

“You smell different when you’re awake.”


~ Eddie B, Whistler Canada
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One year ago






I sit in the hollow silence of my prison. No windows to the outside world. No lights to ruin the ambiance of hopelessness. No mouth-breathers to invade my hell.


Just me and my voyeuristic companion.


“Hello, Regret.” I can’t see a dirty godsdamn thing beyond the reach of my hand, but… “I know you’re there.”


Silent and cold, Regret stares back.


“Admiring my banging good looks again?” I stroke my full beard. “Four months in this cage, and I’m still a sexy beast. Jealous?”


No answer. Of course not. Regret doesn’t speak. It seeps. Slithers around my rib cage. Crawls inside my lungs. It’s the dark abyss squeezing my balls with clammy tentacles and yawning in my face, unimpressed.


“Serious question. Why are you so clingy? Got nothing better to do than lurk in the damn corner like a bad habit?”


Regret swells, filling my empty spaces.


I have a lot of those.


“I feel you smothering.” I chuckle bitterly. “Breathing down my neck. Rubbing up inside me like a dirty dick. I get it. I fucked up. Is that what you want to hear?”


A chill pebbles my skin.


I shove off the musty mattress, needing movement. And a smoke.


Titties would be good, too. A couple of supple pillows to rest my weary head. Can’t remember the last time I felt up a girl.


Never sounds accurate.


The room stinks of sweat and stale breath, of time stretching too thin, of Regret festering in my bowels.


I should be dead.


To think, if I hadn’t thrown myself off that cliff, I wouldn’t be trapped in a concrete room without basic necessities like smokes and titties.


Instead, I did the damn thing. I stretched out my arms like Caucasian Jesus, died for mythical reasons, and resurrected downstream, right into the manicured hands of Dr. Try-Hard.


Yeah. My captor is a medical doctor. Good for me. He mended the arrow wound in my arm, dragged me from the brink of death, and locked me in this tomb.


The best part? He has an unhealthy hard-on for the psycho who raised me. Like, he wants to be Denver Strakh.


As if.


Dr. Limp Dick is a cheap imitation. A dollar-store Dahmer. I’ve been here for four months, and he hasn’t tried to rape me or eat me.


Why not?


Why keep me alive if not to fuck my heavenly body ten ways to Sabbath?


I inhale deeply and regret it immediately.


The damp air, ripe with mildew, carries a sharp bite of antiseptic.


Bleach.


Urine.


Blood.


Unthinkable fluids live in these walls.


How many people have died here? How many bodies have rotted down the drain?


I curl my fingers, pressing them to my nose. It’s fine. I’m fine. I just need to think.


The facts are these. If I hadn’t jumped, I’d be dead. I would’ve starved with Frankie and my brothers. Or we would’ve crashed the plane and burned alive.


But I wouldn’t have died alone.


Now you will. Regret fists my stomach. You’ll die a virgin. Caged. Forgotten. Alone.


“What do you want from me? An apology?” My jaw tightens. “Want me to fall on my knees and beg for forgiveness? It won’t change anything. They’re dead. Everyone I love is dead, and I’m not. I wasn’t supposed to make it out. Not without them.”


My insides clench as Regret strengthens its hold.


“You love this, don’t you? Watching me tear myself apart. Watching me drown in my mistakes.”


Regret leans in, waiting.


“I know. You won’t let me forget her. Or them. Or the last thing I said…”


I definitely tried to kill her. She’s dead anyway. We all are.


The echo of my words scrapes through my skull like rusted iron.


“No.” I grip my head. “That was a lie.”


A cruel, desperate lie. One I needed Leo to believe.


I would never hurt Frankie. When I fired that gun on the cliff, I aimed wide, knowing I wouldn’t hit her.


What if she believes the lie? What if she thinks you tried to kill her?


“She’s smarter than that. She knows I only said it so Leo would put a hot one in my chest. But the moron didn’t pull the trigger.”


So I jumped.


And instantly regretted it.


I tried to break the fall, repositioned to absorb the impact, and narrowly avoided a jutting rock. I landed like a fucking baller. I mean, the river was brutal, but I survived. Obviously.


And now you’re trapped. Regret drapes a phantom arm over my shoulders. With me. Keeping me here. Feeding me.


“I can’t escape.”


Don’t pretend you want to escape me. The whisper retreats into the shadows. When you’re ready to talk again, I’ll be here.


I rake my fingers down my face, digging into my beard and filthy skin. I need to focus. I need to get the fuck out of here.


But where the hell is here?


The doctor flew me to this place. I was drugged out of my mind and half-dead as he hauled me from his plane to this outbuilding. But as consciousness flickered in and out, I saw…


Trees.


Real, breathing, towering trees. A whole line of them.


It was just a glimpse. A trippy, high-as-fuck peek at an evergreen forest against the snow-covered mountains.


Spruce trees, I think. Or hemlock. Thick at the base, their trunks partially buried under snowdrift, with dark green needles weighed down by heavy icicles that glistened like frozen dicks in the weak winter sunlight.


Maybe I imagined it.


I lived in the Arctic for twenty-three years. Or am I twenty-four now? Sure. Let’s go with that. In my twenty-four years on this planet, I’ve never seen a tree outside of books and movies. I’ve never stepped beyond the hills of shivers and shadows.


Hoss is the only place I know.


But if I’m right and trees really do exist on the other side of these walls…


Toto, I don’t think we’re in Hoss anymore.


I’m below the tree line.


I escaped the Arctic Circle.


Except I’m not free.


Leaning against the wall, I consider masturbating to pass the time, but even that has lost its appeal.


Talking to Regret is even less stimulating.


Moments drift without count. No clocks. No sunlight. Just the occasional scratch of metal against concrete when the old man remembers to feed me.


The doctor has only visited twice, but the old man comes often. He never speaks. Never makes eye contact. His only job is to shove food and water through the bars and retreat before my eyes adjust to the brief light.


So I wait.


And pace.


Ten steps east to west. Twelve steps north to south.


Like I know which way is up.


I don’t.


This sucks.


When the door opens again, daylight slashes my retinas like hot, serrated razors. I rear back, hissing and squeezing my eyes shut against the assault. The pain is immediate, a deep stab straight through my brain.


Every time with this shit.


Months in the pitch black has turned me into a damn mole person. If I had claws, I’d dig my way to freedom instead of sitting in a cold, damp corner, stinking like a grave.


Footsteps. Slow. Measured. The scuff of polished leather against dirt-covered cement. I don’t need to see to know who it is. He smells like jet fuel and mental hospitals.


Not the old man.


The doctor.


The door swings shut, followed by the soft buzz of an overhead light.


Gods forbid he leaves that on when he’s not here.


“Wolfson.” His voice is silk dragged over steel, delicate with a slur of fang. “How are you feeling?”


“Like a million bucks. It’s amazing what a pitch-black spa retreat can do for the skin.” I crack my eyelids open just enough to see a blurry figure dressed in threads far too impractical for this shithole. “Can we talk about how fabulous the decor is? I especially love the total darkness. Gives it a torture dungeon vibe while conserving electricity. Five stars.”


The doctor smiles like he’s indulging a child.


I have that effect on people.


“You always have something clever to say.” He approaches the bars that separate us, his fine wool coat brushing the grime-covered steel.


“Gotta have hobbies. Some people knit. Others kidnap and murder. I provide clever commentary for the latter. Did you know that of the nine people I’ve met in my life—”


“Nine?”


“Well, there was Denver, Leo, and Kody.” I tick them off on my fingers. “My mother, Frankie, and two other women Denver kidnapped. That’s seven plus you and the old man. Anyway, I’ve met nine people, and three of them were psychos. Thirty-three percent, man. What a fucked-up world we live in.”


“How do you define psycho?”


“Rapists, pedophiles, kidnappers, murderers… Shall I keep going?”


His fingers twitch at his side as if holding back the urge to… Touch me? Hit me? Prove he’s all the things I not-so-subtly called him?


He hasn’t hurt me yet, not directly. But that doesn’t mean he won’t.


I sigh into the silence. “If you could point me to the suggestion box—”


“You’re not in the position to offer suggestions.”


“Hear me out.” I make a sweeping motion around me. “Candles. Just a few here and there. Ambient light would really add to the Gothic charm.”


“So you can set yourself on fire?”


“Ew, no. Do I look suicidal?”


“You jumped off a cliff.”


“That was a one-time performance. I never do anything—or anyone—twice. Try to keep up, Doc.”


“You haven’t asked why you’re here.”


“Figured you needed time to rehearse your villain monologue. Seems like your thing.”


He hums, his blue eyes swirling with insanity. “Do you know what the heart does when deprived of light?”


“Gives up?”


“It adapts, beats slower, and conserves energy. But eventually, it weakens. It forgets how to be strong.”


“Are you writing a self-help book?” I snap my fingers. “The Kidnapper’s Guide to Cardiology. Might be a bestseller.”


“You amuse me.” His smile flattens.


“That makes one of us.”


He reaches into his coat and removes a small, metallic object. The overhead light catches the piercing glint of it.


A scalpel.


My mouth dries, but I keep my expression bored.


“Is this when we start the fun part?” I roll my neck. “Because if you’re planning on taking a kidney, I should warn you. I drink too much for mine to be valuable.”


“I don’t need your organs.” He turns the scalpel between his fingers, thoughtful.


“Cool, cool. Because I’m kind of attached to them, and they’re attached to me. We have a special bond.”


“I need information on your family.”


My pulse spikes. He sees it, his eyes darting to my throat.


“They’re dead,” I say carefully.


“You don’t know that.”


If he wants to torture me, this is how to do it.


He found me a few miles downstream from Hoss. He could’ve easily flown over our lost cabin in the hills and spotted Leo, Kody, and Frankie.


Is that where he goes when he’s not here? Does he hurt them with that scalpel?


No.


Fuck that.


Holding onto any hope that they survived would put me at his mercy. I know this and still can’t stop myself from asking, “Are they alive?”


“Answer my questions, and I’ll answer yours.”


“What questions?”


“Denver raised three boys, but only one is his biological son. Who is it?”


This is news to me, but something tells me he already knows.


“I could answer.” I wet my lips. “But I’d hate to ruin your dramatic reveal.”


“How generous of you. However, I prefer my revelations to be slow and dripping.” His gaze sharpens. “Like blood from an open wound.”


“Ah. So this is when you show off your wicked scalpel skills. Got it. Totally unnecessary, by the way. Not to mention, unhinged and—”


“Put your wrists in the shackles.”


I glance at the handcuffs hanging on the bars between us, my pulse hammering. “If I don’t?”


“I’ll feed your brothers to the wolves in pieces.”


“See, that’s just rude.” My voice shakes, but I force my expression into emptiness.


They’re not alive. They’re not alive. The twat is bluffing.


“Shackles, Wolfson.”


“Proof of life, Doc.” I cross my arms. “I need to see that all three are breathing and safe before I let you have your way with me.”


Good thing he can’t provide that proof because I’m not going anywhere near those cuffs.


He removes his phone, taps the screen, and angles it toward me.


The air flees my lungs as I scan the online news article.


The fuck?


My heart stops and restarts.


I can’t believe what I’m seeing.


No.


Fucking.


Way.


How is this possible?


“They’re safe.” He pockets the phone. “For now.”


The threat pounds in my ears, shaking me to the core.


This changes everything.


I hesitate long enough to lose feeling in my face.


Are you there, God? It’s me, your favorite atheist. Just want to say I’m sorry. I take back everything I said about you fucking goats and eating aborted babies. And all the other things, too. Sorry, sorry, it’s just that… I need a teeny little favor. Get me out of this, and I’ll follow you on all the socials and tattoo your face on my chest. I swear on your Pepsi-with-the-wild-cherry Mother Mary. Please?


Silence.


Yeah.


That’s the problem with talking to things that aren’t real.


Slowly, I extend my arms and slip my wrists into the cold metal restraints. The cuffs snap shut, tight and unyielding. I suppress a shudder.


“Good boy.” The doctor unlocks the gate and steps into the cage, slipping off his coat.


That’s not good.


His fingers trail along my forearm, deceptively gentle. Then he rips open my shirt and presses the scalpel to my bare stomach.


I clench. Everywhere.


“Now,” he murmurs, “let’s begin.”


Hours pass.


Eternal, excruciating hours.


My body twists and writhes, a pathetic attempt to escape the agony.


It doesn’t work. It never does. Pain isn’t escapable. It’s the world I live in, the reality that defines every nerve, every vein, until I’m nothing but suffering incarnate.


I see his lips moving, the crazy bitch, but whatever he says is lost to me. Doesn’t matter. Words are for mortals. Pain is for gods. And right now, I am Lord of All That Hurts.


My skull pounds, reminding me I’m still alive when every rational part of me begs for death. Each cut sends another bolt of white-hot lightning through me, igniting fresh waves of torment and blurring my vision.


How fucked up is it that I ache for Hoss right now, for those years when Denver came into my room and fucked me raw in the name of fatherly love? Good times.


A few hours with Dr. Hack-n’-Slash, and it already feels like a lifetime in hell.


I focus on his face, memorizing the details I will one day carve away with a blade.


My jaw locks, teeth grinding against the scream clawing in my throat. Tears slip past my control, burning hot trails down my cheeks, but I don’t care. Let them fall. Let him think I’m broken. Let him think he’s won.


My back bows, muscles seizing and locking, every inch of me on fire. It’s impossible to force myself to relax. I can’t loosen an inch of this iron-clad tension, but I try. Not for him. For me. For the moment when this ends, and I still have enough strength left to breathe and plot and survive.


When he finally pockets the scalpel and frees me from the shackles, I slump to the floor.


He knows I can’t attack him. Each inhale stretches the cuts across my torso, slick with blood and gaping open. Each exhale is an assault from within, my body demanding me to surrender.


I won’t.


I’ll live just to remember this. Every second. Every slice. Every flicker of sadistic pleasure in his eyes.


When the time comes, I’ll make him feel this pain.


All of it.


Tenfold.


Slowly.


“We’ll talk again soon.” He stands, wiping bloody hands on my ripped, discarded shirt. My only shirt.


“Can’t wait.”


The overhead light clicks off, and the door shuts, plunging me into darkness. Outside, the lock gives a final clunk.


He’s gone.


Regret slithers across the floor, pausing to sniff my wounds.


I release a breath, and it feels like I’m forcing air from a punctured lung.


My heart is a raging monster in my chest, stomping so violently I can feel it in my gums. It’s not fear. It’s not rage. It’s worse. It’s more dangerous and crushing.


Hope.


They’re alive.


Leo. Kody. Frankie.


They didn’t just survive.


They escaped Hoss.


The doctor showed me more news stories on his phone, torturing me with videos of them, grainy and low-resolution, but I saw their faces.


I felt them.


A rush of static hits my bloodstream, spasming my fingers. I wanted so badly to reach through the screen and touch them.


They survived the Arctic. Frankie and my brothers are free.


Except they’re not my brothers.


The truth came in pieces. Little incisions of information carved between swipes of the scalpel.


Leo is my cousin.


Kody is my uncle.


Denver, the man who raised us, the devil we all feared, is Leo’s father and my uncle.


And my sperm donor?


I almost laugh, but the sound catches in my throat, too sharp to swallow. My lips might’ve curled into a grin if my face wasn’t so wrecked with pain.


My father is Frankie’s husband.


The cheating, two-pump-chump billionaire Monty Novak is my damn father.


I press my tongue against my teeth, biting down hard enough to taste iron.


Montgomery Strakh. That’s his real name.


My father.


I wouldn’t believe it if the doctor hadn’t played the audio clips of my family discussing it in private. I heard their voices, their validations of our DNA.


It’s too much. Too fucking much.


I want to roar. I want to laugh. I want to tear the truth out of my skin like shrapnel because what the fuck does it even mean? I spent my whole life not knowing who fathered me. How fitting that I learned the truth while being cut open during my own autopsy?


I let out a breathless, shuddering, maniacal laugh, my torso shaking and weeping blood. The pain lances through me, but it’s distant now, nothing compared to the torture of my thoughts.


The doctor told me everything he knew about my family, and I told him nothing.


I won’t be able to keep my silence next time. And there will be a next time. Many, many more.


He has terrible plans for my family and me. Delusional, mad-clown, chainsaw-massacre plans.


I don’t know what to do with this information. I don’t know how to save them.


“They escaped,” I whisper. “They survived.”


Now I must do the same.
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3500 miles away






The screen shatters in my grip, glass and pixels dying under my fist. I’ve already wiped the drives, but it’s not enough. I have to make sure there’s nothing left. No scraps. No fragments. No breadcrumbs for them to follow.


The laptop hits the floor, a final blow from my boot reducing it to a mangled corpse of circuits and plastic.


Controlled destruction.


Precision in violence.


The walls of my studio apartment close in, the air thick with the scent of sweat and burned hardware.


I should’ve seen this coming. I track everyone. I watch from the shadows, pulling their strings. I’m the ghost in their machines, the virus in their networks, the spider in their dark web they don’t even know they fear.


Yet somehow, they found me.


A miscalculation. A hairline fracture in my impenetrable firewalls.


I grin, seething.


They think they’re omnipotent, but they have no idea what they’ve done. They stirred the waters and released the Kraken. They should’ve let the sleeping beast lie.


The law thinks it has me in its sights. I see them lurking outside, the unmarked cars and pathetic attempts at surveillance.


They think I don’t know, don’t see them, don’t feel them breathing.


They don’t know me at all.


They think I’m just another criminal, a hacker playing games.


I don’t play games. I play god, and I’m vengeful as fuck.


They’ve been sniffing around my accounts, tracking the money trails, trying to pin something on me. Fraud. Cyberterrorism. Murder by proxy. Oh, they’d love to slap those labels on me and drag me into a courtroom.


The law is nothing but a crippled institution run by the weak to corral the strong. They want to put me behind bars? I’ll burn their prisons to the ground.


I rip the cords from the wall, dragging my rig to the center of the room. The servers hum their last breaths as I take a sledgehammer to them. The sound is deafening, like breaking bones, like punching a reset button I never wanted to press.


Adios, California.


Time to go.


I grab the duffel bag already packed with cash, fake IDs, and burner phones. The .45 tucked against the fabric is more than a weapon. It’s my promise to finish this with blood.


I’m ready. I’ve been ready.


Everything I need is in my head. Names, faces, crimes—the people I’ve been watching, tracking, and planning to erase from existence. I was careful. Methodical. But I got too close. Touched a nerve. And now they’re hunting me.


I hunted them first.


Come for me, bitches.


They won’t find me where I’m going.


Sitka, Alaska.


I own a small, unassuming tattoo shop there. A shell business I’ve been using to clean money and make my digital sins look pure and legal. It was meant to be a safe house, a place to disappear if the walls caved in.


Time to cash in on that contingency plan.


They think I’m running. Cowards run.


I vanish. Slip between the cracks. Become the thing they fear most. The thing that doesn’t die.


As I stride toward the door, I take one last look at the carnage I’m leaving behind. Scattered wires. Destroyed machines. The gutted remains of an empire I built from nothing.


I’ll rebuild.


Then I’ll make them bleed. I’ll engrave my vengeance into their bones. I’ll burn their world to the ground and laugh as they choke on the ashes.


I grip the door handle, and my gaze lands on a photograph. The one I intended to shred.


It lies on the desk, the edges curled and the glossy finish dulled with time. My head pounds as I reach for it, unable to part with it.


With her.


My pretty little bird.


She shouldn’t have this hold on me.


But she does.


She makes me feel. Reckless, terrible goddamn feelings. Feelings I don’t have room for.


I hate her for that.


I want to hurt her for it.


Beat her.


Bind her.


Fuck her.


My jaw flexes as I shove the photo into my pocket, crumpling it in my grip. I should leave it. I should burn it along with the rest.


But I’m not done with her.




[image: 1]










Present day






The apartment at the rear of Kody’s distillery smells like old wood and liquor. Since no one stays here, I sneak in on my breaks from the tattoo shop to nap or drink. Usually both.


In the back closet, I dig through Kody’s favorite stash until my fingers wrap around the cool glass of a top-shelf vodka bottle.


The burn in my gut isn’t from thirst. It’s from everything else.


Everything I don’t talk about.


Alcohol dulls the throb in the back of my skull. It makes memories feel like someone else’s nightmares, distant enough I can pretend they aren’t mine.


The more I drink, the easier it is to convince myself I’m just a guy killing time in a quiet room, not a man trying to slay the ghosts of hands that took, voices that taunted, and pain that never leaves.


I uncork the bottle and steal a long swallow, letting the heat sear a path down my throat. A few more gulps, and the buzz starts to kick in.


Just as I sink into a dope mellow, the apartment door bangs open.


Fuck.


I come here to escape people, and that includes my nagging, overprotective family.


Ducking behind the closet door, I peer through the crack. My pulse thumps as I hold my breath, forcing my limbs to be still.


Monty and Kody stumble in with Frankie caught between them. Her red hair spills over Monty’s arm as he clasps her nape and pulls her into a kiss.


Kody watches, his black eyes unreadable, but there’s possession in the hands that encircle her waist as he hauls her against his grinding hips.


The air shifts, sizzling with raw, primal panting.


Fucking great.


I exhale slowly, pressing my back against the wooden panels, keeping my breath even.


Frankie moans softly, a whisper of sound amid the rustle of fabric, the scrape of belts unbuckling, and the wet sucking of mouths on skin.


Shut your eyes, pervert. Stop creeping on your dad and his—


Yep, that’s his boner.


Right next to Kody’s.


If they start sword-fighting, I’m out of here.


The room becomes an explosion of sensation. Low murmurs, the creak of the mattress, hushed gasps, and…


Now they’re fucking.


My fingers tighten around the bottle. I can’t ignore the cruel twist of envy and resentment knifing inside me. And something else. Not lust. Not exactly. It feels like yearning, the kind that digs deep and refuses to let go.


I spent twenty-four years with a pedophile and ten months with a homicidal surgeon.


Frankie killed Denver, and six months ago, I slaughtered the doctor. I cut him into bite-sized pieces and fed him to the wolves.


Now I’m free. Free to fuck and fall in love and be happy. But I don’t know how to do any of those things.


I don’t know how to move forward.


Shifting, I rest my temple against the doorframe and close my eyes.


My body knows pain. It knows touches that end in bruises, broken bones, and stitches.


The contrast between what’s happening in the next room and what I’ve lived through is suffocating. While they’re shamelessly nude and groping one another, I can’t take off my shirt in front of another person.


I despise the scars crisscrossing my torso. Some from Denver. Most from the doctor. My family doesn’t know the worst of it. I don’t tell them. What’s the point? Monty already looks at me like he failed. Maybe he did. I don’t need to remind him.


The bed groans, signaling Kody’s climatic finish. As he retreats to the bathroom, Frankie and my dad continue to go at it.


Give her a break, old man.


Looks like he’s killing her. Pounding her flesh. Sucking her face. Splitting her in half.


Should he be doing that while she’s pregnant? She’s not showing yet, but still. His stamina is both impressive and deeply disturbing.


And Kody? The creeper stands in the doorway of the bathroom, watching them with hooded eyes. Probably filing away her moans so he can savor them later like a feral, sex-starved Lycan.


Finally, they finish and stagger off to the bathroom. Water runs. Clothes are collected and donned. Amid it all, Frankie’s melodic laughter makes me smile.


Until a deep grunt cuts through the space. Kody’s voice, low and knowing.


I peer out just as Monty’s head snaps toward the closet.


Of course, Kody knows I’m here. He has supernatural hearing, a souvenir he kept from our Arctic nightmare.


Without another word, he and Frankie slip out of the apartment.


“Come out, Wolf.” Monty shrugs on his suit jacket and lowers to the bed.


I’ve never been shy about shit that makes other people uncomfortable. Sex. Death. The cringe in between. So I push open the door and step into the dim light.


He looks… Off. Sex-mussed black hair, silver at the temples. Expensive suit, slightly wrinkled. Blue eyes softer than usual. He’s a handsome fucker. Like father, like son. But right now, he’s chewing on the inside of his cheek, looking a little uncomfortable.


I can help with that.


“Relax, Dad. That wasn’t the first time you raw-dogged my childhood trauma. I’ve seen you grunting and groaning in every position all over the island. Your technique isn’t terrible, but if you want a performance review—”


“I don’t.” He shoots me a look, but there’s no bite behind it. Just exhaustion.


“Don’t act like you don’t love an audience.”


“Not from my son.” He rubs a hand down his face. “We need to establish some boundaries.”


“And miss out on this father-son bonding? We need a road trip. You, me, some hookers with hearts of gold. Think of the memories we’d make together.”


His eyes go hollow, flashing with darkness and…


Shame.


What did I say?


Oh.


Right.


He cheated on Frankie once, while she was a prisoner at Hoss, and he’s never forgiven himself. His hand clenches into a fist, jaw flexing like I just took a swing at him.


Well, shit.


“Kidding, obviously. I was going for inappropriate, not whatever the hell just happened to your face.” I push out a laugh, too quick, too forced. “I mean, you wouldn’t last five minutes in a car with me. Too much personality. You’d kill me before we hit the first motel.”


“I would never hurt you, Wolf.” His eyes laser into mine. “Never.”


“I know. Jesus tits. Lighten up.” I cross the room and drop into the armchair facing him.


He’s trying. I’ll give him that. Since I met him, he’s been making an effort. Trying to be my father. But there’s too much distance between us, filled with twenty-four years of trauma and regret.


“So…” He rests his elbows on spread knees. “How’s the tattoo shop?”


“Declan talks a lot. He’s a great mentor, but there’s no off switch. I could strap him to a wind turbine and power half of Alaska.”


“Talking with people can be exhausting.”


“I don’t mind the talking. It’s the listening. I have selective hearing. It selects fuck this conversation every time.”


He nods, waiting, probably wondering if this is one of those conversations.


I drag my nails along the arm of the chair, letting the tension stretch before I break it. “He said the other owner of the shop is in town. For good.”


I’ve never met the elusive Jag Rath, but his name carries some serious street cred. People talk about him like he’s the godfather of Sitka.


It’s just cheap fear porn.


Everyone knows Monty Novak is the richest man in Alaska. He owns the whole damn state.


But the mention of Jag sparks something in Monty’s eyes. Interest. Concern.


“Jag is the sole owner of your tattoo shop,” he says. “He bought it anonymously many years ago and let everyone believe Declan was the owner.”


“You know Jag?”


“I know of him.”


Monty knows everything about everyone who comes and goes in this town, but he doesn’t offer more.


“Come on. Tell me.” I nudge his leg with my boot. “Is he actually scary, or is he compensating for a small dick?”


“Wolf.” He sighs.


“Just trying to get a solid dick-to-danger ratio.”


“You are…” He sighs again.


“I’m your flesh and blood. Like herpes, but worse.”


“You’re mine.”


A surge of emotion singes my throat.


I shrug it off. “Cool.”


“Look, I know you’re trying to find your own way, and I respect that. But Jag Rath isn’t someone you want to be involved with.”


“Okay, daddy.”


His brows furrow.


“I can handle myself.” I stand, grabbing the vodka bottle from the closet.


“That’s not the point.”


“Then what is?”


“Your mental health.”


I go still. “What about it?”


“I don’t know how to be what you need. I wasn’t there for you before. I can’t change that. But I’m here now, and I need to know… What do you need from me?”


My chest constricts.


How long have I dreamed of hearing those words from a parent who cared enough to ask?


Never.


I never dared to dream of such a thing.


What am I supposed to say to him?


I could be honest. Just peel back my ribs, let the nightmares crawl out, and traumatize him until he’s eating trauma for every meal. But I don’t know how to bleed without making a mess.


So I do what I always do.


I smirk. “A million dollars, a private jet, and a harem of horny women.”


He doesn’t laugh. He just watches me with too-perceptive eyes.


“I don’t know.” I shift on my feet. “I guess… Just… Don’t give up.”


“Never.”


“I’m gonna dip.” I tip the bottle in a mock salute and turn toward the door.


He watches me go, his gaze burning between my shoulder blades. He wants to say more. Wants to tell me he cares. Maybe even that he loves me.


But he doesn’t.


And that’s fine.


Because I already know.
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The moment I step out onto the quiet street, I light a smoke. As the first drag hits my lungs, I shudder with relief. Nicotine threads through my veins, sanding down the toothy edges of my thoughts.


The vodka helps, too.


I take a long pull from the bottle and turn the corner, nearly stepping on a homeless man.


He sleeps in the doorway of a jewelry store, the windows dark. Closed for the night.


One eye slits open, his expression slack. Resigned.


As I dig through my pockets for money, his gaze narrows on my bottle of vodka.


“You think you need this more than I do?” I lean down. “I sold my soul to the devil for a woman, and I just watched my dad and my brother pull a train on that woman. But that’s a regular Saturday. The unspeakable things I experienced in an outbuilding last year would break your mind.”


He flashes a toothless grin and reaches for the bottle.


“Okay, fine.” I release my grip. “You win.”


He tucks it under his arm, and I continue along the sidewalk.


The small port town hums with the low murmurs of conversations, the occasional growl of a passing engine, and the buzz of streetlights.


For twenty-four years, my world was the Arctic. Harsh. Unrelenting. A place where silence wasn’t peace but survival.


Civilization is strange. Some aspects were easy to adopt. Warm meals don’t taste like freeze-dried fear, and the wolves here wear sweaters, walk on leashes, and don’t try to eat me.


But other things hit me out of nowhere.


Crowds. The sheer number of people, the way they move and crash their voices together in an overwhelming storm of noise, it’s maddening. Terrifying.


Traffic lights and car horns spike my pulse, too. Enclosed spaces like tight hallways and packed rooms squeeze me like a coffin.


Then there are the unexpected things that sneak up. The scent of freshly cut wood reminds me of firewood back home. The twinkle of stars over the island reminds me of the vastness of the hills. Snow collecting in my hair reminds me of those long polar nights.


Nostalgia. It creeps in and knocks the wind out of me.


Pulling a beanie from my back pocket, I shove it on my head.


I like nights like this. When all is quiet, Sitka reminds me of the solitude in the Arctic, but… Not. Amid the glow of passing headlights and random greetings from strangers, I’m learning how to exist in a world that isn’t trying to kill me at every turn.


Burrowing into my leather jacket, I tuck my hands into the pockets and head toward the tattoo shop, eager to start some new sketches. Maybe Sleeping Beauty in an opium den with bruises under her eyes and a needle in her hand. Or Cinderella’s stepsisters holding knives and cutting off their toes to fit into a bloody slipper.


Nothing like a moonlit stroll straight into a dark and twisted fairy tale.


Then, like magic, she appears.


A princess.


A real-life, honest-to-gods princess in a wedding gown runs full speed down the street like she just fled a castle and a life she never wanted.


Layers of white satin billow around her in a shimmering cloud. The harbor lights catch on beads and sequins, making her sparkle like a magical godsdamn fantasy.


Warm. For the first time in my life, I feel warm everywhere.


The wind plucks long hair from her bejeweled clips, whipping the gilded strands into a glorious tangle. Her huge, pale eyes brim with fear and determination, locking onto the darkness ahead as if she’s chasing, or being chased by, something only she can see.


I stop in my tracks, utterly spellbound.


My first thought? She’s a runaway bride. My second? She’s the closest thing to a real Disney princess I’ve ever seen. My third? I have to follow her.


She moves fast, but I keep pace. My boots echo against the pavement as I trail behind her, curiosity pulling me forward. She doesn’t glance back once, doesn’t hesitate or falter. She’s on a mission.


On the next block, I realize where she’s leading me.


To the tattoo shop.


She throws open the door and vanishes inside. Cautiously, I follow, stepping over the threshold just in time to see her tearing through the place in a fury. She upends chairs, shoves aside furniture, her frantic hands searching, searching…


For what?


I don’t have to wonder for long.


She dives behind the sofa and pops back up, holding a damn rifle.


“The fuck?” I’ve worked here for six months and didn’t know that was there. “How did you find that?”


“I lived with the son of a bitch half my life.” Her breath comes hard and fast, her entire body coiled. “I know where he keeps his weapons.”


“I’m sorry. Who?”


“Me.” A man steps out from the back room.


I don’t know him. But I know of him.


Jag Rath.


The mysterious owner of the shop. The man I’ve only heard about in passing, a shadow daddy wrapped in urban legend.


He stands in the doorway, staring down the barrel of a rifle held by the princess in the wedding gown.


The guy is ridiculously good-looking in a cruel, rugged way. Makes me wonder if he’s always been jaded or if life whittled him into this hard, unbreakable marble.


His light brown hair is thick, textured, and perfectly unkempt. Stubble frames a strong jaw. And his jeans… Hell, his denim fits him just right. He’s broad, imposing, late thirties or early forties, and carries the aura of a man who has seen too much.


His gaze slides between the gun and the woman holding it. No fear. No surprise.


“Dove.” His timbre is deep and growly. Dangerous.


So that’s her name.


Dove.


It fits.


She doesn’t lower the gun. If anything, her grip tightens.


“I’ll kill you.” Breath shudders out of her, and her voice cuts like a blade.


She means it. Every syllable drips with conviction and something deeper than anger.


Betrayal.


Heartbreak.


Reminds me of Frankie the day she watched the video of her husband—my father—banging another woman.


I step forward before my brain catches up with my body.


“This is awkward.” I lean against the wall, arms crossed. “I usually prefer a little foreplay before the bleeding starts.”


She angles her head just enough for me to see the fury blazing in those syrupy, honey-colored eyes. But I also see the hurt buried beneath it. And now I really want to know what the hell is going on.


“You must be Wolfson.” Jag gives me a slow, violating perusal.


“Shut up, you fuck.” She shuffles closer to him. “Look at me!”


“It’s always about you, isn’t it?” he drawls. “Poor little Dove.”


“I loved him!” she shouts, her voice breaking. Then, softer, quieter, almost to herself, “I loved him. Why did you have to fuck him?”


Oh.


Oh.


This just got interesting.


Jag’s expression doesn’t change. He closes the distance, ignoring the gun she still aims at his chest.


“Go back to California, Dove.” His tone is bored. “This isn’t your scene.”


“I have nothing to return to.” Her grip on the rifle trembles, her entire frame shaking. “You took him from me.”


“He’s a grown-ass man, capable of making his own choices.”


Her lip quivers, and for the first time, her finger falters on the trigger.


Whatever this is, it’s gutting her from the inside out.


“Look, I don’t know who he is.” I edge forward, prepared to disarm her. “But maybe shooting people isn’t the best way to work through this?”


Jag lets out a humorless laugh. “Stay out of this, kid.”


“Not a kid.” I scowl. “Just the poor bastard who stumbled in on your public therapy session. Feel free to keep unraveling, though. Especially if it leads to a public hate-fuck.”


Dove chokes. “We’re not—”


“I can be persuaded.” A mean smile tugs at Jag’s mouth. “Now that you’re single again…”


“Go to hell!” she shouts.


His features harden, and a beat of silence stretches between them, stiff and suffocating. I can’t decide if he wants to kick her out or rip off her gown.


“Stop looking at me like that.” She lifts the gun higher.


“Like this?” His gaze lowers down her body, giving her the same perusal he gave me.


“Stop,” she spits. “You’re my brother.”


My eyebrows shoot up.


Wait.


What?


“And I thought my family was fucked up.” I blink.


“Stepbrother.” Jag’s amber-gold eyes aren’t warm like honey or whiskey. They’re cold and threatening, like a predator watching from the tree line, deciding whether to pounce.


“We grew up together, you sick fuck.” She lowers the gun, her shoulders collapsing as whatever this is sinks into her bones. “You were my guardian.”


I hover at her side, completely enthralled, waiting to see if they’ll unpack their shit or let it simmer.


“So that’s it?” She flings out a hand. “You passed me off like I’m someone else’s problem. Didn’t even have the decency to tell me yourself.”


Jag says nothing.


She nods as if expecting that. “Gavin decided an hour before our wedding to tell me he was in love with you. Imagine my surprise when he said your name. I didn’t even know he knew you!” Betrayal blotches her pretty face. “Did you pay him to marry me? Tell me the truth.”


My brain spins to keep up. Gavin? The fiancé? In love with Jag? I glance between them, searching for clarification. This is some toxic, kinky family drama, and I’m here for it.


“Gavin and I had a fling.” Jag lifts a shoulder. “It was short and meaningless.”


He says this after she confesses that Gavin is in love with him?


Harsh.


“You fucked your sister’s fiancé.” I raise an eyebrow at Jag. “Then fled town and skipped out on her wedding? Bruh. That’s weak.”


“Sorry, who are you?” Dove turns to me, giving me her full attention.


“I’m Wolf, official member of Team Dove.” I grin in the glow of her honeyed glare. “You’re doing great, princess.”


She furrows her brows.


Jag’s face remains indifferent, but a shadow flashes in his eyes. Annoyance? Homicidal rage? Hard to tell. I file it away for later.


“You’re not telling me everything.” She scowls at Jag. “Gavin said you paid him to date me. To marry me. He needed the money, so he agreed, but all this time, he’s been in love with you.”


“Gavin’s feelings aren’t my problem.”


“You’re a real piece of shit.”


“Yet here you are, following me to Alaska like a lost puppy.”


That does it. Fury detonates in her eyes as she grips the gun tighter. “You always do this! You fuck my boyfriends. And my girlfriends. You ruin lives and walk away like nothing happened. The only person you care about is yourself!”


Rage steams off her as she trains the gun and starts to squeeze the trigger.


That’s my cue.


I launch forward, grabbing her before she does something she’ll regret.


She’s small and fragile compared to my brothers whom I fought my entire life. Taking her down is easy. Too easy. My arms wrap around her, and for a brief second, I register the warmth of her body and the velvety satin of her dress pressing against my skin. She smells soft and dreamlike.


My fingers dig into her arms, pinning her. She thrashes, seething, snarling, her fury vibrating against me.


This isn’t what I expected tonight, but hell if I let her throw her life away.


I shouldn’t be thinking about how beautiful she is, but I am. She’s all sequins, satin, and rage, a fairy tale princess turned warrior, and I don’t want to let go.


She wrenches free, twisting from my grasp, and bolts for the door.


Jag shifts to go after her.


“Not a chance.” I step into his path.


“Move.”


“You’re not going near her.” My low tone delivers a steady command. Primal. Feral. Do not fuck with me.


That old familiar feeling rushes through me, swelling and heating, like I’m standing in the Arctic again, face-to-face with a bear, knowing there’s no room for fear, only instinct.


My muscles coil, every inch of me alert and ready. I’ve fought for my life so many times, and I’ll do it again.


Jag opens his mouth, but whatever he sees in my eyes makes his jaw snap shut.


That surprises me.


Most people don’t take me seriously. They see the punk clothes, makeup, and theatrics. They don’t know what lurks beneath the facade.


There’s a wild animal inside me. An unpredictable, unflinching killer who spent hours cutting up a man and didn’t feel a thing.


But Jag sees me. He looks past the fake smile and sees what others miss.


His eyes widen just a fraction, and he takes a slow step back. He’s bigger and stronger but smart enough to recognize a madman when he sees one.


I don’t break my stance. I don’t blink. I just watch him back off, feeling the savagery inside me settle. For now.


Then I turn and chase after the princess for a second time tonight.
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I yank on the stupid wedding gown, tripping over the ripped hem as I dart out of the tattoo shop. A hateful gust of cold air slaps my face, and I suck in a breath, missing the California sun.


I need to return to the pier.


When I flew into Sitka this afternoon, I walked thirty minutes from the airport to the harbor, hauling my backpack in this dress.


The bag contains everything I own.


Exhaustion forced me to hide it under the pier while I searched for Jag.


I need that bag. I need a place to sleep. And a meal. Beyond that, I’ll figure it out.


I don’t have money. Definitely not enough to travel back to Anaheim. Not that I have anything left there. I hate Gavin almost as much as I hate my brother.


My fingers strangle the rifle slung over my shoulder. I didn’t realize I was still holding it until now, but I don’t loosen my grip.


It’s the only thing protecting me. The only thing keeping people away. I don’t trust anyone. Gavin was an exception, a mistake I’ll never make again.


My pulse rattles as I hurry along the vacant streets, seeking the shadows. Most businesses are closed for the night, the windows and doors draped in darkness. Except for the occasional bar and liquor store, it’s a ghost town. Too quiet. The slap of my footfalls could be heard in Canada. Or wherever Jag is lurking.


Up ahead, a man leans against the corner of a building, a cigarette lighting up his features in ember-red pulses.


Luminous eyes study me through a curtain of heavy lashes. Unnerving. Striking. Too unreal.


Black hair curls from beneath his beanie, his face both chiseled and soft, demonic and angelic, intimidating and beautiful on a level that wrings my stomach. He’s so tall and lean, all careless grace and rebellion encased in black leather.


I recognize him instantly.


He followed me to the tattoo shop. Now he’s here.


Still following me.


Jag knew his name. Wolfson. Does that mean he’s a regular customer at the shop? Or an employee? Is he covered in ink under all that leather?


Why do I care?


“Not every day I see a bride running down the street with a rifle.” His lips curve as he exhales smoke. “What’s the verdict? Will there be a honeymoon or a homicide?”


I duck my head and keep walking.


He pushes off the wall, flicking his cigarette into the gutter. His boots silently hit the pavement as he falls into step behind me.


“I get it.” His deep baritone rumbles with amusement. “The gown and gun combo makes you mysterious. Tragic, even.”


I keep my gaze forward. Ignore him. Maybe he’ll go away.


“Not much of a talker, huh?” His voice chases me like a shadow, full of unbothered charm. “Maybe you don’t trust me. That’d be a shame. I’m full of great bad ideas.”


I clutch the rifle harder, not sparing him a glance.


When I reach the harbor, I step off the sidewalk and slide down the embankment, careful not to slip on the rocks.


Crouching under the pier, I grope through the darkness until my fingers brush against the worn canvas of my backpack.


Relief washes over me. No one stole it.


I haul it up, sling it over my shoulder, and turn back toward the street, where Wolfson stands above me.


The moonlight hits him just right, and for a moment, I’m taken aback.


He’s so fucking beautiful but in every way that feels wrong. Like a broken angel with nowhere left to fall.


His black leather jacket molds to his physique, the edges decorated with metal spikes and chains. More black covers his long, muscular legs. A beanie slouches over his shaggy black hair, framing his features in shadows. His sculpted cheekbones reflect the light like cut glass.


Women in California spend hours contouring and injecting their faces to achieve the perfect, angular look he wears so naturally.


Lucky bastard.


Everything about him is both deliberate and careless. His tattered band tee, half-hidden beneath the leather. The heavy boots that seem built for running or wrecking things. The rings stacked on his fingers like stolen trophies. He radiates a strange, untamed energy that warns of trouble while begging for a closer look.


His vibe is a contradiction. Aloof yet all-consuming. A ghost with a heartbeat. A drifter hardened by life and wearing his ruin like an art form.


“Where to now?” His eyes—too blue, too wolfish—bore into mine. “Back to the airport?”


I push past with no destination other than away from this unsettling man.


“You sat on a plane in that dress?” He falls into step beside me, side-eying my ridiculous appearance. “Wore it all the way from California? That’s commitment, Cinderella.”


Cinderella?


I shoot him a questioning glower.


“There are two types. The one who flees the ball and the one who runs from her wedding. In both versions, she loses her slipper.” He angles down as if trying to see my feet. “We know which Cinderella you are.”


With a huff, I kick at the filthy, shredded skirt and pick up my pace.


I didn’t lose a fucking slipper. But when Gavin confessed his betrayal this morning, I lost my ability to think straight. In a fit of rage, I booked the first flight to Sitka, maxed out my credit card to buy the ticket, and had fifteen minutes to pack a bag and catch the plane.


Maybe I could’ve changed clothes on the way, but fuck me, I savored the thought of confronting Jag in this dress.


Too bad I lost the nerve to paint the white satin in his blood.


But I haven’t given up on my revenge. I’m not leaving this frigid hellhole until Jag pays for what he’s done.


“So you don’t talk to strangers.” Wolfson strolls along at my side. “I respect that.”


“Why are you following me?” I stop walking, cutting him a razored glare.


“You’re the darkest, most vengeful Disney princess I’ve ever met.” An infuriating grin transforms his gorgeous face.


“You meet a lot of Disney princesses?”


“No. I’ve waited my whole life for you.”


I scoff, turn, and keep walking.


“All right, I’ll bite.” He trails behind, his voice all lazy curiosity. “What’s the plan?”


I walk faster, scanning the dark streets, looking for a way to lose him.


“I know you’re good at running. I can tell you’ve been doing it for years.” He lights up another cigarette. “But eventually, Princess Bride, you’ll have to stop.”


Something twists in my chest. I don’t like that he sees me. That he’s reading between the lines of my silence.


“And when you do…” He bends closer, his growl dark and silken. “You’ll need someone. Might as well be me.”


My throat locks up.


No. I don’t need anyone. Not now. Not ever.


“Not in this lifetime, Wolfson.” I yank the rifle higher on my shoulder and resume walking, refusing to acknowledge how deep his words land.


“My friends call me Wolf.”


“I’m not your friend.” I turn sharply down a side street, my heart hammering.


I need to lose him.


The alleyways are empty and unlit, the buildings looming with places to hide.


At the next corner, I race ahead, zigzag around multiple turns, and duck behind a dumpster, pressing myself into the shadows, listening.


Nothing.


Good. Maybe he’s gone.


After several minutes of silence, I creep forward, my breath shallow.


The alley holds still, the path clear. As I turn to check the other direction, a hand snatches my wrist, yanking me backward.


My body collides with solid muscle, the scent of mint and cruelty filling my nose.


Jag.


“Running back to me already, Little Bird?” His fingers bite into my skin. “That was fast.”


My breath halts. The air around us thins, the world shrinking. Blood pulses in my ears, frantic and rushing.


“Let go.” I wrench away, lifting the rifle between us, the barrel aimed at his chest.


“You won’t shoot me.” He gives me those eyes. The melty, amber-gold bedroom eyes that enthrall everyone.


But not me. Not anymore.


I don’t lower the gun.


“You won’t. You never could.” He slowly extends an arm, reaching for the weapon. “I’m all you have.”


A chill snakes down my spine, and my muscles lock.


He moves too fast. One second, he’s in front of me. The next, he’s knocking the rifle from my grip. The impact numbs my hands as the weapon clatters to the pavement.


I rear back, but he’s faster, his arm banding around my waist, his strength overwhelming. He lifts me off the ground, dragging me backward.


“Let me go!” I thrash and kick, bucking against his chest.


“Never.” His lips brush against my ear, a menacing growl. “You belong to me.”


Panic explodes. I claw at his arms, twisting, struggling, but his grip only tightens.


A sharp whistle cleaves the night air.


He whirls, his clutch faltering for half a second.


I slam my elbow into his ribs, and he grunts, his hold loosening. I drop to the ground and scramble for the rifle.


Just as my fingers close around it, he rips it away and springs to his feet. Panting, I roll onto my back and meet his soulless gaze. He stares back, aiming the gun at my face.


I’m fucked.


He used to love me, I think. When we were kids, when our parents died, he protected me like it was his purpose in life. Then everything changed. He changed.


He became this.


I let my head rest on the pavement and force my muscles to relax. Our eye contact hangs, throbbing with history and pain. So much pain it’s hard to hold his gaze. But if he’s going to kill me, I want him to look into my eyes as he does it.


His finger twitches on the trigger.


My lungs shrivel.


As I wait for my death, a shadow lunges from the darkness. Fast and silent, the silhouette crashes into Jag with a force of pure violence.


They hit the cement with a sickening thud, the impact echoing through the night like a gunshot. In a blur of limbs, they explode into a brutal, unrelenting brawl.


I don’t realize it’s Wolf until I see the glint of his eyes. He moves like a feral animal, his hand locking around Jag’s throat, forcing him to the asphalt as his other hand holds a smoldering cigarette to Jag’s bulging eye.


Stunned, my breath lodges in my throat. I’ve never seen anyone move like that. Not even Jag. Wolf’s control is absolute, his fury ice-cold and calculated.


Jag seethes, his nails buried in Wolf’s forearm, but Wolf doesn’t lift that threatening ember. One twitch and Jag will lose his eyesight.


Gone is Wolf’s playful smirk. In its place gleams something far colder, a face that doesn’t belong in civilization.


“If you hurt her again, I’ll break things that aren’t meant to break.” He bares his teeth, his features devoid of humanity.


He straddles Jag’s chest as Jag widens unblinking eyes. If he blinks, his lashes will surely catch fire.


Jag might be stronger, but holy fuck, Wolf is ruthless. He’s a maniac that Jag doesn’t know how to fight.


The rifle lies beside them, and I grab it, removing the magazine, emptying the chamber, and tossing it out of reach. Since he knows I won’t shoot him, no sense waving it around like a useless threat.


Jag manages to get an arm loose, reaching for the knife in his boot.


But Wolf is faster. He grabs Jag’s wrist and slams it against the pavement, the force so vicious I hear the bones crack.


Jag grunts, his head jerking back in pain.


“I warned you.” Wolf clucks his tongue, returning the cigarette to Jag’s eye. “You should’ve run when you had the chance.”


For a horrifying moment, I think he intends to kill Jag. The way his fingers flex around Jag’s throat, the smoke curling from that cig with pure, deadly intent, he’s seconds away from finishing this.


I don’t know if I want to stop him.


Jag has taken everything from me. He’s hunted me, bullied me, stolen everyone I cared about, and twisted my life until every choice became a knot he tightened around my throat. 


But as I watch Wolf strangle him, a different fear creeps up my spine.


Wolf isn’t doing this for revenge.


He’s doing it because this is who he is.


Jag’s face turns red, but Wolf doesn’t relent, his arm straining, making Jag suffer. When I take a step forward, Wolf finally relaxes his grip just enough for Jag to suck air.


“Say the word, Buttercup.” Wolf lifts heartless eyes to mine. “Mercy or death?”


“Mercy.”


“Remember this, Stepbro. She’s far more forgiving than I am.” Wolf rolls to his feet and shifts closer to me. “Don’t make me regret letting you keep that pretty eyeball.”


Jag slowly pushes himself up, clutching his broken wrist. Murder simmers in his eyes. His lips curl back, and a pained breath hisses past his teeth.


“You think this is over? You just made the biggest mistake of your life, freak.”


Wolf doesn’t react. Not outwardly. But the tension crackles between them, an unspoken war waging in the silence. Two predators staring each other down, locked in a standoff.


“You work for my shop?” Jag scoops up the rifle. “Guess what happens when you try to kill your boss.”


“You’re still breathing.” A twitch bounces at the corner of Wolf’s eye. “I went easy on you.”


“Consider yourself unemployed.” He turns to me with vitriol in his tone. “He isn’t your hero, Dove. He’s just another hungry wolf in the dark. Wolves don’t save. They hunt.”


“Walk away, Jag.” My blood runs cold. “Before I change my mind.”


I only need to say the word, and Wolf will kill him. I have no doubt.


Nodding slowly, Jag takes a measured step backward.


“Enjoy your victory. It won’t last.” He pivots and strolls into the shadows, leaving behind the promise of retribution.


Wolf remains unmoving, watching his retreat. Only when Jag fully disappears does he roll his shoulders and shake off the fight.


“Told you.” He brushes blood off his knuckles and meets my eyes. “You need me.”
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I run.


Where to? Hell if I know. This town’s too small to outrun that fight.


Too small to outrun Wolf.


I don’t trust him. He’s ruthless and unpredictable. A savage beneath the lazy grin.


But he saved me.


And he lost his job in the process.


That complicates things.


Salty ocean air clings to my skin, mixing with a sheen of moisture. Am I sweating?


No, wait. It’s drizzling.


Within minutes, a whispering mist slicks the streets in shimmering reflections of amber and blue, curling around the buildings like smoke.


The world feels hushed, blurred at the edges, and Jag is out there. Watching. Waiting. The thought unsettles me, careening my heart against my ribs.


He won’t let this go. Not after tonight.


My stomach twists with hunger, but I can’t eat until I find a job.


Should be easy. Every town has a mechanic shop.


Dragging my ruined dress through puddles, I jog past a bank, church, school, bakery, another church, multiple gift shops, chiropractor’s office, another bank, another church, on and on until…


There!


The sign above the garage is faded, the letters curling from years of rain and wind. The place is locked up, the bay doors drawn shut.


Around back, there’s a patch of grass, dry beneath an awning and hidden from the streetlights. A private place to bunker down for the night.


But first, I need out of this wet dress.


As I move toward the awning, the crunch of boots behind me sends a fresh spike of irritation up my spine. I don’t have to look to know it’s him.


“Ignoring me won’t make me disappear,” Wolf drawls.


While he’s shockingly violent, he hasn’t given me a reason to think he would aim that violence at me. The opposite, in fact. It’s weird.


Men have not been kind to me, but I get the feeling that men haven’t been kind to Wolf either.


I drop my bag under the awning and tug at the back of my bodice, my fingers slipping over the ties. They won’t budge, and after a few minutes, my arms ache from the effort.


Goddammit.


“What are you doing?” His voice is closer.


“Changing.” I turn my back to him. “Unlace it.”


For once, silence.


I peer over my shoulder and find his mouth open and his brows raised. Finally, something that shuts him up.


“No,” he growls.


“I can’t reach.”


“You’re not stripping outside in public.”


“There’s no one here.”


“There’s me.”


“Then don’t look.”


He scans the ground, my bag, and the awning, realizing my intention. “You can’t sleep here.”


“Says who?”


“Me.”


“I don’t have a choice.”


“You do.” He shifts to face me, his blue eyes burning into mine. “My broth…errr…uncle has an unused apartment at the distillery.”


“Your brother? Or your uncle?”


“Both-ish.”


“No thanks.”


“What’s the problem?”


“I don’t like options that involve you or males you know. Go away.”


“But your brother is an option?” He drifts closer, charging the air with his overbearing maleness. “You want to wake with a knife to your throat?”


I know he’s right, but accepting his help feels reckless. I’d rather take my chances with Jag. Better the enemy I know than the one I don’t.


“I have a better idea.” He shrugs out of his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. “Come to the island with me.”


Heady notes of vanilla vodka, weathered leather soaked by rain, and a trace of tobacco overwhelm my senses. Wolf’s scent. Masculine and dangerous, like a motorcycle ride through a thunderstorm.


I frown. “What island?”


“My father’s.” He motions toward the harbor. “Just across Sitka Sound.”


“I don’t know you.”


“My father is Monty Novak. Google him.” He studies his chewed fingernails. “Go ahead. I’ll wait.”


I pull out my phone, and the search results punch the breath from my lungs.


Monty Novak. The richest man in Alaska. His name is everywhere—business articles, interviews, photos of him standing beside world leaders and celebrities.


“This is your dad?” I lob a dubious look at Wolf.


“The captain of his yacht will confirm it.”


“And this captain will take us to your dad’s private island?”


“You’ll be safe there.”


“I don’t need you to keep me safe.”


“I know. You handled yourself like a shield maiden back there.” Raindrops cling to his lashes, softening his eyes. “I was just there to make sure you didn’t have to do it alone.”


“Why?” Heat flares up my spine.


“She wants a reason,” he mumbles to himself. “Right. Okay. I need to earn your trust. Let’s see…” He paces in the rain, shoulders hunched in his black T-shirt. “Being alone sucks. That’s the reason.”


His expression contorts, revealing raw, unexpected vulnerability that pinches my chest. I expect him to leave it at that, but he doesn’t.


“For twenty-four years, I was held captive by a psychopath in the Arctic Circle.” He rubs a hand down his shirt as if massaging wounds beneath the fabric. “I’ve only been in civilization for six months.”


His words penetrate my chest and punch the air from my throat. He says it so plainly, like it’s just a fact of life, like it doesn’t crack open the world beneath him.


“You’re lying.”


“Look up my brothers. Leonid and Kodiak. Same last name as mine. Strakh.”


I hesitate before searching, and sure enough, their names flood the screen.


Kidnapped as children. Raised in isolation. Stranded until starvation and near death. Escaped on a plane after teaching themselves how to fly it.


A lifetime of horror buried under sensationalized headlines. It’s all there. Including a heavily-reported missing persons case. Frankie Novak, wife of billionaire Monty Novak, was found alive one year ago when she escaped with the Strakh men.


I remember this story, but the details are fuzzy. Wolf’s involvement doesn’t ring any bells as I search on variations of his name. Wolf, Wolfson Strakh…


“You’re name isn’t mentioned in any of this.” I glance up at him.


“Because I didn’t exist.” His lips flatten. “Not in records. No birth certificate. Not until my father aided in my escape six months ago and forged the documents to make me a legal citizen.”


I study his face for deception, but there’s nothing there except invisible bruises. The kind I know too well.


He’s risking something by telling me this. I can feel it.


“My father can validate everything when we get to the island.”


I believe him. It’s strange, but the truth shimmers in his eyes, and his jaw tenses like he’s waiting for me to call him a liar again.


“Why do you want to help me?” I swallow.


“Because you need it.”


He bends his knees, leaning in. Too close, his presence devours the space between us, making my pulse spike. This push and pull is suffocating and addictive. I don’t trust him. I don’t even like him. But I believe him when he says I’d be safer with him than sleeping in the dirt behind some mechanic shop.


I take a breath and exhale slowly. “Fine.”


“Bullets and brains.”


He grabs my backpack. Before I can protest, he takes my hand in his and tugs me down the street toward the harbor.


I try to pull free, but his fingers squeeze, keeping me from slipping away without hurting me. He moves with purpose as if this was already decided. I let him lead me, but unease coils in my stomach.


He lights a cigarette with his free hand, the glow illuminating his striking features.


The moment his lips wrap around the filter, I yank my hand from his, pluck the cigarette from his mouth, and take a drag. 


“You don’t strike me as a thief.” His brows lift.


“You don’t strike me as a rich boy.” I exhale smoke into the night.


“You have no idea what I am, princess.”


No truer words, and that’s what scares me.


Doubt follows me down the pier, hitting on all cylinders as we approach the waiting yacht. The water laps against the dock, crooning a dark warning.


Am I making a fatal mistake?


I glance back toward the town. Jag will find me. He’ll try to break me. More than he already has.


And Wolf just lost his job for me.


“How many islands are in Sitka?” I ask.


“Eleven-hundred-ish, but no one knows for sure.”


More importantly, Jag won’t know. If he figures out I left on a yacht, he’ll have to search over a thousand unknown islands to find me.


I love those odds.


“I’ll get your job back,” I say reluctantly.


It’s the least I can do.


“No. I will get my job back.” His finger dives toward my nose. “You will stay away from him.”


He boards the yacht, and I dig in my heels.


“Now what?” He pauses, pivoting to face me, hands on his hips.


“You can’t expect me to just jump on a boat with a stranger.”


“Well, now, that’s exactly what I expect. Except I’m not a stranger. You know some of my innermost secrets.”


“Some?”


“I can’t dump my load all in one go. You gotta earn it, Gunslinger.”


“Where’s that captain you promised?”


“Kai!” he yells and gives me a patient smile.


Within seconds, a tall man in a suit emerges from the helm.


“Aye, aye, Captain Kai.” Wolf waves him forward. “Where’s my family?”


“They returned to the island on Kodiak’s yacht. I was instructed to wait for you.” The captain casts a quizzical look at my wedding gown and backpack. “Good evening, ma’am. Are congratulations in order?”


“Not yet,” Wolf says cryptically. “Who do you work for, Kai?”


“Monty Novak, sir.”


“And who is my father?”


“Sir?”


“Just answer the question. For whatever reason, the princess trusts the word of a complete stranger over mine, her one and only soul mate.”


“Wise decision, ma’am.” Kai winks at me and quickly clears his throat when Wolf levels him with a look. “Monty Novak sired this uncivilized creature. With much regret, I suspect.”


“You’re a gem.” Wolf pats Kai’s cheek. “Now go pretend you’re Jack Sparrow and try not to crash us.” To me, he holds out a hand. “Decision time, Annie Oakley.”


Stalling, I stare at those long fingers.


If I turn back now, I’ll never know what he’s really hiding or what he sees in me that makes him so sure I’m worth helping.


This isn’t about trusting him. It’s about trusting myself to handle whatever comes next.


Safe has never given me a leg up. Maybe a risky ride into the unknown will.


Lifting my chin, I shoulder past him and board the yacht like my nerves aren’t unfurling in rapid heartbeats.


Wolf leads me to the railing, the cold wind whipping my hair around my face. He openly stares at me from inches away, poking at my silence as if trying to pry me open. It only makes me want to close tighter.


“You always this moody, or is this just your honeymoon glow?” he asks.


“You always this annoying, or is this just my bad luck?”


“Nah, you caught me on a good night.”


“Look, I just need a place to stay until I get my feet under me.”


“So it’s like that?”


“What else is it like?”


“So many possibilities, the most logical being that you’re a princess, and I’m Prince Charming.”


“You really don’t know how normal people interact, do you?”


“Fuck normal. You’re dressed for an epic adventure, and I’m at your side with a sword in my…” He looks down.


“Don’t say it.”


“Boot?” He lifts a pant leg, revealing the handle of a knife, before kicking the hem back in place. “Our fairy tale has already begun.”


He leans on the railing beside me, cigarette dangling from his lips and a smirk ghosting his mouth like it’s his default setting.


What a weirdo.


Possibly insane.


But no.


No, that’s not it at all.


There’s too much calculation in his sarcasm, too much intelligence in those ice-blue eyes. Maybe the whole nice-with-a-knife thing works on other people, but I’m well-versed in sugar-coated hostility. He’s hiding something.


If what he said is true, if he spent his life in a psychopath’s prison, then whatever he’s showing me is only the surface.


A performance.


A deflection.


Under the cocky grin and flippant remarks, there’s depth. Pain. Maybe rage. I don’t know why that realization disturbs me more than his violence earlier. Maybe because it makes me want to understand him. To see what’s behind that chaos-colored mask.


That’s a problem.


I don’t need more trouble in my life. I’m already neck-deep in it. I don’t need a wild, beautiful, emotionally unstable man with a tragic past and a dangerous smile.


Too late now.


I’m on his yacht, moving through dark water toward an island I’ve never seen, with a stranger I should’ve refused.


The lights of Sitka grow dim behind us, swallowed by fog and sea. The island waits somewhere ahead, shadowed and ominous. Whatever’s coming, I’ve already made my choice.


“You scare me,” I admit, staring across the water. “But not for the reasons you probably think. Not in a bad way. More like…”


“Like?”


“Like someone who learned to survive by pretending they’re bulletproof.”


“Hm.” He draws on the cigarette and sighs through the exhale. “What gave me away?”


“Smiling through your teeth. Grudges dressed as jokes. Acting like you know what you’re doing, even when you don’t. Rehearsed confidence. You carry yourself like someone who’s been shot too many times to worry about the next bullet.”


The haunted look in his eyes doesn’t match the smile he gives me. “When I saw you run down the street like you fled a castle, I thought… Holy hellfire and heartbreak, I’ve stepped into a dark fairy tale. Your dress moved as if caught in a dream, flowing behind you as you ran. But it wasn’t marital bliss that trailed you. It was sorrow. You looked like you were halfway to forever before the world yanked it out from under you. Doesn’t help that you’re insanely beautiful. Makes it that much harder to look away.”


He should talk. The man oozes perfect genes from every pore.


“All I could think was…” He rests his forearms on the railing, shaking his head. “She shouldn’t be real. Fairy tales aren’t real. Not for people like me. But here you are. You’re real. And being part of your story, even if just a small, insignificant part, has sent me to a dimension of utter joy.” He straightens. “We’re here.”


My breath hitches at his declaration. Then it hitches again as I take in the view.


The island rises out of the water, silent, hidden, and entirely otherworldly. Soaring evergreens blanket every inch, their canopies so thick they knit the sky shut.


In Anaheim, everything is sun-bleached and buzzing, with an overabundance of strip malls, traffic, and baking concrete.


Here, moisture and mystery saturate the air, swollen with the scent of pine, damp earth, and cold moss.


The gentle purr of the yacht feels intrusive as if it shouldn’t be here.


Half-hidden in the trees, a stone mansion emerges from the shadows. Massive and still, it glows with the warmth of golden light that pulses behind tall windows.


The estate doesn’t stand atop the island. It’s cradled by it. Like the forest grew around it and decided to keep it.


The beauty here is rich and wild, much like the man at my side. The sort of beauty that comes with a warning, a trick of the light, that lures unsuspecting souls and traps them forever.


I clutch the railing, my insides tumbling in free fall.


A dark fairy tale, indeed.
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Curiosity wars with misgiving as I follow Wolf into the mansion. The skirt of my once-white gown drags across the pristine floors like a dishwater mop.


The warm jacket lifts from my shoulders, and he hangs it in the entryway. Since he doesn’t remove his boots, I keep mine.


And gape.


This isn’t a house. It’s a goddamn lifestyle flex. Stunning beams, massive glass windows, and high ceilings that feel like a cathedral if it were designed by a billionaire lumberjack with an inclination for moody art.


Fire dances in a stone hearth, licking the air with orange tongues. The living room, foyer, and rooms beyond are all designer shapes and rich-people textures. Pretty sure that twelve-person sectional would swallow me whole, and honestly, I wouldn’t fight it.


Wolf doesn’t give me enough time to admire each room properly as he pulls me along. His devil-may-care pushiness is both maddening and magnetic.


We climb a grand staircase. Real wood, thick and strong. Iron railing, cold under my fingertips. The air grows warmer as we ascend, more intimate.


Where is he taking me? A guest bedroom? I really need out of this heavy, wet dress.


He leads me down a hallway lined with closed doors and stops before one that’s ajar. Glancing back at me with a mischievous smile, he swings it open and grabs my hand.


My muscles freeze.


He hauls me inside.


The smell hits first. Skin. Sweat. Sleep. And something deeper. Something feral.


Sex.


Then my eyes adjust to the darkness.


A massive bed squats in the center of the room. Like comically massive. Custom made.


The sheets are tangled in knots like they’ve been twisted and kicked and grabbed at. What makes my blood pressure detonate are the human-shaped lumps.


There are people in the bed. Multiple.


How many? Two? Three? Four?


I stumble back, my heels hitting the doorframe.


“Wolf,” I whisper. “What the actual hell?”


Someone stirs. A huge, imposing, chiseled-from-pure-intimidation figure rises from the bed.


Black, bottomless eyes glare out of a face that doesn’t smile. And he’s naked. Just standing there in all his terrifying glory like a war god who doesn’t need armor.


“Go back to bed, pet.” Wolf waves him off, calm as ever.


Pet? That mountain of a man?


The fuck?


“Pssst, Frankie.” Wolf paws through the bedding, searching.


A smaller form pops up and slips from beneath the sheets. A woman. Her movements are soft and elegant as she whispers to Wolf, too low for me to hear. She’s naked, too, her silhouette barely lit by the hallway light.


As she walks past him, he stops her and offers a robe. She takes it, sliding it on like she’s done this a thousand times.


Then she notices me.


Her eyes bulge, round and startling green, as she gasps. “Wolf! Did you get married?”


Chaos.


The bed explodes with motion. Sheets fly. Bodies scramble. A second man stumbles out. Then a third. A fourth?


No.


Definitely three men.


All of them knee-weakenly gorgeous.


All of them naked.


Given the suffocating reek of sex and testosterone, I can only assume they just shared that tiny redhead like a hedonistic fever dream.


Lucky girl.


Meanwhile, I hover half in the hall, half in the room, gaping like an idiot in my rain-soaked wedding gown.


Boxers and pajama pants materialize, and within seconds, all the dicks are covered.


Wolf flicks on the light and pushes me back into the room. “Okay, so… This is Dove.”


Everyone stares.


“She’s not my wife,” he adds quickly. “She ran away from her wedding. Long story. She needs a place to crash. I’m putting her in the guest house, but I wanted you to know so you don’t freak out.”


They are definitely freaking out.


The terrifying one—dark eyes, darker mood—doesn’t say a word. He just grunts and glares, arms folded across a chest full of scars, radiating nope.


Wolf follows my gaze. “That’s my brother, Kody. Technically, my uncle. He’s harmless. Unless you touch his woman,” he says in an ape-man voice.


“You make a beautiful bride.” The woman offers me a small, sleepy smile. “Probably not what you want to hear. You look like you had a day and lived to fight another. You okay?”


She looks younger than me. Impossibly delicate. Almost childlike. With the most direct, soul-piercing eye contact I’ve ever experienced.


Uncomfortable, I look away, colliding with the mismatched eyes of a Viking. He leans against the wall, scratching the scar on his abdomen. His pants hang so low I can see Valhalla. Zero shame, this guy.


“You dragged a runaway bride into our lair.” He tsks. “Bold.”


“I’ll go.” I back away and bump into Wolf’s chest.


“Apologize, bonehead.” Frankie pinches the underside of the Viking’s bulging bicep, making him hiss.


“That’s Leo,” Wolf says at my ear. “Don’t engage.” Then he adds, “He’s my least favorite brother. Technically, my cousin.”


“I’m Monty.” The older one offers a hand, squints at his extended fingers with a wrinkled nose, and yanks his hand away before I can touch it.


Guess we know where those fingers have been. Inside someone, but who? If they’re all related…


“I’m Wolf’s father.” Monty Novak stands tall and regal, wrapping a sheet around his waist like a royal robe. “This is… Unexpected.”


“Now you know.” Wolf nudges me. “Ask them whatever you want, whatever will make you feel comfortable enough to stay.”


So that’s why he dragged me in here and woke them? He wants me to feel comfortable?


He wasn’t lying about his relationship to the richest man in Alaska and the captives mentioned in the news articles. I only need to look at the four men to see the family resemblance. Not just their appearances but their demeanors.


Wolf isn’t the only one hiding a feral, predatory side.


I have so many questions, but I don’t want to ask anything right now. Thanks to my reclusive nature, I burn with anxiety and awkwardness in regular situations. This is so far beyond my comfort zone, I can’t feel my tongue.


Kody studies me, his voice a deep, grave-cold vibration. “Are you in danger?”


I hear the question he doesn’t ask.


Did you bring danger to our home?


“Not tonight.” Wolf gives him a look. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”


“Nice to meet you, Dove.” The redhead steps through the chaos like she’s used to it. “I’m Frankie. You’re safe here, okay?”


I nod slowly, not sure if that’s true or if I’m in the middle of some exclusive Alaskan sex cult.


“Do you need anything?” Frankie asks. “Clothes? Girl stuff? Food?”


“Cherry-berry.” Wolf tugs a strand of her hair. “I got this.”


“Yeah.” She smiles and presses a kiss to his sternum. “You do.”


“All right. Show’s over.” Wolf claps his hands and pulls me into the hall. “Back to bed, you crazy kids. Don’t make it weird.”


“You made it weird,” Leo calls after us.


Back down the stairs, we go, my hand still in his. The silence settles again, broken only by the creak of the house and the hum of appliances.


We hit the kitchen. It’s warm, glowing with soft light. He opens the fridge as if this is the most normal thing in the world.


“What was that?” I tug on my dress, unsure what to do.


“My family.” He pulls out leftovers, stacking the containers on the huge island.


“In one bed?”


“They’ve been through hell, and fourgies are their therapy. It’s how they keep it together.”


“Trauma bonding with benefits?”


“Foursome is the dreamsome. I’m not part of that.” He gestures at a door off the kitchen. “There’s a bathroom if you want to change. Do you need something to wear?”


“I have clothes.”


And questions.


So many questions.


When I don’t move, he guides me into the small guest bathroom and spins me away. Then a tug jerks me back. And another. And another.


He’s unlacing my bodice.


I clutch the material as it loosens and droops, relief flooding through me.


“Shout if you need anything.” He steps out, shutting the door behind him.


I change into a camisole and cotton pajama pants and emerge with the gown bundled in my arms.


“I’ll have that dry cleaned.” He takes it from me and hangs it in a mudroom off the kitchen.


“Throw it away.”


“You might change your mind.”


“I won’t.”


He slides a dish in front of me. Salmon, rice pilaf, and green beans with almonds. The scent of hot food sends my stomach into somersaults.


“Eat.” He makes his own plate.


“You brought me to an island full of naked people.” I lower onto a stool.


“You needed a place to stay.”


I stare at him. At the rain hitting the windows. At the firelight flickering from the other room. And I wonder, not for the first time, what the hell I got myself into.


And why I’m not in a hurry to leave.


He hands me a fork, plops down beside me, and watches me eat like I’m the most interesting part of his night.


The food is too hot, but my stomach doesn’t care. I chew slowly, unconcerned with the dense silence churning between us.


Eventually, he sets down his fork and pulls off his beanie, shaking out a luxurious mop of inky curls. While I was in the bathroom, he removed his boots, socks, and rings and washed the dark makeup from his eyes.


“Spill it, Angel Wings.” His stare draws me in.


“What?”


“Whatever you’re thinking.”


“It’s none of my business.”


“Cute. Let’s pretend you didn’t meet the family at a full-frontal welcome party. Nothing says hello like surprise nudity.” He shudders dramatically. “Good luck un-seeing Kody’s third leg.”


“I didn’t look.” My face heats.


“Denial’s a lovely color on you. I may not be caught up on all the social norms, but I know what you saw—” he directs a finger toward the second floor “—isn’t a paint-by-numbers situation.”


Since he met me in the trigger-happy-bridezilla phase of my life, we’ve established I’m not the standard type.


“Okay. Fine.” I push away my finished plate and twist on the stool to face him. “You refer to Leo and Kody as your brothers, but they’re not?”


“We were raised in the Arctic as brothers.”


“Raised by a psychopath. The news reports said he’s dead. Who was he?”


“He was a Strakh. Monty and Kody’s brother. Leo’s father. And—”


“Your uncle.”


“Right. But we didn’t know our DNA lineage until we escaped.” A dark shadow flashes across his face. “Doesn’t matter what those tests say.”


“They’re still your brothers.”


“Yeah. Until I push them off a cliff.” He winces. “Bad joke. Delete, delete.”


“Monty wasn’t in the Arctic with you?”


“No. We didn’t meet him until we escaped. And before you ask… The men in my family aren’t fucking one another. Legally, Frankie is married to my dad. But she’s also married to Leo and Kody in every other sense of the word. They share her. Standard foursome rules apply. Guys can’t make eye contact. Guys can’t make bodily contact. High fives are acceptable.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Yeah. I’m kidding. There’s definitely contact. You know… One in the pink? Two in the stink? Please, tell me you get it so I can shut up.”


“I get it.”


“Praise Jesus.”


As I let that sink in, a million other questions bubble up. The sharing thing doesn’t faze me. Jag has always been openly bisexual with an aversion to monogamy.


The men I just met are imposing, domineering, testosterone-fueled alphas. Like Jag. Except they’re committed in a conjugal relationship with one woman.


A woman who seemed entirely too comfortable prancing around naked in front of Wolf.


“What is your relationship with Frankie?” The question is out before I can stop it.


“She’s like a sister to me. Sometimes a mother. Other times, a best friend.”


“But you’ve had sex with her.”


“What Frankie and I shared…” His focus falters, looking through me, not at me. “It was more intimate than sex.”


My mind sifts through situations that fit that description, and I take a dark turn fast.


Held captive by a psychopath in the Arctic Circle.


Only been in civilization for six months.


I didn’t exist.


They’ve been through hell.


He stares at his empty plate. “If you stick around, maybe I’ll tell you the story someday.”


“Thank you. For dinner. And a place to stay. For all of it.” Even though it’s weird as hell.


“I know it’s a lot, but you’re safe here.”


God, that word again.


Safe.


Everyone throws it around like it means something. I’ve never heard a word more fragile. People promise it, whisper it, swear by it, and still, the worst things happen anyway.


I lean back and examine him. He’s barefoot, lean but muscled, with those wild blue eyes that never seem to settle. His damp hair curls at the ends, and there’s a smear of charcoal under one eye like he forgot to wipe off his makeup completely.


He’s lethally beautiful.


Beautiful men have always been trouble for me. They make promises with their eyes, seduce with their tongues, and vanish before morning. Or worse, they stay and destroy me slowly.


“You ever sleep with them?” I tip my chin toward the staircase.


“Used to. In the Arctic. Not anymore.”


“Why not?”


“I snore. They voted me out.”


“What’s the real answer?”


“They found something I haven’t.”


The way he says it—shoulders relaxed, gaze level, as if he isn’t standing outside the circle with his nose pressed to the glass—he wants the world to think nothing can touch him.


It’s all bullshit.


“Come on.” He grabs our empty plates. “I’ll show you the guest house.”
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My nerves regroup as we step outside. Rain drizzles in misty sheets, and the cold wind pushes against us with salty breath.


Wolf grabs a flashlight and leads us along a paved path, the beam cutting through the dark.


Tucked beneath the evergreens, the guest house comes into view, close enough to the mansion to feel like part of the compound. The cozy two-story cottage matches its stone counterpart with accented wood, glass, and soft amber light.


He unlocks the door and flicks on a lamp.


It’s warm. Lived-in. Not overly fancy like the main house, but comfortable with a leather couch, open kitchen, and fire crackling in the wood stove.


Shouldering my backpack, I step inside and toe off my boots.


“The locks around here are solid.” Wolf shows me the keypad on the door and gives me the passcode. “The bedrooms are up there.” He motions toward the staircase. “Separate bathrooms, in case you’re worried about accidental defilement.”


“What about intentional defilement?”


“Say that again, but slower.” His eyes darken.


“That wasn’t an invitation.”


“Could’ve sworn I heard the mating call of a dove.” He arches a brow. “What? Didn’t say I would accept it.”


“The answer is no.”


“What was the question?”


I brush past him and take the stairs two at a time. Peeking into each doorway, I choose the room less lived-in and drop my bag on the bed.


When I spin back around, I come face-to-chest with the intoxicating scent of leather and tobacco. My nose bounces off a hard pectoral, and I swallow a gasp.


Christ, he’s overwhelming, taking up space, and sucking all the oxygen.


What does he want?


Shit, did I pick the wrong room?


“You’re not sleeping here, right?” I crane my neck to meet his eyes.


“You want me to?”


“No,” I say too fast.


“Keep flirting with me, and I’ll have you back in that wedding dress and wearing my ring.”


“I’m not flirting.”


“Careful, Runaway. Mixed signals are my kink.”


“You’ve lost your mind.”


“Says the woman who ran from her wedding to an island of naked strangers.”


“Get out.” I push him toward the door as if it’s my room, not his.


“Still don’t trust me?” He lets me manhandle him into the hall, his grin lopsided and eyes sparkling. Clearly enjoying the hell out of this.


“I don’t trust anyone.”


“Join the club. We meet on Tuesdays.”


I start to close the door in his face, but his expression stalls my hand, and I catch the door mid-swing.


A beat of silence pulses between us, our gazes locked. Too loud and intimate.


“For what it’s worth…” He grips the doorframe overhead, inadvertently flexing his forearms. “I haven’t lied to you.”


He’s underselling it.


From the moment I met him, he protected me, lost his job for me, fed me, gave me a place to sleep, and shared personal details about his life.


I’ve given nothing in return. No answers. No trust. No repayment. The least I could do is fuck him into a mindless coma. It wouldn’t be a hardship. Just thinking about riding his sexy body ignites a greedy little throb between my legs.


But that’s not why he’s helping me.


Being alone sucks. That’s the reason.


Wouldn’t kill me to give him something.


“I’m a mechanic.” I release my hold on the door. “I used to have my own garage. Specialized in vintage engines, mostly.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah. But the garage burned to the ground. I lost everything. Then I met Gavin, and he was going to help me rebuild after the wedding. Turns out, he’s so broke that he took a bribe to marry me. I can’t go back to California. I have nothing there. Nothing worth salvaging.”


He studies me quietly, all sarcasm gone.


“I need a job,” I say. “I need to earn and save and start over somewhere.”


“You can work here.”


“Doing what? Fixing all the cars on your private island?”


“No.” He laughs. “I meant in town. You can ride with me and look for work when I go to the tattoo shop tomorrow to get my apprenticeship back.”


“Okay.” My shoulders relax. “I’ll do that.”


“We should swap numbers.”


I grab my phone from my backpack, ignoring the missed messages from Jag and Gavin.


Once our numbers are stored, Wolf reaches for the door and pauses with his hand on the knob. “There’s food in the fridge downstairs. Bathroom’s stocked. If you need anything, I’m right next door.”


“Thanks.”


He gives me a long look. Not flirtatious. Not even overly curious. Just… Present. Like he sees me. “You’re not okay.”


“I will be.”


“The island blocks cell signals and scrambles outgoing data. Jag can’t track you here. Even if he did, the island is more heavily guarded than Area 51. No one can abduct you. Not even little green men.” He shrugs. “After what we survived, my family doesn’t fuck around.”


“Good to know.”


He nods once and closes the door behind him.


I crawl onto the soft, oversized bed, covers pulled tight, and melt into the scent of Wolf all around me. That shouldn’t comfort me, goddammit. But it does.


Sleep doesn’t come.


My mind spins, replaying Gavin’s betrayal on a loop. His confession. The one-year whirlwind of dates and promises and polished lies. The horrified look on his face when I packed my bag and left.


He thought I’d still marry him. Like love meant I had to forgive him.


I did love him. That much is true.


But I’m not heartbroken.


I’m fucking furious.


Furious at him.


Furious at myself for letting it happen again. For trusting the wrong people. For thinking this time would be different.


My phone lights up on the nightstand, a steady pulse in the dark, the notifications on silent.


I know who it is.


Jag and Gavin.


Fuck them both to hell.


I roll onto my side, yanking the blanket over my shoulder like it can block out their energy.


It doesn’t help. The light flashes again.


I don’t want to look.


I really, really don’t want to look.


But if I don’t answer, it’ll only make Jag more unhinged.


I reach over, grab the phone, and unlock the screen.


47 unread messages.






Gavin:


Please talk to me.


I messed up. I know that. But you’re overreacting.


It’s over with him. Completely done.


I love you. Doesn’t that mean anything?


Don’t throw everything away because of a mistake.


You’re being cruel.


I’m not the enemy.


You left me.


You don’t get to disappear.


You’re being dramatic. Come home.


Answer me.


Don’t make me come find you.






I clench my jaw. That last one chafes my ass.


Don’t make me come find you?


Like I’m the problem. Like I’m the one who broke him.


I scroll past the rest without reading, knowing the rhythm. The shift from apology to guilt-tripping to threats.


Classic Gavin.


Petulant man-child.


Expelling a breath, I block his number and switch to the messages from Jag.


My scalp chills before I open them. Just seeing his name on the screen feels like a death threat, like he’s staring into my soul and watching me squirm.


Ridiculous. I trade out my phones regularly in case he installs sneaky tracker shit.


Same number. New phone. Location data off.


He can’t see me.


I open the chat.






Jag:


You think you can run? With him?


He can’t protect you.


I fucking raised you. You owe me. Every breath in your lungs is mine.


You don’t get to disappear. Not from me.


Does he know what kind of dirty little stray he dragged onto his yacht?


Get back here. Now.


You’re not thinking straight.


You’re acting like a cheap whore with a new leash.


If you fuck him, I’ll make him regret ever touching what’s mine.


I’m serious, Dove. Come back now. Or I’ll come get you.


You think an island can keep me out?


I built your fucking firewall. I am your firewall.


Don’t make me break it down.


I’m not playing anymore.


I’ve killed for you before.


Don’t make me do it again.






I sit up, clutching the phone, hands shaking.


He knows I left on the yacht.


He knows I’m with Wolf.


Of course, he does.


But he doesn’t know where I am.


Eleven-hundred islands.


And that?


That realization sparks not only fear but a sense of power I’ve never felt before.


For the first time in my life, Jag can’t see me.


He’s losing his mind behind the screen because the cameras he planted, the trackers, the tricks, none of them work here.


He’s blind. And that terrifies him.


I toss the phone face-down on the nightstand and press the heels of my hands to my eyes. My heart pounds like a jackhammer trying to drill its way out of my chest.


I’m so tempted to text back, How’s your hand? Just to push his buttons. To remind him that I’m not afraid to fight back.


But I don’t.


What if that one text pinpoints my location? What if he traces it? What if he already has?


By now, he’s done a deep dive into Wolf’s digital footprint. Wolf said he didn’t exist until six months ago, but his birth records, social media activity, hospitalizations, employment info at the tattoo shop—all of that will be used to track me down.


Not to mention, his billionaire father. Won’t be hard to determine which island Monty Novak owns.


I clench my fists and curl up beneath the blankets.


What scares me more than Jag is the stranger who pulled me out of the storm and dragged me onto his island of Alaskan gods. The stranger with ocean eyes and lickable lips.


Wolf talks about death like he spent a lifetime flirting with it. The same guy who made sure I had food, a place to sleep, and a door that locks.


He hasn’t tried anything.


Hasn’t pushed.


But he could.


The part of me that’s terrified of being touched again is still imagining his hands on me.


I hate that.


I hate how drawn I am to a man I don’t know, can’t trust, shouldn’t even want.


But there’s something about him. Something broken and brave. Something so deliciously wild. It calls to the worst parts of me. The reckless, self-destructive parts that scream for chaos when what I need is silence.


I close my eyes and grit my teeth.


No.


Nope.


Not again.


I didn’t run from one manipulative asshole to fall into the arms of another pretty disaster. I don’t care how captivating his eyes are. Or how solid his chest felt under that worn black shirt.


I need to get a job.


I need to get revenge on Jag.


I need to build a new life somewhere far, far away, where no one knows my name, where I can be more than the girl my brother tried to break.


Maybe, if I’m lucky, I’ll forget what it feels like to want someone who could shatter me all over again.


I toss and turn and pull the blanket over my head, shutting out my past, my thoughts, and my attraction to toxic men.


I won’t respond to Gavin or Jag.


For now, that’s the only power I have.
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I wake slowly, immediately assaulted by plaguing questions.


Why do vegans hate plants so much if they’re all about protecting nature? Is it the same reason they pretend to enjoy kale? Who hurt them?


And if civilization is so advanced, why is toilet paper still the best we’ve come up with?


Why are some people still insisting we all came from one incestuous family? First with Adam and Eve. Then with Noah. The God of the Bible made incest necessary for human existence to continue, and I’m really struggling with that.


Am I supposed to just get over my childhood trauma because the tyrant of heaven is pro-incest?


Nope. Nuh-uh. His Holiness can fuck right off with that.


I groan.


Overthinking should come after coffee, not before pants.


Opening my eyes, I find Leo beside me, propped on one elbow and staring intently. His gold eye glints with mischief, and his blue eye just looks lazy and dumb.


“Sweet icy goatballs.” I shove his face away. “Ignoring personal boundaries is my thing, you creep. Get your own thing.”


“Morning to you, too, Sleeping Beauty.” He flops to his back and drums his fingers on his chest. “Thought you’d want to know your bride is on the dock. Looks like she’s making a run for it.”


“What?” I jackknife to a sitting position, pulse racing.


“Seems your little runaway is eager to run away from you.” He stretches and yawns. “Can’t say I blame her.”


“Dammit.” I scramble out of bed, hot panic surging through my system.


“Relax.” He follows me into the bathroom and leans against the doorway while I piss. “It’s not like she has keys to the yachts. Apparently, she prefers yacht-jacking to asking for things.”


I keep my back to him and strip off my shirt, hiding the scars that mar my chest and abdomen. Stepping quickly into the shower, I angle myself so he can’t see the damaged skin. “She’s not a thief.”


“You sure about that?”


She stole my cigarette last night. Not the same as hot-wiring a yacht.


I lather up in record time, anxious to find out how much hell she’s managed to raise without me.


“She was up before the rest of us, sneaking around the yachts as if hoping to find a key.” Leo chuckles at my back. “The woman on the dock looks nothing like the bride you brought home last night.”


I pause mid-rinse, still shielding my scars from his gaze. “Explain.”


“Nah.” He crosses his arms. “You gotta see this for yourself. I will say… The reboot is way more your style.”


“Stop being a cryptic bitch and tell me everything.”


“Where’s the fun in that?”


I grab the handheld showerhead and aim it over my shoulder, directly at his infuriating face.


Water drenches his beard, his braids, and the entire front of his body. He throws back his head and roars with laughter, widening his mouth, sticking out his tongue, and shaking his face in the spray like a wild dog.


Turning off the water, I reach for a towel. “You can put lipstick on a yeti, and he’ll still piss in snowbanks and eat your cat.”


That only makes the yeti laugh harder.


“Get out, you idiot.”


“Fine, fine.” He backs away, still grinning obnoxiously. “But you owe us a conversation. I’m not leaving without it.”


“I need some privacy first.”


“Since when?” He fixes me with an intense glare, and just like that, Playful Leo has left the chat. “I know about the scars.”


Fuck.


Fuck him, fuck the scars, and fuck the demon who cut them into me.


“Not today, Sunshine.” I shoulder past him and pull open the closet, grabbing clothes that match my mood.


A pair of electric blue jeans patterned with purple lightning bolts, a loose white shirt with ragged edges, and a glittery black cardigan that swallows me whole.


“Dove’s stepbrother is Jag Rath.” I tug on knee-high rain boots painted with daisies, knowing they’ll withstand the soggy misery of Sitka. “I broke his wrist last night. On purpose.”


“Start from the beginning.” He perches on the bed.


While brushing my teeth and finger-raking my hair, I tell him everything. The confrontation in the tattoo parlor, the brawl in the alley, and every nibble of information I pried from Dove.


“She’s not big on words.” I shove on my beanie. “One of my favorite things about her. But I need to understand her relationship with Jag if I’m gonna figure out how the hell to help.”


“Sounds like she doesn’t want your help.”


“Yeah, she’s doing that stubborn I can fix it myself routine. Full-blown mechanic girl energy. She’ll come around.”


“Before or after her stepbrother comes around and hurts her?”


“He’ll have to go through me.” I shrug on my leather jacket and head out the door. “In the meantime, double up on Frankie’s security.”


“Already done.”


He follows me back to the main house, and I dash into the kitchen, stuffing two apples and a handful of granola bars into my pockets.


Frankie stands at the island, coffee mug in one hand and phone in the other. Dressed in her scrubs with her fiery red hair tied back in a high ponytail, she looks like she’s ready to tackle the world. Or stitch up its wounds.


She glances up, eyebrows raised in question. Then her gaze flicks to Leo behind me. “Why are you wet?”


“Why aren’t you?” Grinning like a berserker, he crosses the kitchen in two long strides, lifts her off her feet, and smashes her against his soaked clothes.


With a shriek, she pounds her fists against his back, which only encourages him to grind her face into his wet shirt.


Ah, yes. Nothing says I love you like waterboarding your soul mate before breakfast.


I leave them to their foreplay and sprint out the door toward the dock.


The scent of damp earth and brine awakens my lungs as I hurry down the winding path. A thin veil of fog drapes over the water, evaporating slowly as the morning sun climbs higher.


And there she is, standing boldly against the backdrop of glittering sea and hazy mountains.


Dove’s silhouette is fragile yet fiercely resilient. The kind of fragile that fools people right before she punches them in the throat.


She’s built like poetry and barbed wire. Delicate enough to catch the light. Sharp enough to leave me bleeding.


But Leo wasn’t exaggerating.


Her hair is no longer blonde. Bright electric blue strands shine vividly in the sunlight, twisted into two messy buns atop her head.


Now that is a choice.


One I wholeheartedly approve.


She notices me, her gaze defiant and challenging. Same unforgettable expression I remember. Except now her face is adorned with metal. Septum, lip, and eyebrow piercings, and numerous studs line her ears.


Yesterday, she was every bit the traditional princess in her white wedding gown.
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