in his arms, I press a kiss to her forehead.


Frowning, he tucks her closer and carries her off to the cabin. Once they’re safely inside, I return to my task.


As the night presses on, he comes out multiple times to help, but I send him back inside to watch over our girl.


Under the Alaskan sky, I labor without stopping, growing more lightheaded by the second and cold in a way that has nothing to do with the climate. But I’m determined to finish.


A beautiful woman waits for me in the cabin, keeping my spot warm beside her on the bed. Soon, my spot will be between her legs where she’s soft and sweet and smells like cherries, primed for my teeth.


The thought keeps me going until I lose sensation in my arms. A low buzz circulates through me. My knees hitch, and my stomach feels weird. I probably just need a break. And food.


Definitely need to eat.


I step back and examine my progress.


Three dark letters, each thirty feet in length, carved into the moonlit snow.


SOS.


Save our souls.


Almost finished. Just a few more loads of debris and—


I feel it, the moment my body gives up. The limits of my strength hit my muscles, turning everything into meltwater. My knees sink to the ground, then my hands, my chest. Debilitation floods sinew and bone, softening every living part of me. It’s not the cold or the exertion. I’m used to those things.


It’s the lack of food.


I ate two meals but not nearly enough calories to fuel the day’s activity.


Digging my elbows into the snow, I try to crawl toward the cabin, but my limbs are too sluggish, too heavy. I’m so fucking tired, it tugs on my eyelids and blackens my vision.


Oh, fuck. Not good.


As consciousness tries to abandon me, I hear approaching steps and pray they belong to boots, not paws. Tracking the sound, I cling to awareness with every beat of my heart.


Stay awake. Stay awake.


My fingers fumble for the crossbow on my back, but my fine motor control is gone. I can’t release the straps, can’t even pry my eyes open. Removing one of my knives proves impossible.


I try to shout, but my voice sounds muffled, echoing in the hinterland of my mind.


All I want is sleep. With a pillow of snow under my cheek and the howling song of wolves in my ears, I surrender to the darkness.


Until something slams into my side, shooting unholy pain through my ribs. I yowl in agony, but the sound is drowned out by gunfire.


Directly above my head.


“Get up!” Leo kicks me again, my shoulder this time, and fires at something behind me.


Blurry silhouettes. Pounding headache. Wooziness. Why is my face in the snow?


“Jesus Christ.” He shoots off another round. Then his hands are on me, hauling me off the ground. “As stubborn as she is. If I don’t kill you both by the end of winter, it’ll be a fucking miracle.”


He drags me like a slaughtered carcass across the tundra, stopping every few feet to spray bullets at the shadows.


“Frankie!” More gunfire. Then he’s pulling me again. “Get your fucking ass inside!”


“I can…wah…walk.” My tongue doesn’t feel right, sticking to my lips like dry ice.


“Can’t even talk.” He halts, letting my body crumple against something hard.


Stairs?


The thunder of gunfire reverberates through me. Spent shell casings plink off my back as I reach for the next step up, knowing I need to climb.


What’s wrong with my reflexes?


I dig my knee into another stair, pushing, rising, slipping, then…


Oblivion.


The next thing I register is the orange glow of a fire, heat on my skin, and farther away, hushed voices.


“No,” Frankie whispers harshly. “If we don’t do this, there will be worse effects than low blood pressure and unconsciousness.”


“Worse than death?” Leo snarls.


“Yeah. Much worse. If you hadn’t found him when you did, he would’ve been eaten alive by wolves. There’s more going on here than the wasting of fat and muscle beneath our skin.”


“Like what?” His whisper lowers, cracking with fear. “What are you looking for when we bathe every night?”


A long pause. Long enough for my vision to adjust to the darkened doorway of the bedroom and the silhouettes filling it.


Leo towers over her, leaning in as he always does, trying to intimidate her. But she holds her ground, with her chin jutted out and her hands on her hips, radiating attitude.


When she finally speaks, it’s in her no-nonsense professional tone. “I’m looking for skin atrophy, hair loss, dehydration, significant weight loss, slow heart rate, low body temperature, anemia, osteomalacia.”


“Osteo-what?” His nostrils pulse.


“Rickets. Tenderness in the bones, muscle cramps, thickening of ankles and wrists, bowlegs, bending spine…” She sighs. “All symptoms of marasmus. I also check for kwashiorkor, which causes depleted muscle mass but retention of subcutaneous fat.” She smacks his stomach, making him flinch. “Distended abdomen, fluid retention in the legs and feet, irritability, and fatigue.” Her gaze slides to me, and her eyes widen. “You’re awake.”


“Do I have kwaa-shee-or whatever you said?” I ask.


“No.” She rushes to me and kneels at my side, her rosy face brightening my view. “How do you feel?”


“I’m…fine?” I lift my arm and realize it’s attached to an IV. Panicked, I follow the tubing to a clear bag that hangs nearby. “What happened? Did wolves attack?”


“No, no! Shhh.” She strokes my face, instantly calming me. “You blacked out.”


“Why the fuck would I do that?”


“Low heart rate, overexertion, dehydration, hypotension, hypothermia, hypoglycemia, severe protein-deficiency…” She throws a glare at Leo over her shoulder. “Shall I keep going?”


I caress the satiny curve of her neck, bringing her attention back to me. “Am I going to die?”


“Not today, handsome.”


“What were you arguing about?”


“We need to increase our daily rations.” Her features tighten, bracing for an argument. “I recommend that we dip into our meat reserves, rebuild our strength, and retrieve that pemmican as soon as possible.”


“We?” I exchange a look with Leo.


He leans against the hearth behind her, one arm tightly folded across his chest as he chews on his thumbnail.


“You and me.” She puts her face in mine, blocking my view of everything else.


“You want to increase our rations then retrieve the pemmican?” I tuck a fiery lock of hair behind her ear. “Shouldn’t those steps be reversed?”


“No. We need energy to retrieve more energy.”


“This is your professional advice?”


“Yes. If we don’t fix your nutrition, your immune system will be compromised, making you prone to infection and illness. It will lead to hypovolemic shock, cirrhosis of the liver, atrophy of the pancreas, heart failure, starvation, then death.” Another glare at Leo.


My chest constricts. “Got any good news, doc?”


“I’m not a doctor, and yes. You’re still breathing. No signs of marasmus or kwashiorkor. And…” She winks. “You finished the SOS signal.”


I did?


My pulse spikes. “Did the plane return?”


“Not yet.” She turns her attention to the IV in my arm. “I gave you fluids for dehydration. Looks like I can remove—”


Gripping the tube, I yank it from my arm.


“Kody!” She sits back on her heels with an exasperated huff.


“You’ve been here twenty-seven years,” I say to Leo, pushing to my feet. “Never seen a plane, right?”


“Right.”


Cold air prickles my skin, and I glance down, completely nude. “Did you bathe me?”


“Yep.” She crosses her arms. “Gave you a rectal exam, too.”


My ass clenches. “You into that?”


“Depends.”


“On?”


“If you’re into that.” She bites her lip.


I can feel that sexy little nibble on my cock.


“The plane.” Leo throws a pair of jeans at my face. “It was a high-performance aircraft. Expensive.”


“Trophy hunters?” I shove my legs into the pants and dig a thermal shirt from a nearby pile.


“That’s my assumption.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Maybe a snowstorm rerouted their usual flight path and forced them over our hills.”


Polar bear trophy hunting is a popular pastime for rich, bored city folks. They charter fancy aircraft, making tracking much easier and faster than hunting by dog sled or on foot.


Lazy fucks. And wasteful. In Inuit traditions, hunters treat the polar bears with respect, before and after death. Killing for fun isn’t in harmony with tradition.


But money talks, and wealthy assholes cough it up for the thrill of danger and adventure.


“The plane was headed north, likely to the coast.” I shove on my boots and lace them up. “It’ll return to whatever city it came from when the hunt ends. Maybe it’ll take the same route back.”


“Where are you going?” Frankie grips my arm. “You’ve been in bed for two days and—”


“Two days?” My stomach plummets.


“Yeah. You need to eat before you pass out again.” She thrusts her implacable chin and punches my chest for good measure. “Right now.”


“Don’t boss me, woman.”


“Someone needs to.” She turns toward the door.


I smack her backside on the way out, making her yelp.


Leo stiffens, glowering, seconds from blowing steam from his ears.


“Lighten up.” I clap a hand around his neck.


He turns even more rigid beneath my grip.


“Hey.” Softening my tone, I step into his space and bow my head with his. “Thank you for coming for me. I owe you my life.”


“You owe me nothing.” His tension melts away with his exhale. “Wish I’d killed a wolf or two.”


“Yes, but…if we ate the wolf that ate Denver, does that make us cannibals?”


“Fucking hell, man.” He stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
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