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AUTHOR'S WARNING

This book will hurt you.

Savage Gravity contains explicit depictions of captor/captive dynamics, extreme wilderness isolation, psychological manipulation, survival-induced trauma bonding, food and warmth deprivation used as tools of control, praise kink, primal/feral sexual content, and graphic violence including animal attack. The male lead is not safe. He is not sorry. He will not let her go.

If you need your monsters to apologize, close this book now.

If you need them to devour — keep reading.

Reader discretion is strongly advised.

"Civilization is just the lie we tell ourselves in the daylight. In the dark, we return to the monsters we were always meant to be."

— Elara Rhys
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PROLOGUE
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THE TRACKER

Rain hit the canopy like buckshot.

Kael crouched behind a rotting hemlock, one knee pressed into black mud, the Remington balanced across his thigh. Forty degrees and dropping. The kind of cold that didn't announce itself—it just crawled inside your lungs and sat there, patient, until your body forgot how to shake.

He'd been tracking the bull elk since dawn. Three miles through old-growth timber so dense the sky disappeared. Moss-slicked granite. Deadfall stacked waist-high in places, the wood soft enough to punch through. The forest floor smelled of wet decay and fungal sweetness, a smell most people would call unpleasant. Kael breathed it in like church air.

The elk had bedded down in a clearing two hundred yards east. He could wait. He was good at waiting.

Ten years off the grid had carved patience into his marrow. No phone. No electricity. No voices except the ones the wind carried through the passes, and those belonged to coyotes and screech owls, not people. People were noise. People were rot dressed in cologne and credit card debt, shuffling through fluorescent-lit grocery stores with dead eyes, buying meat wrapped in plastic that they couldn't have killed if their children's lives depended on it.

He spit into the ferns.

The rain thickened. Not a downpour yet—that was coming, he could taste it in the barometric pressure dropping against his eardrums like a slow vice. By nightfall, the Cascades would be a killing floor. Hypothermia weather. The kind of storm that found hikers in their sleeping bags three weeks later, curled into themselves, skin the color of old soap.

He shifted his weight, scanning the ridge through the iron sights. And that's when he saw her.

Movement where movement shouldn't be. A quarter mile south, stumbling through a stand of Douglas fir with all the grace of a gut-shot deer. Bright red jacket. The kind of jacket you bought at REI because a sales associate told you it was "technical." Useless past forty-five degrees. Useless past a drizzle.

A woman.

Kael lowered the rifle. Slowly.

She was off-trail by at least a mile, maybe more. The marked path ran along the eastern ridge, well above the drainage basin she'd wandered into. Down here, the terrain funneled toward a series of creek crossings that would be chest-deep and ripping by morning. No cell signal. No line of sight to the fire road.

She didn't know any of that.

He watched her stop, pull something from her jacket pocket. A phone. She held it above her head, turned in a slow circle, arm outstretched like an antenna. The gesture was so pathetically civilized it made his jaw tighten. As if the mountain gave a damn about her signal bars.

She shoved the phone back and kept walking. Wrong direction. Deeper into the basin, farther from the ridge, farther from anything that could save her. Confident steps. Chin up. She thought she was problem-solving.

Arrogance. The particular breed that grew in cities, fed on convenience and curated experiences and the unshakable belief that the world had been made safe. That someone would always come. That systems existed to catch you when you fell.

Out here, the only system was gravity. And gravity didn't negotiate.

He could have called out. Could have stood up, waved her over, pointed her back toward the trail markers she'd missed two miles ago. Could have been the good citizen the park service expected. He'd done it before—twice in the early years, when he still tolerated the occasional encounter with the outside world. Pointed some idiot back to the trailhead, watched them scurry away without so much as a thank you, trailing granola wrappers and the sour stink of synthetic deodorant.

He didn't move.

Something locked into place behind his sternum. A decision that didn't feel like a decision at all—more like recognition. The way a wolf's ears flatten the instant before its hind legs fire. Instinct older than language.

She was small. Five-four, five-five. Under the ridiculous jacket, narrow shoulders. Hips built for a desk chair, not a mountain. Her hair—dark, pulled back—was already plastered to her skull from the rain. She kept wiping her face with her sleeve, a gesture that would stop being annoying and start being desperate in about three hours.

Kael settled back against the hemlock. Crossed his arms over the rifle stock.

The temperature dropped another degree. He felt it in his fingertips, a dull ache that most people mistook for pain. It wasn't pain. Pain was what came after—the burning, the black patches on white skin, the slow amputation that frostbite performed one cell at a time.

She wouldn't last the night.

Not without shelter. Not without fire. The rain would soak through that pretty red jacket in another hour. Wet cotton against skin—the fastest way to lose core temperature short of swimming in snowmelt. Her muscles would start seizing around nine p.m. The shivering would become violent, uncontrollable, her body burning its last reserves in a futile attempt to stay warm. Then the shivering would stop. That's when they got confused. Started stripping off their clothes because the dying brain misread the signals, told them they were burning up when they were actually freezing solid.

Paradoxical undressing, the search and rescue teams called it.

He called it the mountain collecting what it was owed.

She disappeared behind a thicket of sword fern, and for a moment he lost her. His body went still—not tense, just absolutely, perfectly still, the way it went when he tracked anything worth tracking. Ears open. Eyes soft-focused on the tree line.

Red flashed between the trunks. Still moving south.

Good.

He unfolded himself from behind the hemlock. The elk was forgotten. A different hunt had started, one that didn't require a rifle.

He followed her from the high ground, moving parallel along the ridge where the timber was thinnest. She never looked up. They never looked up. Prey animals watched the ground, watched their own feet, obsessed with the next step. Predators watched the horizon.

The storm announced itself at four-seventeen. Not gradually—a black wall of cloud rolling over the peaks like a fist closing, swallowing the last gray light in minutes. The rain shifted from steady to punishing. Sheets of ice water driven sideways by a wind that screamed through the canopy and bent the fir tops like fishing rods.

He heard her before he saw her. A sound that carried even through the wind.

Crying.

She'd stopped in a small clearing, turning in circles now. No phone in her hand. Just her arms wrapped around herself, the red jacket black with water, her whole body shaking so hard he could see it from a hundred yards. Raw, animal terror. The kind that lived in the brainstem, below thought, below pride. The knowledge—cellular, absolute—that she was going to die.

Kael braced one hand against a cedar trunk and watched.

The crying became ragged, guttural. She dropped to her knees in the mud. Her fingers clawed at the earth like she was trying to dig herself somewhere warm. Her mouth was open but the sounds coming out weren't words anymore. Just noise. The stripped-down frequency of a creature begging the universe for one more hour.

Beautiful.

Not the way magazines meant it. Not her face, not her body—though he registered both with the detached precision of a man who hadn't touched a woman in six years. Beautiful the way a river was beautiful when it ripped a bridge off its pilings. Beautiful the way a forest fire sounded at night, that low roar that turned every living thing into fuel.

She was being unmade. Civilization peeling off her in wet, shivering layers, revealing the animal underneath. The one that didn't care about phone signals or trail markers or the comfortable lie that the world was safe.

He could feel the exact moment she'd stop fighting. An hour, maybe less. She'd curl up at the base of a tree, tuck her knees to her chest, and let the cold finish it.

Unless.

Kael pushed off the cedar. Checked the knife on his belt. Adjusted the rifle strap across his back.

The cabin was forty minutes north. He could carry her in twenty.

He started down the ridge, boot heels biting into the slope, rain hammering his bare forearms. No rush. She wasn't going anywhere. The mountain had done the hard part—broken her compass, her pride, her belief that she was anything more than meat and bone and heat waiting to be spent.

All he had to do now was collect.

If the mountain didn't kill her tonight, she belonged to him.
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COMPASS

Wren

Three bars of signal vanished between one step and the next.

Wren stopped on the narrow switchback and held the phone higher, arm stretched toward the canopy as if an extra six inches would reconnect her to the civilized world. The screen glowed pale against the deepening green—no service, no data, the GPS app frozen mid-calculation with her blue dot hovering over a gray void where the topographic lines should have been.

"Come on." She shook the phone. Tapped the screen twice. Swiped down and toggled airplane mode on, then off, the way her brother always told her to do when the signal dropped at their parents' lake house in Vermont. Nothing. The blue dot blinked once, uncertainly, then disappeared altogether.

She lowered her arm and looked around.

The trail had narrowed over the last half mile. She remembered that clearly—the well-groomed path with its packed gravel surface giving way to bare earth, then to something that wasn't quite a path at all. Fern fronds as tall as her ribcage pressed in from both sides, slick with moisture, leaving dark wet streaks across her jacket sleeves every time she brushed past. The Douglas firs had thickened into columns so massive she couldn't have wrapped her arms around the smallest of them. Their bark was deeply furrowed, almost black, and the canopy they formed was so dense that the afternoon light—already weakened by cloud cover—filtered down in scattered, watery fragments that did nothing to illuminate the forest floor.

She turned in a slow circle. Mud sucked at her boots.

Behind her: the trail she'd come down, more or less visible as a slight depression in the undergrowth. Ahead: a steeper descent through deadfall and mossy rock, no trail markers visible. To the left: a wall of salal and vine maple so thick it looked deliberate, like a hedge planted by someone who wanted to keep things out. Or in. To the right: more timber, more ferns, and the faint sound of running water somewhere below.

None of it looked familiar.

She'd left the marked trailhead at Thornton Lakes at seven forty-five that morning, which meant she'd been hiking for almost eight hours. The plan had been straightforward—follow the main trail four miles to the upper lake, spend two hours photographing the nesting osprey colony she'd been contracted to document for Pacific Wilderness Quarterly, and hike back out before the light died. She'd done similar assignments in Yosemite, in the Adirondacks, in the politely managed forests of Connecticut where the most dangerous animal was a white-tailed deer with a bad attitude. This was supposed to be the same. Longer approach, rougher terrain, but fundamentally the same.

Except Connecticut didn't have thirty-mile stretches of unbroken old-growth timber. Connecticut didn't have elevation changes that could put you in a different climate zone between breakfast and lunch. Connecticut didn't have the Cascade Range looming overhead like the spine of some sleeping, malevolent animal.

Wren pulled the park map from her jacket's chest pocket and unfolded it against her thigh. The creases were already soft from handling, the paper beginning to absorb moisture from the air. She found the Thornton Lakes trailhead. Traced the dotted line with her fingertip. The trail ran southeast, climbing steadily through subalpine forest before dropping to the lake basin. Simple. A single route with no major junctions.

But there had been a junction. She remembered it now—a faint fork about two miles in, where a secondary path split off to the right and descended sharply into what the map showed as a drainage basin. No sign marking it. No warning. Just a gap in the undergrowth that looked, at first glance, like the trail continuing.

She'd taken the fork.

The realization settled into her stomach like a swallowed stone. She'd been walking the wrong direction for at least three hours, descending into terrain that the map labeled with tight, bunched contour lines—the visual shorthand for steep and unforgiving. The drainage basin funneled south toward a creek system that eventually fed into the Skagit River, but "eventually" on this map meant eight or nine miles of trackless forest, creek crossings, and elevation loss that would have to be regained on the way back.

She folded the map with hands that weren't quite steady.

Okay. Options. She could backtrack—climb the three hours she'd descended, find the fork, and take the correct trail back to the trailhead. That would put her at the parking lot around eleven p.m., assuming she could navigate in the dark, assuming the trail was visible, assuming her legs held out after what would be a sixteen-hour day.

Or she could keep going south toward the creek, follow it downstream to the river, and hope to hit a forest road. The map showed one—a thin gray line labeled FR-1140—but its distance from the creek was impossible to judge. Could be half a mile. Could be five.

Or she could stay put. Wait for morning. The temperature was dropping, but she had a rain jacket, a fleece layer, two energy bars, and half a liter of water in the bladder of her pack. She could survive one uncomfortable night.

Wren looked up at the canopy. Through the gaps in the branches, the sky had turned the color of a bruise. Not the soft lavender of approaching dusk—something heavier, more swollen. A yellowish gray that she associated with East Coast thunderstorms, the kind that sent you running from the beach with your towel over your head.

The wind shifted. Suddenly, violently—from the steady northwest breeze that had been at her back all day to a hard gust from the south that bent the fern tops flat and sent a shower of water droplets cascading from the branches above. The temperature dropped with it, an immediate, physical plunge that she felt on her exposed cheekbones and the backs of her hands. Five degrees, maybe more, erased in a single breath.

She pulled the hood of her jacket over her head and cinched it tight.

Backtrack. The decision crystallized without debate. She would climb back up, find the fork, and get herself to the trailhead. Walking in the dark was better than sitting still in whatever was coming.

She turned north and started climbing.

Within twenty minutes, she knew she was in trouble.

The undergrowth that had parted easily on the way down—she'd been walking downhill, gravity doing the work, her boots finding the path of least resistance—was a different animal going up. The ferns hid rocks. The rocks were slick with moss. Twice she grabbed a branch for support and it broke in her hand, the wood rotten to the core, crumbling like wet chalk. Her boots, the expensive Salomons she'd bought specifically for this trip, slipped on every incline steeper than ten degrees, their treads clogged with a paste of mud and decomposing needles.

The light was failing fast. Not the gradual dimming she was used to—the patient surrender of afternoon to evening, the sky cycling through its palette of golds and pinks before settling into blue. This was different. The clouds had thickened into a ceiling so low it seemed to rest on the treetops, and beneath it the forest was filling with a darkness that had texture. Weight. Like an image underexposed past saving. She could feel it pressing against her like something solid.

She turned on her phone's flashlight. The beam cut a pale tunnel through the trees, illuminating rain that she hadn't realized had started—a fine, almost invisible mist that was already beading on her jacket and darkening the legs of her hiking pants. The light created more shadows than it banished. Every tree trunk became a pillar holding up an unknowable void. Every gap between the trunks became a doorway into nothing.

Her phone battery read thirty-seven percent. She turned the flashlight off and kept climbing in the dark.

The forest sounds had changed. All day she'd heard birds—Steller's jays screaming at each other in the canopy, the metallic trill of a winter wren somewhere in the understory, the occasional drumroll of a pileated woodpecker hammering at a dead snag. Now there was only wind and rain and the sound of her own breathing, loud and labored, echoing oddly in the close timber.

And something else. Something she couldn't identify. A low, rhythmic creaking that seemed to come from everywhere at once—the trees themselves, she realized after a moment, their massive trunks swaying in the wind, the wood groaning under stresses that would have snapped a telephone pole. The sound was organic, almost animal. Like the forest was breathing.

She climbed harder. Her quadriceps burned. Sweat gathered at the base of her spine, trapped between her skin and the fleece layer, creating a clammy warmth that she knew was dangerous—wet clothing against skin was the fastest route to heat loss, and she was generating a lot of wet clothing.

The terrain leveled briefly and she stopped, hands on her knees, chest heaving. The mist had thickened into genuine rain—cold, steady, relentless. She could feel it finding every gap in her defenses. The seam where her hood met the jacket's collar. The cuffs of her sleeves where her gloves didn't quite reach. The vent zippers she'd opened during the climb, forgetting that ventilation was a luxury she could no longer afford.

She zipped everything shut and looked around.

Nothing was recognizable. The forest was uniform in every direction—dark trunks, dark earth, dark sky. No trail. No fork. No landmarks. She might have been fifty feet from the correct path or a mile off course. In this light, with this visibility, she couldn't tell the difference.

The phone came out again. She opened the compass app—at least that didn't need a signal—and watched the needle settle. North. She needed to go north and uphill. Basic. She pocketed the phone and started walking.

Twenty minutes later she hit the creek.

It shouldn't have been there. If she'd been heading north, the drainage ran south. The creek should have been behind her, receding, growing fainter. Instead, here it was—a three-foot-wide channel of black water cutting across her path, the current fast enough to send white riffles over the submerged rocks. She stood at the edge and felt the spray on her shins.

She'd been going the wrong direction. The compass said north, but the terrain had funneled her. Ridgelines and deadfall and rock faces had bent her path without her realizing it, the way a maze designer used curved walls to disorient. She'd been walking for twenty minutes and ended up farther south than where she'd started.

Panic arrived without warning. Not a gradual build—an ambush. Her throat closed. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel. Her hands started shaking, and not from the cold. She heard herself make a sound that she didn't recognize, a high, tight whine that seemed to come from somewhere behind her sternum.

She was lost.

Not trail-lost, not I-missed-a-turn lost. Lost in the way that made the news. In the way that sent orange-vested volunteers into the woods with German shepherds and grid maps. In the way that ended with a photograph on a missing persons flyer taped to a gas station window, the caption reading LAST SEEN and a date that nobody would forget except the people who needed to.

The rain hammered down. She couldn't feel her fingertips.

Wren crossed the creek—the water shockingly cold, ankle-deep, filling her boots instantly—and kept walking. Direction didn't matter anymore. Movement mattered. If she stopped moving, the cold would find her. Already she could feel it working at the edges of her body, numbing the extremities, pulling heat from her core like a slow, patient thief. Her jaw ached from clenching. Her teeth had started to chatter with a violence that made her bite her tongue, and the taste of copper flooded her mouth.

The trees pressed in. The rain fell harder. The darkness was absolute now, a physical substance that filled her nose and mouth and made every breath feel like drowning.

She walked. She fell. She got up. She walked.

Somewhere behind her, or above her, or in a direction that didn't have a name, the forest watched with the blank indifference of a thing that had been killing for millennia.

And somewhere closer than she knew, something that was not the forest watched too.
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CHAPTER TWO
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EXPOSURE

Wren

Cold was a sound before it was a feeling.

A high, thin frequency that lived in the bones of her skull, just behind the ear canals, vibrating at a pitch too low for conscious hearing but loud enough to drown out thought. She'd read somewhere—some article shared on Instagram, maybe, the kind of content she consumed in bed at two a.m. with her glasses off and the screen blurring—that hypothermia killed in stages. A methodical progression. Phase one: shivering. Phase two: confusion. Phase three: the shivering stops, which meant the body had surrendered its last metabolic argument against the inevitable.

She was somewhere between one and two.

The rain had turned mean. Not the romantic Pacific Northwest drizzle that Seattle people bragged about tolerating—this was horizontal, wind-driven, ice-edged water that hit exposed skin like a slap and soaked through every layer she owned. Her fleece was a sponge. The rain jacket, the one she'd paid two hundred and forty dollars for at REI because the tag said waterproof-breathable in bold green letters, had betrayed her forty minutes ago. Moisture crept through the seams at the shoulders, pooled in the pockets, bled through the zipper's weather flap until the fabric against her chest was as wet as the fabric on the outside.

Wet meant dead. She knew that much.

Her boots weighed six pounds each. The creek crossing had filled them completely, and the wool socks she'd congratulated herself on packing—merino, antimicrobial, thirty-eight dollars a pair—had absorbed so much water that every step made a squelching sound that would have been comic in daylight. In the dark, in the rain, in the howling chaos of a Cascade storm at elevation, the sound was just another data point in the long equation that was solving for her death.

She stumbled over a root she couldn't see and went down hard on her right knee. The impact sent a bolt of white through her vision. Something tore in her hiking pants—fabric, skin, both. She knelt in the mud for five seconds, ten, fifteen, her hands flat on the ground, rain running off her hood and pooling in the hollow of her lower back.

Get up.

Her body didn't respond. The signal from her brain—stand, move, survive—traveled through waterlogged muscle and seized joints and arrived at her legs as a faint suggestion that they politely declined.

Get up.

She dug her fingers into the mud. Pulled one knee under her body. Pushed. The world tilted sideways, corrected, tilted again. She was standing, but the standing felt theoretical—a rumor her inner ear was passing along without much conviction.

Walking resumed. If it could be called walking. Lurching, maybe. A controlled fall repeated in sequence, each step a gamble that the ground would be where she expected it to be. Half the time it wasn't. Dips and rises in the terrain that she couldn't see turned every footfall into an act of blind faith, and the faith was running out.

Her headlamp. She had a headlamp.

The thought surfaced from some deep, mud-clogged corner of her brain with the sluggish urgency of a bubble rising through tar. She'd packed it that morning—a Black Diamond Spot, clipped to the top of her pack's brain pocket. Her frozen fingers fumbled with the buckle. The plastic was wet, the strap swollen. She yanked, and the buckle gave, and she pulled the headlamp free and pressed the power button with a thumb that couldn't feel the contact.

Light. A cone of harsh white that carved through the rain and turned the forest into a strobe-lit cathedral of wet bark and dripping fern. She jammed the strap over her hood and blinked against the glare.

Trees. Trees in every direction. Not the friendly, spaced-out timber of the trailhead—these were old-growth monsters, six and eight feet in diameter, their root systems erupting from the earth in tangled buttresses that rose to waist height. Between them, deadfall lay in jackstrawed heaps, the logs furred with moss so thick it looked upholstered. The ground was a minefield of hidden holes and slick surfaces, and the rain had turned the thin soil into a dark slurry that moved when she stepped on it.

No trail. No markers. No sign that any human being had ever set foot in this particular patch of forest.

The beam caught something. A flash of reflective material—trail marker? She lunged toward it, her heartbeat suddenly enormous, filling her throat. Ten feet. Five. She reached out and grabbed a strip of orange tape hanging from a low branch.

Surveyor's tape. Old, frayed, bleached nearly white by seasons of sun and rain. It marked nothing—a boundary line, maybe, or an old timber sale. Not a trail. Not a rescue. Just a scrap of plastic decomposing in the rain, as lost as she was.

She let it go.

The shivering had become something beyond her control. Not a tremor but a full-body seizure, her muscles contracting and releasing in violent, rhythmic spasms that she could neither stop nor direct. Her teeth clattered so hard she felt the vibration in her sinuses. Her hands had curled into fists—not by choice, but because the tendons had shortened in the cold, pulling her fingers into rigid claws that couldn't grip or open.

She needed shelter. A rock overhang, a fallen log, anything that would break the wind and keep the rain off long enough for her to stop losing heat. She swept the headlamp beam in a slow arc, searching.

There—a massive blowdown, a cedar that had toppled years ago and come to rest at a thirty-degree angle against its neighbors. The root ball had torn a crater in the earth, creating a shallow concavity that was partially sheltered by the trunk above. Not dry. Nothing out here was dry. But less wet, maybe, and out of the direct wind.

She crawled into the space beneath the trunk. The ground was spongy with decomposition, releasing a smell of wet wood and cold earth that was somehow both comforting and funereal. She pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her back against the root ball, making herself as small as possible.

The shivering continued. She couldn't stop it. She wrapped her arms around her shins and buried her face against her knees and listened to the storm try to pull the forest apart.

She should eat. The energy bars were in her pack's hip belt pocket—two Clif Bars, chocolate chip. Her fingers couldn't work the zipper. She tried for what felt like minutes, her frozen claws scraping uselessly against the metal tab, before she gave up and pressed her hands between her thighs for warmth. The contact made her gasp. Her thigh muscles were still generating some residual heat, and against her ice-block fingers, the warmth felt almost scalding.

Time stopped making sense. She had no watch—everything was on the phone, and the phone was dead, truly dead now, the battery drained by the GPS app's futile attempts to find satellites that the storm clouds had swallowed. She could have been under the log for twenty minutes or two hours. The darkness was the same in either case. The rain was the same.

Her thoughts began to fragment.

Pieces of her day surfaced and dissolved like objects in floodwater. The parking lot that morning—her rental Subaru, the only car in the lot, frost on the windshield. The trailhead sign with its cartoon bear and its cheerful warning about backcountry travel. Her camera bag, the good one, the Lowepro she'd saved three months to buy, now soaked through, the Canon inside probably ruined. Two thousand dollars of glass and circuitry destroyed by water.

It didn't matter. None of it mattered. The camera, the assignment, the magazine, the apartment in Brooklyn with its leaking radiator and its view of a brick wall. Her brother in Boston who would call on Sunday and get voicemail and assume she was busy. Her mother in Burlington who had said, when Wren told her about the Washington assignment, please be careful, sweetheart, the mountains out there aren't like ours.

She'd smiled at that. Patronizing concern from a woman who thought wilderness meant the backyard garden in November.

Her mother had been right.

The mountains out here weren't like anything. They were older and bigger and more fundamentally indifferent than any landscape she'd encountered. The Adirondacks were a theme park by comparison—trails groomed, shelters maintained, ranger stations within walking distance of every campsite. Here, there was nothing. Miles and miles and miles of nothing, punctuated by rock and water and trees that had been growing before the Constitution was signed, and the only law was the one that said adapt or die.

She was not adapting.

Her shivering was getting worse—or was it getting better? She couldn't tell. The spasms were less violent now, but that might have been her muscles running out of glycogen to burn. Phase three. The phase where the shivering stopped.

Don't stop shivering. As long as you're shivering, you're alive.

She forced herself to move. Clenched her core, flexed her arms, kicked her legs against the muddy ground. Each motion was an act of will that felt disproportionate to the result—massive effort for tiny movement, like trying to operate a body made of concrete.

Something moved in the trees beyond the blowdown.

She froze. The headlamp beam—dimmer now, the batteries fading—swept across the trunks and ferns and stopped on a patch of darkness that was denser than the surrounding darkness. A shape. Large. Twenty yards away, maybe less. Standing motionless between two hemlocks.

Bear. The word detonated in her skull with hallucinatory clarity. Black bear. Grizzly. Cougar. She couldn't remember which ones lived here. She couldn't remember anything except the size of the shape and the absolute, predatory stillness of it, the way it occupied space with a density that the trees and the ferns and the rain did not possess.

Her mouth opened. No sound came out. Her vocal cords were frozen, her diaphragm locked, every survival instinct she possessed firing simultaneously and canceling each other out, producing nothing but a full-body paralysis that pinned her to the ground like a specimen on a board.

The shape didn't move.

She stared at it. It stared back. Or maybe it didn't—maybe it was a stump, a rock, a trick of the dying headlamp and her hypothermic brain. Her vision was doing strange things. Edges blurred. Colors shifted. The green of the ferns had turned metallic, almost silver, and the bark of the trees seemed to pulse with a slow, organic rhythm that matched her heartbeat.

Hallucination. She was hallucinating. Phase two, the confusion phase, the one where the brain started rationing blood supply to the extremities and feeding the remaining oxygen to the core, the vital organs, the irreducible minimum required to keep the machine running for another hour, another thirty minutes, another ten.

The shape was gone. Or had never been there.

She closed her eyes. Opened them. The headlamp flickered twice, then died.

Darkness. Absolute, total, suffocating darkness, the kind that existed in caves and coffins and at the bottom of the ocean, the kind that pressed against your eyeballs and made you see colors that weren't there—spinning phosphenes, blue and gold and violent red, the visual static of a brain running out of input.

She was going to die here.

The thought arrived without drama. A quiet fact, like the temperature or the time. She was twenty-four years old and she was going to die under a fallen cedar in the Cascade Mountains because she'd taken a wrong turn and packed the wrong jacket and believed, with the unearned confidence of a generation raised on GPS and Uber, that the world was a place that could be navigated.

The world couldn't be navigated. The world was this—mud and darkness and cold so profound it had become a sound, a taste, a physical presence that was climbing inside her body and replacing everything warm and soft and human with something mineral and permanent and dead.

She curled tighter. Rain found the gap between her hood and her collar and ran down her spine in a cold finger that made her gasp.

The forest was quiet now. Even the wind had stopped. Or maybe she couldn't hear it anymore. Maybe the cold had reached her ears, her auditory cortex, the fragile architecture of nerve and bone that translated vibration into meaning.

Meaning was leaving. Thought was leaving. Everything was leaving except the cold and the dark and the thin, high-pitched frequency that lived in her skull, growing louder now, filling the space where her name used to be.

Wren closed her eyes. The mud was soft beneath her cheek. Almost warm.

Almost.
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CHAPTER THREE
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THE SHADOW

Wren

Hands.

Enormous, rough, searingly hot against her frozen skin. They gripped her shoulders and rolled her onto her back with a force that should have frightened her but didn't, because fear required a nervous system and hers had shut down sometime between the headlamp dying and now. She was a body. Just a body. Weight and bone and cooling blood, arranged on the forest floor in a configuration that a paramedic would have described as found unresponsive and a search dog handler would have described as too late.

But the hands disagreed.

They slid under her arms and lifted. Her head fell back, chin to the sky, rain hitting her open eyes. She didn't blink. Didn't have the reflex. Water pooled in her orbital sockets and ran down her temples and into her ears, filling them with a muffled roar that might have been the storm or might have been the blood still grudgingly circulating through her carotid arteries.

A voice. Deep and low, more vibration than language, felt in the chest cavity rather than heard with the ears. Words she couldn't parse—commands, maybe, or questions, or profanity, the semantic content stripped away by the cold until all that remained was the frequency. Bass. Gravel. Something animal buried in the vowels.

She was moving. Not walking—being carried. One arm under her knees, the other behind her shoulders, her body cradled against something massive and solid and radiating heat like a furnace. The position was fetal, involuntary, her frozen limbs curling inward toward the warmth source with a desperation that bypassed consciousness entirely. Her face pressed against fabric—flannel, she thought, or wool, something rough and thick and saturated with scent.

Pine resin. Woodsmoke. Sweat—not the acrid, anxious sweat of a gym or a crowded subway car but something denser, more animal, the smell of a body that worked in the elements and ate what it killed and hadn't seen a bar of commercial soap in a very long time.

She breathed it in and felt something loosen in her chest. A knot she hadn't known was there—a fist of muscle and terror clenched around her heart—released one fraction of a degree. Not warmth. Not yet. But the faintest, most preliminary suggestion that warmth existed. That it was possible. That somewhere beyond the cold and the dark and the high-pitched screaming in her skull, there was a temperature above freezing and a version of reality where her body was not shutting down.

The movement was steady, rhythmic. Long strides that ate distance without wasted motion, each footfall finding solid ground despite the mud and the deadfall and the absolute darkness. Whoever was carrying her navigated the forest the way a fish navigated water—without hesitation, without error, without looking. She could feel the adjustments in his gait when the terrain changed, the slight dip of his shoulder when he ducked under a low branch, the tightening of his arms when the ground dropped away beneath them.

He was climbing. Uphill, fast, through terrain that had taken her an hour to cover in the opposite direction. His breathing was deep but unhurried. She could feel it against the side of her face—a slow, powerful bellows rhythm, in through the nose, out through the mouth, fogging in the cold air.

He wasn't struggling. He was barely working.
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