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My Dear Readers,






Welcome to the conclusion of the Frozen Fate trilogy.


Before you dive in, I want to set your expectations.






Frankie and her snow cabin boys no longer grapple with wolves, bears, starvation, and blizzards. They face new fears and obstacles, and I felt it was crucial to honor their journey by not rushing their transition.






Adjusting to a world so vastly different from the hills is neither quick nor easy. It’s goddamn frustrating. But I wanted to give their experiences the time and depth they deserve without the relentless, heart-pounding action that defined the first two books.


In other words, your poor heart will get a breather.


If only for a while.






You followed them through their harrowing survival in Hoss. As they claw, snarl, and fight their way through this new world, I hope you find their struggles as compelling and poignant as their past adventures.






Thank you for continuing this journey with them.


Happy Reading,
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“My! People come and go so quickly here!”


Dorothy, The Wizard of Oz
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Frost-laden shock clings to my heart as Monty parks the car on the tarmac.


An early spring fog casts a haze over the runway of Anchorage’s airport, the last vestiges of the blizzard lingering in dirty slush along the edges of the pavement.


The weather might have cleared, but the storm still rages inside me, its blinding flurries of resentment and distrust obscuring the path forward, numbing my senses, and leaving only a sharp, cold determination to protect Frankie from this new danger. Whatever the fuck it is.


She sits in the back seat, pressed tightly against Kody, her face ashen, her voice seemingly frozen in her throat. She barely breathes, her shoulders rigid and lips bloodless.


I hate seeing her like this, the fearless spark she usually exudes snuffed out, replaced by a dull, haunted look.


Kody’s arm wraps around her, holding her close to his side, his expression dark and brooding.


None of us have spoken since we left the lawyer’s office, the gravity of Denver’s revelations suffocating the car.


Beside me, Monty stares at his private jet through the windshield.


I don’t know the man, but I bet his hand doesn’t normally tremble like that.


He clenches it and reaches for the door handle, his face glowing with the shiner I gave him at the hospital.


“You said my reappearance made national news,” Frankie whispers. “But I haven’t seen a reporter since we left the hospital.”


“I took care of it.”


“How?”


“My public relations team is providing controlled, regular updates and exclusives, eliminating the need for invasive reporting. It only buys us a day or two. Long enough to fly to Sitka. Once we’re on the island, we’ll be out of the public eye, secluded, safe, and impossible to access. I also have security measures in place here and when we land to stop anyone trying to approach us.” He opens the door. “I’ll check on the plane. Stay here.”


He exits the car like he can’t escape our unbreathable air fast enough.


The door clicks shut as he strides away, a dark silhouette against the overcast sky.


I may not grasp the full scope of his influence over the media, but I understand the outcome. He’s shielding Frankie, protecting her from public scrutiny.


It’s an uncomfortable reminder of the power he wields.


Montgomery Strakh.


My uncle.


Kody’s half-brother.


Wolf’s father.


Frankie’s husband.


The part that I’m really struggling to wrap my head around is that Kody, the guy who’s been my little brother my entire life, is actually my uncle.


And we share the same woman.


Shit doesn’t get more tangled than that.


I don’t trust Monty, and he shouldn’t trust me. Yet the dumbass left the car running.


I’ve never driven before, but I can figure it out. The controls can’t be more complicated than flying a plane.


“Let’s get out of here.” I twist in the seat and find Kody’s eyes. “We don’t need him.”


“You sure about that?” He stiffens, his voice low and rough. “You heard what he said about the reporters. We can’t have them broadcasting her location. She’s in danger.”


“Apparently, being in danger is my new normal.” She curls her fingers on her lap, her words clipped. Angry.


Outside, Monty gestures animatedly as he converses with the crew beside the jet, preparing to carry us off to his estate in Sitka.


“This threat against you…” I soften my tone, not wanting to scare her more than she already is. “It’s worse than wolves and blizzards and starvation. You know why? Because we don’t know who or what it is. We won’t see it coming until it’s too late.” I thrust a finger at the man who is far too eager to help us. “The threat could be Monty.”


I expect her to react, to argue, to defend him. But she doesn’t. She glances in his direction, where he huddles into his coat and talks to the crew.


Then she nods. “We can’t rule him out. Denver said this…admirer is from my past, yearning for me in a way far darker than his own affection.” She shudders. “Maybe it is Monty. But he had me for three years. He had endless opportunities to do what he wanted. I mean, I lived with him. Married him. Trusted him.” Emotion builds in her tone. “My brain says to run. I can’t trust him. But my gut…I don’t know. It’s just a twisted, hard knot of fear. It doesn’t tell me anything. I don’t know what to do.”


“You’re upsetting her,” Kody snarls.


“It’s not Leo.” She slumps. “It’s everything else. We need a fucking break, you know? It’s like we escaped, only we didn’t.”


What have we gained by leaving Hoss? We traded starvation and cold for what? A monster worse than Denver?


I shift uncomfortably, the stiffness of new denim chafing my skin. Every layer of fabric on my body carries a scent I don’t recognize. An unwelcome, chemical stench that isn’t found in nature.


Monty bought our clothes, our boots, even our goddamn underwear. The suede coat envelops me, its edges precise, each stitch meticulous, so different from the worn, practical clothing I shared with my brothers all my life.


I run a hand along the soft, luxurious material. It may have come from an animal, but it’s been crafted into an unrecognizable pelt meant to shield me from the cold in a way that seems too gentle for the life I’ve lived.


Frankie pulls her coat tighter around herself. A white puffy thing, similar to the first one she wore when she arrived at Hoss. The memory of that day flashes in my mind—her strength, her vulnerability, as she stepped into a world so brutally different from anything she knew. 


She despises the cold, and that coat doesn’t look warm enough.


I remove mine and pass it to her.


“What are you doing?” She pushes it back.


“You’re shivering.”


“I’m not cold, Leo. I promise. Put your coat back on.”


Despite her assurances, I make a mental note to find her something warmer, something that feels more like us. Something less like this new, polished existence and more like the survival and warmth we’ve found in each other against the raw cold of the Arctic.


Kody’s new coat, similar to mine, hugs his frame awkwardly, as if it’s unsure of its place on his body. The fabric, though fine and expensive, seems to constrain him, like he’s wearing someone else’s skin.


“What does your gut tell you?” he asks me, tugging at the collar, his fingers rough against the velvety material, pulling it away from his neck like he’s trying to escape it. “Do we fly to Sitka or cut ties and run?”


I shift my gaze back to Monty, churning with suspicion, confusion, and an unbearable acknowledgment that, for now, we could use his help.


“I don’t like it,” I finally murmur, glancing back at Frankie.


Her pale skin, tight expression, each breath strained and shallow—she’s a far cry from the woman I know, the woman I love.


A fresh wave of worry crashes over me. “Maybe we should stay in Anchorage for a bit, give ourselves time to adjust.”


“And do what?” Kody stabs a hand through his hair, setting the black strands in disarray, an unconscious rebellion against the refined look he’s been forced to adopt. “I’m not disagreeing with you, but we need a plan. Where would we stay? How would we survive?”


I don’t have an answer, and he knows it. Our options are limited, dire realities pressing in from all sides. The thought of staying in an unknown city, where threats lurk unseen, without money or shelter to protect her, makes my hackles bristle.


We need time to process everything—the tangled family ties, the looming danger, Denver’s haunting words.


I look out at Monty again, watching as he climbs into the cockpit, his conversation with the crew concluding.


For all my distrust, Monty’s right about one thing. We need to go somewhere safe, somewhere isolated. The offer of his island, the privacy of his guest house, seems a small solace amidst the madness.


The engines of the plane roar to life, the deep hum vibrating through the tarmac, through my bones.


I turn back to Frankie, her hand clutching Kody’s arm, her knuckles white.


“Say the word.” She sits taller. “I’ll climb into the driver’s seat and drive us away from him.”


If that’s what she wants, she would’ve already done it.


She certainly didn’t ask my permission before stealing my snow machine and crashing it into a hill.


“What’s stopping you?” I narrow my eyes.


“If Monty is the danger Denver warned us about…” She swallows. “He’ll find me. Doesn’t matter where I go or how long it takes. He’ll hunt me down. Stealing his car and driving to another city won’t stop him.”


“He didn’t find you in Hoss.”


She makes a noise in her throat, her face collapsing. “I can’t—”


“You’re not going back there,” Kody growls, spearing me with a threatening glare.


“We’ll go to Sitka then.” I pull on my coat, my voice as steady as I can make it. “We don’t have a choice.”


She gives a slight nod, her eyes glistening. I reach toward the back seat, gripping her free hand, finding her fingers ice cold.


She’s fucking shaking.


Something else is wrong. My gaze flies to Kody.


He directs his eyes to the plane.


The plane…


Fuck.


“You’re not ready to fly again.” I close my hand around hers, trying to warm it. “That’s what this is about?”


“It’s fine.” She blinks rapidly. “I’m fine.”


“Bullshit.” I stroke my thumb across her knuckles. “Don’t lie to me.”


“It’s everything. All of it. I’m trying to be brave. I swear. It’s just a lot all at once.” She clings to my grip, her gaze pleading. “I haven’t even processed Denver’s video or what Monty’s role might be in it. Right now, I can’t think past the immediate danger, which is boarding that plane after…after…watching you and Kody get ripped away in the cockpit and the sound of twisting metal, the terror—”


“Shh.” Kody pulls her onto his lap. “We won’t fly. We’ll find another way.”


“No.” She scrambles off him and slides across the back seat, putting her arm out. “If you two can fly, I can, too. I won’t let fear control me. I’m just acknowledging it, okay? Let me voice it. Let me face it.”


Kody’s nostrils pulse.


Maybe the plane crash should’ve affected me more, but I don’t remember much of it. I recall Kody’s calming voice in the headset, the blinding whiteout of the blizzard, then…nothing.


“What about you?” I ask him.


“I don’t fear the plane.”


No, I suppose he’s more worried about Monty and his plans for Frankie. Same as me.


“Come here.” I reach for her.


She scoots forward, leaning between the front seats until our arms entangle and our foreheads connect. My lips find hers on instinct, my breath guiding hers, slow, steady, and together.


“How does he already have a plane waiting here?” I slide our noses together.


“Money.” She sighs. “He has chauffeurs and pilots everywhere. Someone brought his plane here, and someone else will drive this car away when we leave.”


“Back to Sitka?”


“If he owns it.” She shrugs. “It’s probably a rental.”


“How do you not know?”


“He owns a lot of shit. I never cared about that.”


“But you care now.”


“What do you want from me, Leo?” She pulls back, separating us.


“I don’t want you to be dependent on him.”


“I’m not. I have my own money saved, but it’s not enough to support all three of us. I can’t help you the way he can. Whether you like it or not, he’s your family, and he’s willing to assist—”


“At what cost?”


“He’s coming.” She watches him exit the plane, rushing her words. “Let’s say he is taking advantage of our situation for some malicious purpose. If this is a trap, we’ll set a trap right back and use him in the process.”


“Keep your enemies close,” I grumble. “Your logic is terrifying.”


“Fear has never stopped us before, and we’re going in with our eyes wide open. Are you afraid to exploit him and the help he’s offering?”


“Not if you promise to remain with Kody or me at all times.”


“I promise. If we do this, we do it together. I’m in if you guys are. Decide.”


Kody’s our hunter, the silent predator. His watchful strength and feral intuition, honed by a lifetime of survival, reassures me, even as I grapple with my swirling doubts about what lies ahead.


Frankie’s our healer. Her intelligence and medical skills saved us more times than I can count, and now she faces an even greater challenge. We need her to keep us intact through the psychological scars we bear. Her ability to see the best in us, to push us toward healing even when it’s the last thing we think we need, is more critical than ever.


I’m the brawler, the fucking enforcer. In the wild, my boiling temper and leadership often made the difference between life and death. Here, I need to find better ways to channel my protective fire. Not just against physical threats, but against the psychological, insidious dangers that might sneak up on us.


Our strengths complement one another, creating a force of solidarity. Whatever happens, we’ll face it as a team, a partnership forged in blood, survival, and unbreakable love.


A renewed sense of purpose cements itself inside me. We’re not just survivors of the past. We’re warriors for our forever.


“We need to keep our senses sharp and learn fast.” I look at Kody.


“Together.” He takes her hand.


“Together.” I shake off my unease and open the door.
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My protective instincts leap into overdrive as Kody and Frankie join me on the tarmac, their faces grim.


The chilly air nips my skin, but it’s a familiar cold, one I’ve battled all my life. Right now, it’s the only thing I relate to amid the sights and sounds of our surroundings.


Monty may know these places, these routines, but for Frankie, I trust no one.


My protection isn’t passive. It’s an active, constant thing as I probe the sprawling expanse of concrete and snow, the distant mountains, and the few private jets scattered across the field.


“Stay close.” Kody grips her hand, scanning the area, too.


She’s used to this—the commotion, the people, the world beyond the wilds of Hoss. This may be a controlled environment, but the openness of the space, the shadowed areas beneath the planes, all of it triggers my vigilance.


Her safety is my responsibility, a weight I shoulder willingly, fiercely.


Together, we trudge toward the sleek jet, its wings slashing against the gray sky. We slow our steps to maintain Frankie’s stiff pace, refusing to rush her as she works through her rising panic.


With Kody’s focus on her, mine remains razor-sharp on the less visible corners of our path, the places where someone could hide, the angles of approach a stalker might use if they’re watching.


The crunch of our boots on the lightly frosted ground, the clatter of a cart being loaded, the hum of engines, the muffled conversations of the ground crew—every noise is cataloged and analyzed for its threat level.


A ground worker passes too close for my liking, and my body tenses, ready to act. But he moves on without giving us a second glance, and I force myself to relax. 


I note the positions of the cameras on the hangar walls and the faces of the crew. I commit everything to memory. Every detail matters, every observation could be the difference between safety and danger.


Monty meets us halfway, halting us mid-step as his eyes narrow on Frankie. “What’s wrong?”


I grit my teeth, biting back the fuck you that surges, resenting how keenly he sees her, how intimately he understands her.


“I’m fine.” She fidgets, glancing at the plane.


He follows her gaze, his forehead knitting. Then his lips part, and he drags a hand down his face. “Shit. I didn’t think.” His gaze softens as he steps closer. “We don’t have to fly. We can drive to Sitka. It’ll take a few days by car, but it’s an option. Or a yacht. It’ll take longer, but we can manage.”


“No.” She shakes her head vehemently, her chest hitching in shallow, uneven motions. “I can do this.”


But her eyes are wide, her pupils dilated. She’s panicking.


Everything inside me screams to grab her and carry her away from this. From him. But she doesn’t want to be sheltered. She wants to be brave.


If she only knew how goddamn brave she already is.


Monty’s hand twitches at his side as if he wants to reach out and comfort her, too. It makes me burn with jealousy, my face stinging with heat.


“Fuck that.” He removes his phone and taps on the screen. “I’ll make other arrangements. Go back to the car.”


“Don’t.” She reaches for his device.


He holds it above her head and continues typing on it. “It’s been a tough few days, and we have other options. I won’t force you to endure any more hardships.”


She stiffens, her eyes darting between Monty, Kody, and me, a flicker of resolve flashing across her striking features.


“I need to get this over with, Monty.” She sets her fists on her hips, the tension in her posture betraying her struggle. “I need to go home.”


Home.


Fuck if that doesn’t punch me in the gut.


Kody and I are her home.


Monty’s expression gentles, the muscles in his jaw loosening.


“All right.” He steps back, pocketing his phone. “But if you change your mind at any point, let me know.”


She nods, glancing at Kody and me, her lips pressing into a tight line.


Did she just manipulate him to get what she wanted? I don’t know whether to be impressed or pissed off. I don’t want her leading him on for any reason.


We resume our march toward the jet, my heart pounding in my chest, the jealousy gnawing at me.


As we approach the stairs, Monty’s gaze lingers on her, his eyes dark with unspoken emotion. It takes all my willpower to check my temper, to resist the urge to confront him, to reclaim her from his blatant affections.


She’s ours now. We’ll overcome this like everything else. Together. Even if it means sharing her in a way that feels both necessary and impossible.


Our journey is only beginning, and despite the chill of the tarmac beneath our feet, we can only press forward, each step heavy with the burden of what still lies ahead.


Monty boards first, turning back with an extended hand to assist her. Before she can move, Kody steps between them, a flash of defiance flaring in his eyes.


He looks at me, and a wordless agreement passes between us. The cold wind whips around us, carrying the tension of our decision.


Monty goes rigid, setting his jaw. “What’s the problem?”


He’s used to controlling everyone around him, but he’ll quickly learn that he can’t control us.


No amount of fine clothing can smooth out the rugged edges of our souls, shaped by years of survival against harsher elements than these.


“In Sitka, Frankie will share a room with Leo and me,” Kody says clearly, each word deliberate, marking our territory in no uncertain terms.


Monty’s face turns to stone, his hand still outstretched, hanging in the air like an unanswered question.


Awkward.


His expression slowly empties, donning a mask of composure, but the frost in his blue eyes shows his true feelings—cold, cagey, dangerously aggressive.


“There are plenty of bedrooms.” He lowers his hand, too calm. “The guest house has two, and the main estate has five. No one needs to share.”


“We’re not boarding that plane until you agree to the sleeping arrangements.” I take a stance beside Kody, forming a solid front.


“For fuck’s sake. It’s cold out here. We can discuss it in—”


“There’s nothing to discuss.” Frankie inches forward, squeezing between us. “You read my journal, Monty. You know I’ve been sharing a bed with them for months, and it’s more than for warmth. It’s comfort. It’s safety. We need to maintain some semblance of what we had. It’s crucial for us during this transition.”


His expression fractures, the image of a composed, controlled man cracking under the agony of what he lost.


His wife, the woman he loves, aligns her comfort and safety with two other men. This isn’t a battle he can win. Nor is it one he can afford to fight right now.


He wants us on that plane.


With a heavy sigh, he slips a hand into his pocket.


“You can sleep wherever you feel most comfortable.” His gaze flits between Kody and me. “I know you don’t trust me. Hell, you probably think I’m the stalker Denver talked about, the one hunting Frankie.” His voice lashes in the wind, his anger breaking through. “Denver put that suspicion into your heads on purpose. He wanted us divided and distracted, warring against one another as the real threat moves in. Don’t team up against me. We’ll be stronger together. I understand I have a long way to go to earn your trust, but until then, give me a chance to right my wrongs and prove myself.”


Frankie peers up at us, seeking our reactions.


Kody ascends the stairs and stands toe-to-toe with him. “We’ll hold you to that. Our priority is Frankie’s safety and happiness.”


“And my priority”—she grabs my hand—“is them.”


“Let’s board then.” Monty oozes confidence, arrogance even, but an undercurrent of defeat rests in the pinch of his mouth, a bitter pill swallowed.


As we climb into the jet, I’m hit by an overwhelming sense of opulence that makes the Turbo Beaver feel like a tin can in comparison. The interior gleams with polished wood and chrome, oversized leather seats inviting us to sink into luxury we’ve never known.


A crisp, clean scent permeates the air, far removed from the musty, fuel-tainted confines of our last desperate flight.


The cabin feels less constricting than the vast, unprotected landscape we’re leaving behind. In this enclosed space, flying toward a new life, the lines are drawn, roles defined, and alliances solidified.


Whatever we’re about to face, be it the shadows of Denver’s threats, Monty’s obsession with Frankie, or the task of assimilating into a foreign society, it’s a little less daunting when I consider the bond we share.


The importance of our unity can’t be understated. In the hills, where the world tried to crush us with ice and starvation and hungry beasts, our trust in one another kept us alive. Now, facing a world of concrete and excess and unknown predators, that trust is our greatest asset.


We are each other’s protector.


In the cabin, Monty’s attention zeroes in on her. He moves with that distinguished grace of his, drifting close enough to her to make Kody growl.


A warning Monty ignores.


“If you need anything during the flight, don’t hesitate to come to me.” He reaches to touch her hand.


She jerks away and lowers into the closest seat.


A faint shadow of pain darkens his face before he quickly covers it with a practiced smile. “The flight attendant will be available as well. Whatever puts you more at ease.” There’s a stiffness to his posture now, a hint of her rejection stinging him as he turns to me. “If you’re interested, you can join me in the cockpit. I can give you some pointers on flying this bird.”


I nod, wary but curious. “Might take you up on that.”


If I ride up front, it isn’t just about learning aviation. It’s strategic. I need to learn everything I can about this man and his world.


With a final, longing glance at Frankie, he slips into the cockpit, leaving us to settle in.


As the door closes behind him, the space feels charged and tense. She looks shaken, the quick withdrawal of her hand not lost on me.


“Talk to me.” I crouch before her.


“I don’t like hurting him.” She squeezes her eyes shut for a moment before meeting my gaze. “I know that’s naive after everything he’s done. But what if his help is genuine? What if he’s a victim in this, just like us? I’m not trying to be mean—”


“You don’t have a mean bone in your body.” Kody crosses his arms, towering over us.


“We’ll get to the bottom of Montgomery Strakh.” I cup the back of her head and pull her face to mine. “In the meantime, there’s nothing wrong with being cautious and setting boundaries. He has no right to touch you, and when we land, we’ll make the rules clear for him.”


“My snow cabin boys have rules?” She quirks an eyebrow.


“Snow cabin boys?” I scowl. “When it comes to you and him, you better fucking believe your men have rules.”


“There is no me and him.”


“Exactly.” I kiss her lush mouth, savoring the soft, sensual glide of her tongue against mine, groaning into the heat. “I think I’ll stay back here with you.”


“No.” She fans her fingers over my braids, kissing me again. “Fly with Monty. Ask him about the plane, about what to expect in Sitka. Find out everything you can.”


“Okay, but if you need me—”


“She has me.” Kody grunts.


I glide my thumb along her bottom lip. “If Monty’s flying lessons are worth anything, I’ll be up there learning something useful for us.”


“I know.” She manages a small smile. “I love you.”


“My forever.” I look her over for any sign of distress, reluctant to leave.


“I’ve got her.” Kody clamps a hand on my head and shoves me away.


I lunge to my feet and grip his neck. “You need anything, you call for me.”


“Yep.”


“Keep her safe.”


“Always.” He swats me away, but the look he shoots me echoes the concern pulsing through my veins.


Her fear of flying could materialize into a full-blown panic attack.


He’ll alert me if that happens.


Bending down, I steal another kiss from her. Then I turn and make my way to the cockpit.


Even though I’m leaving her in Kody’s capable hands, my role as her protector never leaves me.


“Frankie.” I pause with my hand on the door. “I’m putting my trust in Monty to get us there safely. But make no mistake. If he looks at me wrong or if this becomes too much for you, I’ll turn this plane around myself.”


My words are a vow, carved from the depths of my savage commitment to her.
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As Leo disappears into the cockpit, I swallow my nerves and keep my attention on Frankie. 


She clutches the armrests of her seat, her fingers stiff and pale.


The plane hasn’t even started its taxi to the runway, and her eyes already dim beneath ghosts of anxiety. She tries to hide it with a brave smile, but it’s not working.


The distant tinkling of glass and subtle movements from the nook in the front signal the presence of a crew member.


They haven’t closed the air stair door yet. I can still carry her off.


“Hey.” I crouch beside her, meeting her stark gaze with a steady one of my own. “Give me one good reason not to throw you over my shoulder and haul you out of here like a caveman.”


“Because I secretly enjoy the caveman act and might start thinking it’s the only way to travel.”


“Woman, I’ll always be your caveman.”


A small, nervous breath escapes her, wrapped in curved lips.


Stunning.


I need to strap her in, but the seat she chose puts her back to the cockpit.


“Is this where you want to sit?” I glance around, counting. “There are five other options plus that three-person divan.”


“If we crash, no seat is safe.”


“The chance of crashing twice in three days is extraordinarily rare, verging on statistically improbable. For once, the odds are in our favor.”


“Good answer, handsome.” She runs the backs of her fingers along my jaw. “Even so, will you sit across from me so I can look into your eyes when we become an improbable statistic?”


Christ. My chest constricts.


Her fear is instinctual, a deep-rooted dread that even the bravest can’t easily shake off.


“I know it’s hard, but I need you to try something for me.” I take her seat belt in my hands, beginning the familiar ritual of securing her in. “Focus on the here and now, not on what could happen. You control this moment, not your fear.”


“Okay.” She squares her shoulders. “I’ll try.”


As I straighten the straps across her lap, every little flinch and tense breath she takes has me scrambling to lighten the mood. A tactic Wolf excelled at.


“When I buckled you in on the Turbo Beaver, I checked it about twenty times. Bet you thought I was just being overprotective.”


“There was another reason?”


“I was making excuses to stay close.” I peek at her face. “To get into your pants.”


“Stop.” She laughs, the sound warming my skin.


I continue my routine with the buckle, deliberately fumbling and drawing out the task. “I might need to check it another twenty times, just to be sure. You know, safety first.”


Brushing my thumb against the waistband of her jeans, I deftly release her button and hook a finger in the opening, teasing her zipper.


“Kody,” she whispers.


“Or maybe I just like coming up with excuses to touch you.”


“You never need an excuse to touch me.” Her smile widens, and her grip on the armrests loosens as she watches my exaggerated concentration on the buckle.


“That right?” With one hand, I blunder my attempts with the latch while my other hand sinks deeper into the heat behind her zipper.


“If you play with it much longer, I might think you’re doubting your handiwork.”


“Never.” I click the buckle securely and with the hand I still hold in her pants, give the latch and her zipper a tug. “See? Just had to make sure it’s as strong and resilient as the person wearing it.”


Her laughter, more genuine this time, fills the cabin, easing the stiffness from her shoulders. “I know what you’re doing, you wicked man.”


“Tell me.” I shift forward, wedging my hips between her legs.


“You’re trying to make this less terrifying.”


“Tell me it’s working.”


“You know it is.” She leans closer.


“Sorry to interrupt.” The female crew member, dressed impeccably in a navy uniform, approaches with a polite smile.


With a growl, I remove my hand from Frankie’s jeans and keep it tucked against her waist.


“We’re about to take off. Please, take your seat.” The pretty Black woman blushes as she meets my eyes. “My name is Tanya. Can I get you anything to drink?”


“Bourbon for her. Vodka for me.”


“Please and thank you,” Frankie adds.


I grunt.


Tanya nods and moves on.


“We need to work on your manners, caveman.” Frankie taps my lips.


I bite her finger, making her yelp. “Trying to tame me already?”


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” She zips up her pants, shutting down my advances. “You’re supposed to be in your seat.”


“I’d rather be in your seat.”


“Sir?” Tanya calls out. “Where are you going?”


I glance up and find Leo stepping out of the plane.


“Taking a leak.” He’s already unzipping.


“Outside?” Tanya gasps. “There’s a lavatory on board.” She points to the rear.


“Fine.” He ambles toward us, pausing to caress Frankie’s cheek. “Want to hold my cock while I pee?”


I catch Tanya’s wide-eyed stare. “We found him in the wild. He’s not potty trained.”


“Fuck off.” He continues toward the back. “What the—? How am I supposed to fit in here? How does it even work?”


“Figure it out.” Frankie laughs.


He proceeds to piss with the door open, bumping around and cursing over the sound of his stream.


“Wipe off the seat,” she yells.


“What seat?”


“Oh, God.” She covers her face.


At least he washes his hands before returning to us. “The bathroom is a no-go, but that divan is the perfect place to fuck like animals.” He glances at the cockpit. “We have a few minutes before—”


“You’re a barbarian.” She smacks his abs, grinning. “Get out of here.”


“Love you.” He winks his one gold eye and stalks back to the cockpit.


I can’t fault him for being an ass. Everything he did was an attempt to calm her down. Most of it, anyway. I’m certain he meant to piss on the tarmac.


“Feeling better?” I brush a strand of hair from her face, my movements tender.


“Yeah.”


Our eyes lock, and the world outside the plane, with all its threats and uncertainties, falls away. It’s just the two of us, connected and safe in the knowledge that our bond is the constant we can rely on.


I test the connection points where her seat belt bolts to the frame with a focus born of a crash that still haunts us both. Then I check the latch once, twice, three times, each click a reassurance that I silently whisper to both of us.


As Tanya closes the air stair door, my gaze stays on Frankie, searching for any trace of fear, ready to soothe it away.


“Brave, beautiful thing.” I inch closer, my lips finding hers.


I pour all my love and devotion into the kiss, all my promises of protection. She’s going to make it. We all are. 


When our mouths part, the heat lingers, suspended in the electricity that travels between us.


Until I look up.


Monty stands just inside the doorway to the cockpit, his features twisted into a barely contained rage. His blue eyes sharpen into lethal blades, his body tense as if ready to spring into a fight. The dark bruises that Leo gave him only add to his manic appearance.


But he catches himself, his jaw clenching as he battles his fury. Then, with visible effort, he reins it in, his face smoothing into the cultured facade he wears so well as he turns and closes the door.


My heart thuds against my ribs, the encounter lifting the hairs on my nape.


“What’s wrong?” She twists, glancing at the door to the cockpit. “What happened?”


Nothing.


The lie sits on my tongue. I’m trying to comfort her, not add more stress.


But I’ll never lie to her.


“Monty watched me kiss you.” I move to the seat facing hers. “Pretty sure he wants to disembowel me.”


“He’ll have to go through me first.” She sets her cute little jaw.


“He doesn’t scare me.” I latch my seat belt and reach for her, fitting our hands together. “This will be an adjustment for him as much as it is for us.”


I can’t imagine losing this woman’s love and watching her move on with other men. I can survive anything. But not that. It would hollow me out, cleave me apart, and turn me into dust. No coming back from that.


The engines roar with a surge of power, the vibration seeping into the cabin.


At first glance, Frankie seems composed, but subtle signs creep in—the twitching of her hand in mine, the hitching of her shoulders, and the way her breath catches as the plane begins to taxi.


Her momentary calm fractures before my eyes.


The jet picks up speed on the runway, and her fingernails dig into my hand. Her jaw flexes, and a fresh layer of fear clouds her eyes. No doubt every motion of the plane reminds her of what could go wrong.


I scoot forward as far as my belt allows and wrap my hands around her thighs, marking the tension there.


Our gazes hold as I soften my voice just for her. “You’re safe. I’ve got you.”


Her breath shudders.


“We’ll make it through this, just like we always do.” I squeeze her thighs gently. “Focus on me.”


“That part’s easy. You’re really nice to look at.” She tries to smile but not quite managing it. “I thought I could handle this.”


“You are handling it. Being scared doesn’t mean you’re not strong. It means you’re human. We’re all a bit shaken.” As the plane lifts off, ascending higher and leaving the ground behind, I keep talking to distract her. “We’re rising above it all. Just like we planned. Nothing can touch us up here, not while I’m by your side.”


Her eyes dart to the window before meeting mine again. “I don’t want to feel this way, so scared, so out of control.”


“Fear is just…it’s like the cold we faced in the hills. You acknowledge it. You respect it. But you don’t let it stop you. You taught me that. We adapt. We survive.”


“I taught you that?”


“Yeah, you did. You also taught me kindness. And forgiveness.” I caress my hands along her legs. “You taught me how to be with a woman. Not just sex. But the truest form of love I’ve ever known. A woman’s love.”


“Your mother loved you.”


“I don’t remember. I don’t even know what she looked like.”


“Maybe Monty has photos of her.” The plane bumps with turbulence, and she chokes. “If we make it to Sitka.”


“I won’t let anything happen to you.” I grip her hands, stilling her shaking. “Just like we always had a plan if a storm hit or the ice cracked beneath our feet, we have a plan now. You’re not alone. You’ve got Leo up there, giving Monty hell. Anything feels off, he’ll take care of it.”


The muscles in her face relax, the fear not gone but somewhat abated by the reassurance. “Thank you. For understanding. For talking me through it.”


“Always.” I feel the heaviness of my promise, not just in the words but deep in my bones. “You focus on breathing. Control what you can. Let us worry about the rest.”


She sways closer, her grip loosening as she listens to my voice.


“Remember the wolf you took down? And the bear you outran? And the psychopath who hurt us for thirty years?” I keep my gaze steady but fierce, imbued with my pride. “You annihilated our greatest enemy within months. You’re a force to be reckoned with.”


“I nearly starved you to death in the process.”


“We survived. Nothing has beaten you. Not going to start now.”


With our fingers intertwined and the world receding below, the threats and shadows of our past might linger, but together, we’re untouchable.


We fall into silence until the speakers overhead crackle with static.


Leo’s voice fills the cabin.


“Ladies and feral men, welcome to cruising altitude. If anyone’s thinking of joining the Mile High Club—I’m looking at you, Frankie—give me the signal.” He laughs. “The pilot doesn’t like that. You should see his face right now.”


Rustling and scraping sounds over the intercom.


“I hope they’re not fighting.” Her complexion pales.


“Just a reminder,” Monty cuts in. “My plane, my rules. This is a family flight. Keep it PG.”


She snorts.


I glance back at the divan, and my thoughts plunge into darkness. “Have you and Monty…?”


She goes still, her lips pressed in a line.


Of course, he’s fucked her on his plane. And on every surface of the estate we’re about to share with him.


A hot ember burns in my stomach.


“Kody…” She grips my arm.


“It’s smooth sailing from here,” Monty continues. “If you feel a bump, it’s just me teaching my co-pilot a lesson.”


“Try me, old man.” Leo’s voice comes at a distance, barely audible over the intercom before it clicks off.


“Well then.” Frankie sinks back into her seat with a sigh. “We’re off to a roaring start.”
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I shift restlessly, feeling stiff and out of place in these new clothes. They’re sharp, clean, and nothing like the rough and ready gear I’ve always worn.


Every so often, I look down at myself, startled to see the perfectly sewn seams and unstained leather that feels so strange against my skin.


“How’s the leg holding up?” Frankie’s gaze drifts to my knee, her nurse’s instincts overtaking her anxieties.


I can tell she’s compartmentalizing her fear to focus on me, something she’s always been good at.


The friction burn I got during the crash throbs persistently. It’s been three days, and the skin still feels tight and hot, the damaged layers sensitive to movement and touch.


If I adjust my position too quickly or the fabric of these new jeans rubs against it the wrong way, a sharp sting pulses through the area.


The pain isn’t just physical. It’s a nagging echo in my muscles, reminding me of every jolt of that crash.


Thankfully, the surface scratches that Leo and I received on our faces have already healed.


“It’s manageable.” I don’t want her worrying about me more than she already is with everything else going on.


“Make sure to keep it clean and watch for any signs of infection.”


It’s not just the injury and the new clothes making me uneasy. My eyes flicker to the window, drawn to the unfamiliar world speeding by. It’s all so different from the open, wild landscape where I spent my life. The change isn’t just around me. It’s on me, and it’s a lot to take in.


I lean back, my gaze grabbing hers again, making sure she feels every bit of my presence.


“What?” She flutters those long, sexy lashes, raising my body temperature.


“You’re beautiful.”


“You don’t have to say that anymore.”


“Why the fuck not?” I frown, not understanding.


“I know those months in the cabin took a toll.” She smooths a hand over her hair, catching a red lock between her fingers. “But I’m no longer starving. My confidence will improve as I gain the weight I lost. I’m working on it.”


Anger flares in my chest. Not at her but at the thought that she might believe her worth or beauty has anything to do with her condition.


“Woman.” I bend closer so she can see the sincerity on my face. “You’ve always been beautiful to me. Not because of how you look but because of who you are. Even when things were at their worst, it didn’t change how I saw you.” I reach out, grazing a thumb along her jawline. “You are strength and courage in a world that was falling apart. You’re the fire that warmed the coldest nights and the light in the darkest times. Your beauty isn’t just in your appearance. It’s in your spirit, your resilience.”


She’s quiet for a moment, staring at me. I know she’s processing my words, maybe not fully convinced but affected by them nonetheless. 


“Every time I looked at you, even when you were struggling, I saw the woman who challenged the wilderness with me, who fought through every day with a heart full of hope. Do you know how attractive that is? You’re hot as fuck, and I will keep saying it as long as I live because it’s the truth.”


Her eyes soften, moisture gleaming. “Thank you,” she whispers, “for seeing me like that.”


“Why are you thanking me? Resting my eyes on you is a goddamn privilege.”


“I totally want to hump you right now.” She bites her lip.


My cock jerks as I recline in the seat and pat my lap. “Hop on. Or…” I jab a thumb over my shoulder. “We can move to the divan.”


“Not here. But soon.” She lifts a booted foot and nudges it between my legs. “I promise.”


The jet banks, and we turn to the windows.


Below, Anchorage stretches like an intricate, tangled web of concrete, the buildings rising in clustered columns toward the sky. And green. So much green. Not just trees but fields of vegetation I’ve never seen before.


I grip her ankle and remove her shoe. Lifting the other, I remove it, too. With her socked feet on my lap, I massage her delicate arches, feeling her tremble, her anxiety rolling off.


“It’s like watching a living map unfold.” I turn my face toward the window. “Everything is so interconnected. So designed.”


“It’s a different kind of wilderness. One made by humans.”


As the plane cruises higher, I’m mesmerized by the transition between untamed landscape and the structured chaos of civilization. Roads carve through forests. Buildings cluster like flocks of resting birds. Gleaming threads of rivers wind through it all.


I trace the curve of her ankle. “Makes me feel small.”


“Small but not powerless. Part of something bigger.”


The scenery is vibrant, like her eyes, pulsing with life and movement in a way that both thrills and terrifies me.


“We need to learn a lot quickly,” I say, thinking aloud. “Driving, using phones, getting IDs.”


“And therapy.” She lowers her feet and reaches for my hands, her fears momentarily forgotten as she considers our needs. “We’ve all been through so much. We can’t ignore how it’s impacted us. That includes Monty, too.”


If Monty is dangerous to her, he won’t live long enough for therapy. I don’t care that he’s my brother. I’ll kill him myself.


Tanya returns with our drinks. “Vodka and bourbon.” She folds down a table between our laps and sets the glasses on it. “Lunch will be served shortly. May I take your coats?”


We shed our outerwear, and I nod my thanks, not used to this level of service.


Frankie unlatches her seat belt.


“What are you doing?” I reach for my belt, ready to go to her.


She moves with a fluid grace that belies her nerves, slipping around the table to where I sit. Crawling onto my lap, she folds into me with the intimacy of a hundred nights curled together for warmth.


I wrap my arms around her, pulling her against my chest, unable to ignore the sharpness of her bones beneath her skin.


Knowing she’ll have access to proper nutrition and regular meals fills me with immense relief. I imagine her health returning, her figure filling out to its natural, womanly state.


I want to see her not just surviving but thriving, laughing, and lively, her soul as nourished as her body. To see her more freely, without the shadow of hunger darkening her eyes, fuels a deep, burning hope inside me.


You’re going to get better, Frankie. I’ll make sure of it. We’ll have food, shelter, warmth, happiness, and each other. Everything we need.


She peers up, choosing me as her view instead of the sprawling scenery beyond the window. Her presence in my arms, so light yet so profoundly significant, reaffirms my need to watch her flourish, to reclaim the vitality that the harsh life of Hoss stripped away.


Slowly, her breathing grows shallow and even. As I indulge in the sweet scent of her hair against my nose, her eyes drift shut.


Within minutes, she’s asleep.


Careful not to disturb her, I take a sip of the vodka, the clear liquid cool against my lips.


As it glides down, I instinctively critique its profile, comparing it to the batches I distilled under conditions far less ideal than any commercial distillery.


This vodka, likely expensive and well-regarded, hits my palate with an initial smoothness that’s promising, but it quickly reveals its shortcomings.


Swirling the liquid in my glass, I watch it catch the light. It lacks the depth that comes from the meticulous filtering process I used with mine. I always allowed the spirit to mellow through natural charcoal—sourced from peat, wood, and other organic materials—stripping away the harsh notes while enhancing the vodka’s character.


I set the glass down, cataloging the adjustments I would make, the personal touches that would elevate this vodka from merely good to memorable. It’s not just about distilling. It’s about crafting a story in each bottle, a story of survival, of ice, wilderness, and hardship. A story this vodka, for all its refinement, doesn’t tell.


After a while, the faint aroma of heating food drifts through the cabin, stirring something primal within me. My stomach rumbles.


What would they serve on a flight like this? Gourmet meals or something simpler? Certainly not the stark survival fare we’ve been hunting and scraping out of cans all winter.


My mouth waters at the prospect of enjoying a meal I didn’t have to kill or gather myself.


I glance around, detecting movement in the alcove toward the front. It must be a small kitchen area. The scent grows stronger, a blend of savory and unknown spices that are entirely new to my senses.


Leo must smell it, too, because within minutes, he slips out of the cockpit. But he only has eyes for the sleeping woman on my lap.


He approaches quietly as if the very act of walking could disturb her peace, his eyes scanning her features, searching for any hint of pain or fear.


That tenderness in his gaze is new, a softness that didn’t surface until he met Frankie.


Whenever I look at her, I know my face does that melty thing, too.


As he edges nearer, her eyelids flutter open, and a gentle smile spreads across her lips.


“Hi.” Her drowsy voice, barely a whisper, fills the space with warmth.


He bends in, his hand brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. His touch lingers, fingers trailing lightly down the side of her face as if memorizing every detail all over again.


Leaning closer, he kisses her in a careful melding of lips that speaks of missed moments and relief at being together.


“Hi, love,” he whispers against her mouth.


Rather than pulling away, he hovers closer, his forehead resting against hers. In a moment of quiet connection, his hand cradles her face, his thumb gently caressing her cheek. His eyes, when they meet mine, thank me for taking care of her.


“How’d it go with Monty?” I ask.


“We talked about jobs.” He moves away, taking the seat she vacated, his posture relaxed but alert.


“Jobs?”


He steals my vodka and swallows a healthy slug, his mismatched eyes on Frankie as the flavor slides over his tongue.


“Doesn’t taste right.” He pushes the glass back. “What’s missing?”


“You tell me.”


“Wild berries, wood smoke, snow…”


“The essence of the hills.” She rests her head on my shoulder.


Nodding, I kiss her brow.


I always infused something from the Arctic in my recipes. Those subtle undertones give complexity, making each sip an experience rather than just a drink.


Maybe it’s the pure snowmelt water I used, which this commercial brand could never replicate. Theirs leaves an oily residue on the tongue, probably from being rushed through mass filtration processes that prioritize quantity over quality.


“Monty brought up your vodka recipes.” He sprawls in the seat, a nerve twitching along his jaw. “Read about them in Frankie’s journal. He thinks you should open a distillery, maybe even a bar. Said he would help if you want to pursue it.”


Suspicion, protest, and a million ways to say fuck no pound through my head.


Until I think back to those long winter nights in Hoss that were filled not just with survival tasks but with dreams.


Dreams fueled by the extensive reading I did.


I always imagined turning my makeshift distillery in the cellar into something legitimate, even when I believed I would never set foot beyond those frozen hills.


Among the tattered pages in our library, I learned about the complexities of establishing a distillery, the bureaucracy of obtaining permits and licenses, and the stringent regulations governing the production and sale of alcohol.


An entire manual on the regulatory hurdles explained the need for health inspections, environmental compliance, and safety protocols. Another book covered the capital investment, market analysis, and the economic forecasts necessary for sustaining a business.


I absorbed every word, procedure, and potential stumbling block. Those books weren’t just manuals. They were windows to a world I longed to be part of. I studied them not just out of curiosity, but with fierce dedication, underlining passages, making notes in the margins.


It was theoretical knowledge, gleaned in isolation. Yet I treated it as a blueprint for a future I never dared to hope for.


Now, soaring above concrete cities on a private jet, that knowledge feels less abstract. The possibility of applying it, of navigating the red tape with Monty’s backing, transforms my lofty dreams into tangible goals.


It’s thrilling.


And overwhelming.


“A distillery would be a lot of red tape.” I glance at Frankie, seeking her input. “Why would he help with that?”


“He owns a global consulting firm.” She straightens on my lap, taking the conversation seriously. “They specialize in business development, handling everything from market analysis to regulatory compliance. Helping you set up a business is right up his alley.”


“He mentioned the challenges.” Leo drums his fingers on the table. “Zoning, health regulations, getting a liquor license…It’s a lot, but he’s willing to invest the capital and handle the legal stuff. He would be a silent partner, letting you run it and focus on the product.”


Monty’s offer is a chance to use what I know to build something worthwhile. It could give us something that’s ours, not just a shelter from threats but a real footing in this world.


But it would mean laying down roots in Sitka.


It would make us more dependent on him.


I stare at my unfinished vodka.


His offer sounds promising, but it leaves a bad aftertaste.
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I stab a hand through my hair, my thoughts tangled as tightly as my fingers.


“It’s just an offer.” Frankie turns on my lap and cups my face. “Not a demand. You can say no.”


An itch crawls between my shoulder blades, a prickle of suspicion that won’t ease.


It’s clear Monty’s playing at something deeper, something more than mere familial support.


The clothes, the food, a place to live, and now a job. Not just any job. My dream job. He’s putting his fingers in everything, pressing a little too hard.


It’s a show of kindness, maybe, but it feels like a claim, like he’s marking territory. I know, deep down, it’s not about me at all.


It’s about her.


My jaw tightens.


He wants her back, but there’s more to it. I need to find out what before it costs us more than we can afford.


“Why would he help me?” I put my mouth at her ear. “I’m fucking his wife.”


She goes rigid, her gaze darting toward the cockpit where Monty steers us through the skies, holding our fate in his hands. “I’m not his, Kody. Not anymore.”


Leo snorts, glancing out the window at the clouds racing past. “Monty doesn’t believe that.”


“You’re his brother.” She meets my gaze.


“And Denver’s brother. Let’s not forget they assassinate and rape their brothers.”


She sucks in a breath. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”


“Don’t apologize. Always speak your mind with me.”


“It’s just…he knows we’re facing a tough transition, and he’s offering a bridge to help us get established. It’s not just about the vodka. It’s about giving us a means to stand on our own.”


“The sooner we stand on our own,” I say, “the sooner we move you out of his house. He doesn’t want that.”


“Okay, fine.” She sighs. “It’s more than an investment for him. But it could also be an extension of trust, a way for him to make amends for hurting me.”


“Or a way to keep us under his control.” Leo folds his arms on the table, regarding her. “To bind you further to him.”


She nods, her hand finding mine and squeezing tightly.


“Nothing needs to be decided now.” I relax in the seat, tucking her against my chest. “We’ll talk it over later.”


This isn’t a decision I can make on my own. It affects all of us.


“What about you?” She tips her head at Leo. “Did you discuss your dream job with him?”


Before he answers, Tanya rolls in a cart loaded with more food than three people can eat.


She places the dishes on the small fold-out table between us. Gleaming silver trays covered with assortments of cheeses I can’t name. Slivers of smoked salmon that look like they’ve been cut with a surgeon’s precision. Tiny glasses filled with creamy soup topped with green herbs.


“Another vodka?” She smiles at me.


I decline, and she turns to Leo, who shovels in food like he’s still on rations.


“Water for everyone.” Frankie unfolds a napkin. “Thank you.”


“Would you like to move to the rear?” Tanya gives her a pointed look on my lap. “It would be more comfortable—”


“We’re comfortable.” I lock an arm around Frankie’s waist, holding her in place.


As Tanya pushes away the cart, Frankie plucks a wedge of cheese from the platter and arches a brow at Leo.


He meets her gaze, a half-smile breaking through as he inhales several slices of salmon. “Yeah, Monty brought up my career goals. It’s like he memorized your damn journal.”


“His mind is sharp and misses nothing.” She gulps down her bourbon. “Remember that.”


“He offered to help me get my pilot’s license.”


“You should.” I sample the soup, groaning at the burst of flavor. “Then what?”


“Then I have some decisions to make. Do I want to be an aviation mechanic? Run a pilot school? Own a seaplane base in Sitka? Or a private airport somewhere else?”


“All of the above.” She winks at him.


“You bet your sweet ass.” He winks back and pops the last of the salmon into his mouth. “Watching him fly this bird, seeing everything from the co-pilot’s seat, it’s a different kind of freedom.”


“More freeing than winging it out of the hills?” My lips twist.


“I risked your lives.” His expression hardens. “I almost lost you.”


“You saved us.” She reaches across the table and grips his hand. “No matter what you decide to do, you’ll be fantastic at it. You’ve always been good at fixing things and explaining how everything works. You taught me so much at Hoss.”


“But starting from scratch in an unfamiliar world? That’s different. It’s daunting.”


“I get it. Not too long ago, I was a fish out of water in your world, remember?”


“I remember, love.” His eyes soften.


“Kody and I will be with you. If Monty’s willing to help, take advantage of it. Or don’t, and we’ll find another way. You can make this happen. I believe in you.”


I watch him closely, trying to appraise his feelings about it. He’s intrigued, maybe even excited by the prospect, but there’s an uneasiness in his posture. A holdover from our trauma with Denver.


Trust doesn’t come easy for us, especially where Monty’s concerned. Like she said, he’s sharp. Perhaps as calculating as Denver. We can’t forget that.


Tanya returns, bringing out plates of steak, the pieces so tender they nearly fall apart under the prod of her serving fork, alongside heaps of golden buttery potatoes.


A basket of warm, crusty bread permeates the cabin with a pleasant, familiar scent.


Frankie explains what everything is, showing us how to eat it. Like the chocolate fondue set. Tanya places it on the table across the aisle with fruits and marshmallows for dipping and a separate plate piled high with assorted macarons in pastel colors.


Every dish is a statement, not just of wealth but of a world where food isn’t just survival. It’s an art, a luxury.


I’m not sure what to make of it all, but it’s obvious Monty is trying to impress us, reassure us, or weaken us into complacency.


Frankie puts away more food than I’ve ever seen her eat. And her moans. The pure bliss on her face. The only time she looks this satisfied is during sex.


I can’t help it. Watching her eat makes me hard as a rock.


Of course, she knows. Sitting on my aching cock, she twists around to peek at me, her eyes wide and mouth full.


“Stop wriggling.” I swat her hip.


With a laugh, she presses a piece of steak against my lips and wriggles again.


“It’s so good,” she says around another bite of meat.


It really is. Best fucking meal I’ve ever had.


I feed her a forkful of potatoes, just to hear her moan again, which she does exquisitely.


Leo’s in his own world, caught in the thrall of so much food.


“Look at him.” I nibble on her neck. “Diving into this spread like he won a Willy Wonka golden ticket.”


“Let’s hope he doesn’t turn into a blueberry or get mauled by squirrels.”


He stares at us with a straight face, his jaw working as he chews. “You know the moral of that story?”


“Greed is bad.” Her bright eyes stray to the chocolate fondue.


“Not as bad as denying you whatever you want.” I reach across the aisle and snatch a plate of dipped strawberries for her.


“The moral is…” He props an elbow on the table. “Billionaire CEOs can be crazy and diabolically cruel in ways the rest of us can’t.”


“And they can get away with murder.” My gut clenches.


“Exactly. We’re all in agreement we don’t trust Monty. Even if he plies us with meat and…” He devours a huge hunk of steak. “Fuck. This shit melts on my tongue.”


Leaning across the table, she dabs his beard with a napkin. “You were saying?”


“His island will give us a place to figure things out, but we can’t forget that behind that smile is a…”


“Murderous CEO in a top hat?” I lift a brow.


“I was going to say a man hellbent on reclaiming his wife.”


“That, too.” I squeeze her thigh.


“I love that you guys know that movie.” She picks at the uneaten strawberries on her plate.


“But?” I touch her chin, capturing her gaze.


“It doesn’t fit.” She shrugs. “I mean, I’m not defending Monty’s bad behavior. But he’s not a murderer.”


We don’t know that.


“He’s a wildcard.” I rest my chin on her shoulder. “He has motives. Don’t know if they align with ours.”


“We keep our eyes open and stay sharp.” Leo eyes Frankie’s dessert.


She pushes it toward him. “When we land, we have a lot to sort out.”


“First thing,” I say, “we get IDs. Can’t do much until we’re legal.”


“Yeah, and we need to learn how to drive.” Leo finishes off her strawberries. “Cars, boats, whatever gets us around.”


“Phones.” The word tastes strange in my mouth. “Gotta communicate in this world, right?”


“And we train.” His voice rises, that aggressive fire always near the surface. “Self-defense, survival in this urban jungle. Ain’t getting caught off guard.”


“All essential.” She leans forward, her earlier fear gone. “But therapy is our priority. We heal. Then we learn.”


I grunt, not at all interested in sharing my story with a stranger. Frankie won’t let this go, and her reasoning is sound. But the primal part of me, the part that’s guarded my survival for so long, resists.


The scowl on Leo’s face sums up our thoughts on the matter.


“You guys.” Impatience laces her tone. “Therapy is non-negotiable. I’ll look into the best options for you.” She sips her water. “I loved my therapist in Sitka.”


“Hold up.” Leo straightens. “You had a therapist?”


“Yep. When my mom died, I struggled. A lot. The sessions really helped. So I kept going after I was healed. Until…”


Until she was abducted.


The plane rocks gently, the motion sending a shudder through her.


“Here.” Leo stands. “Let’s buckle you in.”


“That’s okay.” She curls into me. “I’m good here. Kody can do my seat belt when we start the descent.”


“I should head back to the cockpit.” He studies her features. “Unless you want me to stay.”


“Go.” She surveys the table. “Should we send some of this food to Monty?”


“He said he’ll eat later.” He catches her hand and kisses her knuckles. “If you need me…”


“I know where to find you.”


As he heads to the front, Tanya returns to collect the dishes, asking if we need anything else.


“All set here.” Frankie pulls her feet up on my lap, settling in.


“We’ll touch down in about two hours. Press the button if you need me.”


As she strolls away, I recline the seat back, taking Frankie with me.


Our earlier conversations play in my head, everything we need to do, the plan forming. A checklist of survival in this new wilderness.


Sitka.


A fresh start on Monty’s island.


My chest clenches at the thought.


She sighs, sensing my tension. “You’re thinking about Monty.”


“So are you.”


“I know it’s not ideal. But he’s offering us a place, security, things we desperately need right now.”


“Yeah. His house, his rules. That’s the game he’s playing.”


“So we set some ground rules of our own, carve out some space for independence. Like you did with the sleeping arrangements.” She scratches her fingers through the scruff on my jaw. “We’ll make it clear we’re there on our terms.”


“If he steps out of line or tries to control us, we walk. We’re survivors. We’ll find a way, like we always do.”


“We’re not captives anymore. No one will trap us, imprison us, or chain us down. Never again.”


Christ, I love her feisty conviction. It steadies me, reinforcing the resolve that’s been the backbone of my existence. Her unbreakable will draws me in, binds me to her more than any chains ever could. The way she digs in and doesn’t give up ignites a fierce pride.


And an even fiercer desire.


My hand follows the curve of her hip, her upper thighs, fingers sliding between her legs, sinking into her sexy heat. The urge to pull her onto my cock, smell her everywhere, and fuck her brains out thrums powerfully within me.


I lean closer, my breath chasing hers. “I want to be inside you.”


The plane cuts through the sky, the murmur of the engines a backdrop for her husky response. “We shouldn’t.”


She’s right. This isn’t the time or the place.


Yet her breathing doesn’t slow. Her eye contact doesn’t waver.


She smirks. “But we should totally make out.”


Her words are barely out before my lips crash against hers, a kiss laden with all the hunger, reverence, and raw adoration I feel for Frankie Novak.
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That night, I step off the yacht in Sitka and tread across the familiar dock. In the rain. In the dark. In the grip of overwhelming memories.


The stone mansion I shared with Monty looms ahead like a beautiful ghost from my past. Every towering tree and winding path on the island bring back flashes of my life.


Before everything changed.


Kody senses the direction of my thoughts and tenses, turning into an impenetrable shield at my side, as if he can fend off the past with sheer will.


“Need a minute?” The look of concern in his eyes cuts through the rain.


I nod because, dammit, the memories are vivid, too vivid, as I’m thrown back to the night I was bound by rope, gagged, and abducted from my bedroom.


Denver carried me to this dock, tripped, lost his grip, and I plunged into the icy water, the darkness enveloping me.


That chill runs through me now, a shiver that’s part dread, part defiance. I thought I knew fear then, but the horrors that awaited were beyond my wildest nightmares.


“The night Denver took me, he dropped me right there.” I point to the churning black water beside the dock. “My arms and legs were tied. I couldn’t swim. I thought I was going to drown.”


“Fuck this.” Leo paces behind me, a caged animal not suited for the confines of the narrow dock. “We don’t have to stay here. It isn’t worth it.”


His instinct to fight often overrides his logical mind. I don’t fault him for it. His instinct saved my life more than once.


“Frankie.” Monty approaches with caution, trying to erase the gap with words that no longer reach me. “If you need—”


“My needs aren’t your concern anymore.” I straighten, meeting his icy blue stare. “You invited us here, and for that, I’m grateful. But I’m doing this at my pace, on my terms.”


His reaction is subtle, a faint tightening of his eyes, a nod of acceptance that doesn’t quite mask the hurt. He steps back, giving me space, respecting the boundary I’ve drawn.


“We’re here with you.” Kody’s hand finds mine, his fingers strong and reassuring. “For whatever you need.”


Leo stops pacing and looks back at the mansion, then at me. “Whatever you decide.”


With a deep breath, I push forward, the rain a curtain parting as we walk through it. I lead the way, toward whatever remains of the past, ready to fight for a future where fear no longer holds dominion over us.


We advance toward the house, the path slick under the downpour. Kody moves with a predator’s agility, scanning the thick brush and shadowed corners of the estate.


He positions himself slightly ahead, his body angled to shield me, every muscle coiled, ready to spring into action at the first hint of danger.


On my other side, Leo matches his vigilance, his eyes darting to the treetops, the hidden alcoves, and back along the path we just traversed.


Then he freezes, his hand moving to his back, a subconscious check for a rifle he no longer carries.


“What is it?” I follow his line of sight, my pulse redoubling.


“We’re not alone.” The ferocity in his gaze burns with bicolored flames as he presses into me, sandwiching me against Kody.


“There’s no need for alarm.” Monty breezes past us, gesturing vaguely into the shadows. “It’s my security team.”


“What security team?” I run a hand down Leo’s stiff spine, trying to relax him.


“After the video…” Monty turns back to face us, raindrops clinging to his black lashes. “Seeing Denver sitting in our house, I took no chances and hired the team before we left the lawyer’s office.” His gaze locks with mine. “To ensure your safety.”


“You didn’t think to mention this before?” Leo squints into the rain, the droplets drumming a relentless beat against the path, echoing my racing heart.


“I wanted to tell you when we arrived, Frankie.” His eyes darken with regret and longing, a silent apology hanging between us. He starts to move forward, an impulse stopped by his better judgment. “One less thing for you to worry about.”


His restraint hits hard, reminding me of everything we’ve lost, of every wound not yet healed.


“Thank you.” I squeeze Kody’s hand.


He squeezes back. “Let’s keep moving then. The sooner we’re inside, the better.”


Monty takes the lead, his back straight despite the tension in his shoulders.


His concern is evident, his actions respectful, yet the distance between us feels awful. Even if I’m the one enforcing that distance.


As we approach the grand doors, the sense of foreboding grows, but so does my resolve.


Leo glances over his shoulder one last time before we maneuver inside, his profile chiseled with sharp lines. His hand shifts to rest on my lower back, guiding me in. Kody’s grip on my fingers never wavers. 


Warmth greets us at the threshold, our footsteps loud in the vast foyer, making the space feel empty despite its opulence.


We shed our wet coats, hanging them in the entryway.


“I’ll introduce you to the security team later.” Monty strides ahead toward the kitchen. “For tonight, make yourselves at home. There’s plenty of food. Frankie and I can show you around in the morning.”


“I’ll start now.” Leo takes off, charging through the main sitting room, his untamed physique casting a beastly shadow against the elaborate decor.


His braided hair, wild and drenched, clings to his rugged face as he opens every door he passes—closets, cabinets, even peering behind curtains and framed art.


Veins stand out on Monty’s neck, his jaw clenched. He’s not thrilled with Leo’s invasion of privacy, but when our eyes connect, he says, “Let him explore.”


Oh, Leo’s not exploring. He’s hunting for cameras, secret spy holes, implements of torture, anything to confirm his suspicions about Monty’s true intentions.


We trail behind him, drifting from room to room, water dripping from our clothes and forming a path on the polished floors.


The estate looks exactly how I left it, spotlessly maintained as if a full staff lives here. But Monty is too private for that. The chef, housekeeper, primary chauffeur, and landscaper don’t reside on his island.


He always lived alone.


Until me.


In the dim glow of the hallway, he stands like one of his many sculptures, carved from mystery, old money, and power, his presence as commanding as a tsar in his imperial palace.


“When was the last time you were home?” I watch Kody wander the room, his interest piqued by the Soviet-era statues.


“Months.”


Because he was looking for me.


After he cheated on me.


The agony of his betrayal surges anew, tangled with a grudging gratitude for his search.


It’s hard to look at him. The purplish-black marks left by Leo’s violent beating stand out against his pale skin.


Seeing him like this stirs unwanted things inside me. I hate that he’s in pain, even after he caused me so much. It’s fucked up, this tenderness for a man who hurt me.


As I discreetly examine his swollen cheek, the anger I harbor wars with the instinct to reach out and comfort him.


I wish I could trust his reasons for helping me when I’ve clearly moved on.


But I can’t trust him.


He catches me staring, his eyes shadowed with guilt and something else. I quickly avert my gaze, not wanting him to see the conflict in my expression.


I don’t want him to think I’ve forgiven him, because I haven’t. But I can’t deny the empathy and old feelings that well up at the sight of him bruised and underweight.


“You should get those looked at.” I keep my distance, arms crossed defensively over my chest.


“You’re looking at them. That’s all I need.”


“Stop.”


“Stop what?”


“You know what.”


We stand there in awkward silence, the air oppressive. It’s confusing, frustrating, the lines between love and hate blurring beyond recognition.


Leo’s heavy boots thud against the ornate rugs, his suspicious nature propelling him into the main room with high painted ceilings and intricate moldings. Kody follows closely, pulling me along while observing every luxurious detail with a feral wariness.


They both pause when they recognize the couch.


The one I handpicked when Monty and I married.


The one Denver occupied when he made the video.


“No one will break in here again.” Monty’s eyes, like chips of glacial ice, assess us with unsettling intensity. His carved, clean-shaven jawline gives him a stern, intimidating allure that only heightens the air of authority that clings to him. “No one will step onto this island without me knowing about it.”


I believe him. But that doesn’t protect me if the danger is already here.


He strolls toward the couch, circling it, his body a study in controlled strength. Lean muscles flex beneath a tailored suit that hints at the boardroom and clandestine deals made in quieter, darker corners.


Rich, inky black hair rakes back stylishly from a forehead that’s too smooth for a forty-nine-year-old man.


Wait.


He had a birthday since I saw him last. We both did.


“You turned fifty.” I follow Leo and Kody around the room, watching them snoop through every nook and cranny. “How did you celebrate?”


“I was on my way out of Whittier after…” He straightens the cuffs of his sleeves with jerky movements as if trying to distract himself from a memory. “It was a long weekend of bad news. I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate.”


“Because you learned that Denver lived.”


“Yes.” His shoulders hunch, a subtle inward collapse of a man burdened by his own decisions. “That’s when I came to the horrifying realization he’d taken you.”


I’m sorry.


The apology sticks in my throat. I won’t say it because I’m not to blame. None of this is my fault.


“Did you celebrate your thirtieth birthday?” He cocks his head. “It wasn’t mentioned in your journal. You were with him.” His gaze settles on Kody, who releases a low growl.


“I was?”


“I tracked the timeline in your notes. You turned thirty the day after you died in the lake.” Monty’s gaze drills into me with an edge of accusation undercut by a cloud of regret.


I had sex with Kody the day after I drowned. It was our first time together, Kody’s first time ever, and Monty knows it. He read every detail.


In the tense silence, his stare is heavy and aggressive. His hands clench and unclench at his sides as if wrestling with the urge to reach out or pull back.


Every aspect of him oozes refinement and manners, but I’m well-acquainted with the vicious possessiveness simmering beneath the surface. It’s what drew me in and kept me at arm’s length. A constant paradox wrapped in primal, sexual energy.


As he stands there, looking all stoic and arrogant, I don’t miss the subtle quiver in his jaw, a twitch he can’t control. A silent scream against the pain of losing me and the role he played in our unraveling.


My chest tightens, a knot of confusion and hurt that I struggle to ignore.


How do I reconcile the man who sought me across the Arctic with the one who kept family secrets and wandered from our vows?


“Back off, asshole.” Leo, missing nothing, steps between us.


All I see is his broad back, effectively severing my eye contact with Monty. I exhale a held breath.


“Back off?” Monty asks. “We’re having a conversation.”


“You know exactly what you’re doing.” Leo crosses his arms, his posture imposing.


“You missed her birthday.”


“So did you.”


I can’t breathe through the fog of testosterone as they puff their chests and mark their dominance with their potent scents.


Too many alphas in the room.


“That’s enough.” I slip around Leo before he escalates this to another fistfight. “There were no birthdays in Hoss, Monty. No holidays, no celebrations, no joy.” I brace my hands on my hips. “But that’s in the past. We’re moving forward.”


I keep my posture rigid, my shoulders firm, but my eyes flit through the room like a captured bird.


The air presses against me, thick with the aroma of rain and old wood, stained with memories, good and bad.


Monty doesn’t blink, his lips pressed into a thin line, the corners downturned in a frown that holds a world of things unsaid.


“Do you still employ a chef and housekeeper?” I ask, changing the subject. “Oliver and Aurora?”


“Yes.” He inclines his head. “And Kai and Greyson.”


The chauffeur and landscaper.


“Until we get on our feet,” I say, “are there any jobs around here we can do?”


“No.” His fingers tap a silent, impatient rhythm against his thigh, a display of controlled annoyance. “No wife of mine will do domestic work.”


“I’m not your—”


“The answer is no, and that’s final.”


“Well, then I guess I’ll be returning to the hospital sooner than—”


Three snarling objections slam into me.


“You’re not going anywhere alone,” Kody growls. “Not for work or otherwise. Not until your life is no longer threatened.”


“Let’s be clear.” I thrust my chin. “No one tells me what to do.”


Kody releases another growl that has Monty smirking.


“But…” I sigh. “I agree with you on this, which is why I asked about jobs around here.”


“You’ll have plenty to keep you busy.” Monty looks me up and down. Then he gives Kody and Leo a cursory perusal. “You need to rebuild your strength, eat a healthy diet, exercise, get good sleep. We all do.”


“He has a home gym,” I say to Kody and Leo, heating at the thought of their sculpted bodies straining beneath weights. “I can show you how to—”


“I’ll show them.” Monty turns to them. “When you’re ready, we can start training together.”


“Where?” Leo heads toward the hallway that leads to the garage, den, and gym.


“That way.” Monty directs him with a flick of his finger.


The air changes as we enter the exercise room, charged with something different. Curiosity. Fascination. Awe.


Leo and Kody sweep their gazes over the sleek, modern equipment, whose purposes are a mystery to them.


Monty steps in, turning on his charming host demeanor. “This is the treadmill.” He gestures at the machine. “It simulates walking or running. You can adjust the speed here.” He powers on the digital panel.


“Why would anyone run on this,” Leo asks, “when there are running trails on the island?”


Monty chuckles, his too-familiar eyes imprisoning me.


“Exactly.” I cross my arms and lean against the wall of mirrors. “I’ve never used that thing.”


Moving on to the rack of weights, Monty lifts a dumbbell and hands it to Kody. “This is the best way to build strength and endurance.”


Kody thrusts it over his head like it weighs nothing. “Feels lighter than the logs we lifted back home.”


“There are different sizes for different exercises.” Monty offers him a heavier one.


Eyes widening, Kody grunts as he lifts it. “Fuck.” He sets it back on the rack and grabs another. And another.


Monty tests his strength, too, while showing him some curling techniques.


“Great. Maybe I should leave you alone to bond with your new best friends.” I can’t help but smile at their boyish competitiveness. “They seem pretty heavy.”


Leo circles the punching bag, grinning and bouncing on his toes.


“This is where it’s at.” He throws a few experimental punches, the bag swinging wildly.


Monty nods, watching him. “Use any of this whenever you like. It’s here to help you guys get back in shape.”


Kody puts the weights away and steps onto the large mat where I used to spend hours doing Pilates and yoga.


He exchanges a look with Leo, and I know they’re thinking about self-defense training.


“We’ll start this week.” Leo strides toward me, his steps lighter, clearly impressed with the gym. “That includes you, love.”


“I prefer the running trails in the fresh air.” I follow him into the hall and up the stairs to the second floor.


“And the rain?”


“Maybe not the rain.”


Upstairs, he gives all the guest bedrooms the same thorough search. Kody joins him, speeding things along.


“What are they looking for?” Monty lingers in the hall, his hands resting casually in his pockets.


“If you were in their positions…” I lean against the doorframe. “What would you look for?”


His eyebrows climb together, his jaw working. “Sedatives, rope, latex gloves, weapons, incriminating photos, recording devices, basically anything that might point to me as a stalker.”


“If you have any of those things in your possession, I know you’re too smart to leave them where they can be discovered. But they don’t know you. They need to do this so they can sleep tonight.”


“Fair enough.”


Leo ambles out of the final guest bedroom and pushes open another door, revealing Monty’s dimly lit study.


Pausing on the threshold, he sniffs the air like a tracker, his tall, rugged frame contrasting sharply with the delicate antiques and gleaming surfaces of Monty’s world.


It feels unnerving, watching the wild men I’ve come to love prowling the halls of my previous life. A life so meticulously curated by Monty.


“Go ahead.” Monty follows at a safe distance, his hands clasped behind his back. But his voice lacks warmth. “My home is open to you.”


Leo stops before a seascape painting by Ivan Aivazovsky, his head tilted. He has no idea he’s admiring a piece of art worth millions. Nor does he care.


I catch the reflection of our group in the gilded mirror beside Monty’s desk—so out of place yet so irrevocably entwined. My past and present are colliding in the heart of this grand estate, under the watchful eyes of a man I once vowed to love forever.


As evening shadows creep through the windows, I wonder how we can weave these fragmented parts into a new whole.


Will my history with Monty prevent him from building a relationship with Kody and Leo? Does he intend to hurt me worse than he already has?


His eyes flicker away before meeting mine again, a dance of avoidance, necessity, and something else.


“It’s like a museum here.” Kody bends to peer closer at a glass cabinet filled with Fabergé eggs. “How did you ever live in a place like this?”


“It was another life.” I meet Monty’s cool gaze. “One that no longer appeals to the woman I am now.”


I’m not trying to be cruel. It’s the hard truth, and Monty needs to understand.


We’re finished.


Rather than backing down, he stares right back, his lips quirking at the corners.


Goddammit, I know that wry, challenging smirk. It’s the same one he wore when I repeatedly turned down his advances during his year-long pursuit to date me.


He’s still the master of the game.


A man who refuses to be beaten, even by his own mistakes.
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Monty’s bedroom is the last stop on Leo’s security patrol. He and Kody wait at the doorway, refusing to enter before me, as if it’s a restricted crime scene.


It’s just a room.


No longer my room.


“You guys go ahead.” I wave them on.


They don’t move, don’t speak. I might’ve heard a growl.


Their battle-ready postures suggest they’re prepared for any reaction I might have. As if I’ll be triggered into violence.


I don’t have triggers, do I?


Jesus, I hope not.


I can’t even look at the man standing beside me. I feel Monty everywhere, in my space, under my skin, breathing, watching, analyzing.


My hesitation only makes this a bigger deal than it is.


“Fine.” Heart pounding, I push past them and step inside.


The large bed that Monty and I once shared sits in the center, immaculately made, as if it hasn’t been touched since that night.


The table on his side holds a clock, a bottle of sleeping pills, and chargers for his devices. The table on my side has the one thing I left on it.


The glass of bourbon I never drank, the liquid partially evaporated, leaving behind decomposed cherries.


What the fuck?


“Where have you been sleeping?” Unnerved, I keep my back to him.


“When I’m home, I sleep in our bed. But I already told you. I haven’t been home in months.”


He also said there were no other women after Aubrey.


Do I believe him? 


A man with his insatiable sex drive and stamina wouldn’t abstain. Especially not with the way women throw themselves at him.


Do I care?


Nine months ago, I did.


I turn to the window with the view of the dock, the scene of that terrifying night reflecting back at me. The burn of rope against my skin. The scent of latex gloves. The rumble of Denver’s raspy voice.


Don’t struggle. This will only hurt a little.


“I was standing here, waiting for you to come home.” The memory chokes me, tightening like Denver’s restraints. “I thought when I heard movement behind me…” I spin, startled to find Monty right there, too close. I step back. “I thought it was you.”


“It should’ve been me.” His face tightens, remorse rolling off him in waves. “I made an unforgivable decision that night, one I’ll regret for the rest of my life. I’m sorry.”


Leo barrels toward us, his bearing rigid. I shake my head, and he huffs, his anger directed at Monty. But he stays back.


I glance at the fire detector above the bed. “Denver removed a camera from there.”


Monty follows my gaze. “I’ve had the entire estate swept for bugs and recording devices. It’s clean.” He looks at Leo. “Go ahead. Check this room, too.”


Leo bares his teeth at him and returns his attention to me, waiting to jump in if I need him.


“Everything is just as you left it.” Monty watches me wander through the room, his presence evoking nostalgia for the whispered dreams, tender cuddles, and wild sex we shared here.


Until I’m hit with the memory of our last fight. As I circle the bed, I stare at the spot on the floor where he crushed the pregnancy test beneath his cruel shoe, the echo of the crunch splintering in my ears.


As if reading my thoughts, he stiffens, struggling between his desire to draw closer and the knowledge that he lost the right to reach out.


Swallowing hard, I make my way to the walk-in closet and push open the door.


Inside, everything is disturbingly familiar. My clothes hang exactly how I left them, untouched and organized by seasons. My running shoes lie on the floor, one flopped on its side, where I kicked them off nine months ago.


“I don’t understand.” I trace the rows of hangers holding my garments, my fingers coming away with dust.


But Monty’s clothes hang freshly cleaned.


Aurora, the housekeeper, must have been given orders not to touch my things.


Charging out of the closet, I head to the en suite bathroom.


Seeing my personal items still lined up on the counter is even more unsettling. My favorite perfume sits beside my cleansers. My hair products and body wash still hog the single shelf in the shower.


In the drawers, I find my collection of soaps, lipsticks, and razors organized by my own hands. Even my hairbrush, with a few strands of red hair tangled in it, lies next to the sink.


Why keep these reminders of me as if waiting for my return? It’s both touching and troubling, smearing the lines of his feelings and intentions.


Returning to the bedroom, I make a beeline to the dresser and pull open the drawers one by one. Each is filled with my folded clothes. Leggings, bras, underwear, camisoles—everything is here, arranged with my go-to pieces on top.


These things weren’t put back in anticipation of my return today.


They’ve been here the whole fucking time.


Everything is just as you left it.


Except…there, on the surface of the dresser, I spot the items I wondered about the most.


My phone, plugged in and fully charged, sits beside my wedding rings on a crystal tray.


Like a goddamn shrine.


“Why?” Turning sharply, I find Monty’s watchful gaze, my voice tight with anger. “Why would you keep all this? It’s like walking into a time capsule of the worst day of my life!”


He steps forward, his timbre low, filled with an emotion I can’t decipher. “I thought—”


“You thought what? That I’d slip back into our marriage like nothing happened?”


Kody’s hand appears on my lower back, grounding me, while Leo’s presence looms close.


Monty looks between them, his composure airtight. “Calm down.”


“Calm down?” I lean forward and level a searing glare at him. “It’s fucking creepy, Monty. Like I was just here yesterday. Like I never left. The glass of bourbon? The hairbrush? My phone on the fucking charger? Explain it to me.”


He lowers to the edge of the bed and stares at the floor between his feet.


“I couldn’t let you go.” He lifts his head, his eyes pained. “I couldn’t remove your things and accept you were gone.”


“Didn’t stop you from fucking someone else.”


A dark, thunderous fury breaks over his expression. “Judge not, lest ye be judged for the same.”


His response stuns me into silence, but anger quickly wells up again.


He strayed first. He rejected his child. He gave up on us.


He broke my fucking heart.


If he felt a fraction of my pain, he would understand my reaction.


Before I can say something I’ll regret, Kody’s firm grip on my chin forces my eyes to him.


“Woman.” He puts his face right into mine. “Time to call it a night.”


Leo’s tense posture by the door signals his readiness to haul me out of the room.


I pull away from Kody and storm to the bedside table, snatching the stale bourbon.


“This isn’t reassuring, Monty.” I shove the glass into his hand and walk to the door. “You kept my life on pause here, but I wasn’t paused. I was living a nightmare.”


“I know,” he murmurs. “I was living one, too.”


His words turn my stomach to ice. My feet stop moving. My breath strangles, and oh, hell, here come the tears, the hurt.


And the rage.


I whirl, my voice rising with the surge of my pulse. “It was hard for you, was it? Was it hard to cast off our baby? Was it hard to go to work and leave me here after you broke my heart?” I thrust a hand out behind me, warding off the protective shadows at my back. “You should’ve been here. You should’ve come home that night. You should’ve told me your real fucking name!”


He stares at me, his eyes stark and glassy. Mute.


I won’t cry. He’s taken enough from me. I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me break. Again.


“You want me to believe you’re not the unhinged admirer in Denver’s riddle? That you’re not the silent ache, the shadow that lingers, the present from my past, the knife in my heart?” I shiver and motion around the chilling, carefully preserved room. “This doesn’t help build your case.”


His jaw sets, the muscle ticking in irritation.


The only response he gives me.


I turn on my heel and walk out, just as he did the day everything changed.


But I’m not alone. With the warmth of Kody’s hand on my back and Leo’s vigilant gaze flanking me, I feel the strength that comes not just from surviving but from being truly seen and understood.
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