
My Dear Readers,




Welcome to the Hills of Shivers and Shadows.

It’s dark in here.

Some might say it’s heavier and darker (more psychological) than my previous work.

As a fan of fiction horror and tragic villains, I wrote this trilogy with a twisted love for those feral, spine-tingling ingredients, like the ones you might find in a Jack Ketchum novel about cannibals.




Don’t worry. There’s no cannibalism in these hills.

But…




“You can’t grow in your comfort zone.”

- Denver Strakh, Hills of Shivers and Shadows




I aim to make you uncomfortable, conflicted, and morbidly consumed.

That said, I do NOT want to traumatize readers who don’t want to be traumatized.




This story shines a light on sensitive subject matter.

I approached each situation with careful consideration and heartfelt concern, with no intent to romanticize or glorify it.

Even so, it will be too much for some readers.

I care about you and your mental health, so PLEASE heed the following:




Check the spoiler-free CW list on my website.
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Books 1 and 2 end on cliffhangers.

Book 3 is a why-choose HEA.




I love this story.

I love its courage, its pain, its journey, and its fighting spirit.

I hope you love it, too.




Happy Reading!
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She watches from the bedroom window, her haunting green eyes fixed on the rainy gloom. On me.

She can’t see me. Not yet. She thinks she’s alone in her misery. She’s not.

I’ve finally come for her.

It’s time, Frankie.

Time to disappear with me.

She’ll never leave willingly. Of course not. She doesn’t know me. But I’ll rectify that.

Until then, her understanding of the situation will be a struggle. It’ll be an effort to bring her into the right way of thinking. She’ll fight and try to run, again and again, and I’ll take risks to keep her safe, again and again.

She’s worth it.

Without shifting her gaze from the window, she lifts an amber drink to her lips and licks the rim of the glass.

Kentucky bourbon. Always. With a splash of Amarena cherry juice and two cherries. Not the bright red ones. The dark, rich, juicy ones.

I bet her mouth tastes sweet and unique. Like her name.

Frankie.

It’s not short for Frances or Francine. Her parents named her after a grandfather she never met. Just like my parents named me after a city I’ll never visit.

We both lost our parents years ago, and I’m not sad they’re gone. We’re the ones stuck with the ill-fitting names.

But we fit together, and she has me now. That’s all she needs.

The longer I stand in the icy rain, waiting for her to look away from my hiding spot, the more certain I am that I’m making the right decision.

She’s worth every mile I traveled to this wet hole called Sitka, Alaska. She’s worth every second of the ice-cold naked swim I endured to slip undetected onto this private island. She’s worth all the preparations I made to steal her away and bring her home with me.

I’m doing this for you, Frankie.

And for my boys.

Christ, they’re going to love her. But not at first.

She’ll win them over. But not on purpose.

She’s unintentionally flirty. An accident waiting to happen. It’s those eyes. Those flirty, dirty, long-lingering, green eyes that make promises she doesn’t mean to make. She can’t help it.

Just like men can’t help growing hard at the sight of her.

Weak men.

I’m not hard. Then again, I’m not weak. I have discipline and patience, and she needs that. She needs me and my impeccable restraint.

Never mind that I couldn’t get hard right now if I tried. Not while standing stark nude in the freezing rain.

The cold doesn’t bother me. A little sleet is nothing compared to the subzero temperatures at home. I hope she has plenty of warm clothes and thick socks and a good pair of winter boots, and goddammit, why is she so pretty?

Long, wavy red hair shimmers like fire against her fair skin. All-natural. Full pink lips pout with despair. Also natural. And those tiny, upturned tits? Doesn’t get more natural than that.

She didn’t bother with a bra today as if to give her nipples permission to cut through her shirt and the glass window.

My boys will notice them, no matter their small size. She’s small everywhere—her nose, her hands, her breakable bones. The savages won’t know what to do with such a delicate, compact body. But they’ll learn. And they’ll thank me.

At last, she retreats from the window, and I make a break for the wraparound porch, bounding up the stairs in a few long strides.

I tread lightly, my footsteps soundless across the rain-soaked decking. With a waterproof bag of clothes tucked under my arm, I edge past one brightly lit window after another, stopping only when I reach the covered alcove of the rear door.

From the bag, I remove dry jeans, a thermal shirt, rope, and a pair of latex gloves. As I pull everything on, my attention doesn’t stray from the perimeter.

Towering trees canopy every acre of this private island, creating a false sense of isolation, an ambiance that wants so badly to be off the grid and roughing it. But there’s no roughing it here. There’s no barren wilderness. No endless winter. No hunger pangs.

The island runs on city power, for fuck’s sake. The closest hospital—where Frankie works—is only minutes away by boat, and the food isn’t caught or grown here. It’s delivered. By an overpaid servant. Just one of many who are employed by the lord of the manor.

Walking paths crisscross the property, but Frankie doesn’t walk on them. She runs. With full speed, high energy, and maximum endurance, she tears up those trails every day.

Good thing. Where I’m taking her, she’ll need every bit of that grit and stamina to survive.

More paths lead to the infinity pool, helicopter pad, gear shed, boathouse, and two docks made to hold large yachts. The main attraction, a cedar shingle and stone mansion, looks like something out of Alaskan Architectural Digest, if such a thing existed. It doesn’t.

No expense was spared on aesthetics and comfort. It’s the ultimate retreat home built for a billionaire who fishes for sport, not survival. Who decorates with hides from bears that were killed and skinned by someone else. Who pretends to be a man when really he’s just a pretentious little cunt.

I shake the rainwater from my hair and tap a code into the keypad. The back door unlocks, and I wait, listening.

Silence greets me from the main floor.

Upstairs, her footsteps pace.

I step inside.

The security is standard, out of the box. Keypads on doors. Easy-to-guess passcodes. Sensors on windows. Motion detectors on the docks. When visitors arrive by boat, the homeowner is notified. If a door is breached without the proper code, the authorities are notified.

Basic protection.

Arrogant, really.

As if the surrounding ocean somehow serves as an impenetrable moat. As if no one could make the short swim from Sitka through frigid waters and figure out the security key code.

No one but me.

And no one will ever know I was here.

I enter the mudroom and slide my feet into a discarded pair of sheepskin slippers. Size twelve, same as me. But I already knew that.

There are no security cameras on the property. Except the ones I hid inside and around the home during my last unnoticed visit.

All employees are gone for the night.

As for the owner of these slippers? Well, he’s working late at his office in downtown Sitka. I have cameras there, too.

There’s not a soul on this island but me.

And Frankie Novak.

I stroll through the sprawling estate and collect all the cameras I hid here ages ago, storing them in my waterproof bag. There’s a camera in nearly every room, and there are a lot of rooms.

Jesus, just look at this place. Glittering with high-end art and electronics, it’s a technicolor yawn of shiny things that serve no practical purpose.

I mean, why are there swords on the wall? He doesn’t know how to use them. He can’t even bother with a decent security system.

He can’t protect the only irreplaceable thing in this house.

I find her in the primary bedroom.

Her back is to me, her bourbon on the nightstand, the glass full. She poured it earlier, never intending to drink it. Not tonight.

She’s at the window again, her despair demanding she keep vigilance. Watching the dock. Waiting for him. He should’ve been home an hour ago.

She doesn’t know he’s still at the office, his shoes cast aside, tie hanging loose, nursing his own bourbon. Deliberately stalling. He won’t be heading home anytime soon.

I know she’s desperate to resolve the argument they had this morning. But he’s not going to fix this.

He’s never going to see her again.

I unravel the coil of rope in my hand.

She doesn’t hear me. Not the hammer of my heart. Not the whoosh of my blood. Not the tread of my borrowed slippers as I close the distance.

Another step, and another, softly, carefully, until I smell the cherry perfume on her skin. So close. My breath stirs her hair.

Her shoulders hitch, and her entire body goes still.

Now she knows.

Turning slowly, stiffly, she brings her eyes around to mine. They widen, the whites bright with shock. Then they narrow to murderous slits.

Oh, the ferocity. She’s a fighter, this one.

I hope I don’t have to kill her and ruin everything.

“Don’t struggle.” I pull the rope taut between my gloved hands. “This will only hurt a little.”
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Ten hours earlier




A seething, ugly hurt ruptures in my chest. I swallow it, choke on it, and more wet sounds bubble out.

Dammit, I’m not a crier. Never in front of someone. Not even my husband. I’d rather rage and scream and break things. Even now, my hands tremble with violence. But I’m too deeply wounded, my emotions too painfully raw and vulnerable. I can’t stop this shit from turning into tears.

Meanwhile, the love of my life stares at me like he doesn’t recognize me, like he’s seconds from running away and scrubbing our marriage from his memory.

Too fucking bad. He caused this—as only he can—and by God, he’s going to deal with it.

“You’re not leaving, Monty.” I fling the plastic test stick at his chest and watch it clatter to the floor. “You’re going to take the day off work so we can talk about it.”

“Wrong.” He steps to the mirror and cinches the knot on his tie, his tone icy, unbending. “The Mountain View office is understaffed. I’m dealing with labor strikes on the East Coast, auditing deadlines in the U.K., and frankly, I don’t have the energy for…” He directs a finger at my tear-soaked face. “This.”

My black state of mind darkens with each word. I love my husband. Deeply. Devoutly. But sometimes, his coldness makes me question my life choices.

As if falling in love with him had ever been a choice.

“This…” I press a hand to my flat tummy, fingers splayed to cradle the fragile new heartbeat within. “This takes precedence over everything.”

“I don’t know how much clearer I can be. I was clear when we met. I was clear when we married. I was crystal fucking clear this morning when you blindsided me with this news.” He paces past me, crushing the pregnancy test stick beneath his shiny shoe. “No children, Frankie. That’s what I said the very first night we fucked, and you agreed. I haven’t changed my mind, not once, in three years. No goddamn kids. No discussion. No exceptions.” He vanishes within the depths of the closet and emerges seconds later, shrugging on a suit jacket. “I’ll schedule the doctor’s appointment. I’ll hold your hand during the procedure. Then we’ll move forward like it never happened.”

“Abortion?” I scream it, shaking with a fury that sends me storming and spitting after him. “It’s such an ugly word you can’t even say it.”

“Abortion.” He tosses the syllables over his shoulder with a flippant flick of his hand. “Call it what you want. We’re getting rid of it.”

I flinch at his callousness.

“You can’t mean that.” My heart is broken bones and howling wind. “I know you didn’t want this but—”

“Don’t. I don’t want it. This is my number one rule—”

“Oh, fuck you and your precious rules. I dare you to try to take this child from me.”

“We had an agreement!” he roars.

“You think I wanted this? That I deliberately got myself knocked up? Your vasectomy failed. Accept it. Or don’t. Whatever has you running scared like a fucking coward, it doesn’t change my decision. Come hell or high water, I’m keeping this baby, Monty. Do you hear me? If you’re with me, I swear to you, we’ll be fine. God knows we’re not the first couple to face an unplanned pregnancy. Priorities shift. Relationships adapt—”

“And women cheat.”

The accusation hitches my breath.

I won’t deny it. I shouldn’t have to. He’s never met a more loyal, more devoted woman than the one standing before him. If he’s questioning my fidelity now, we’re already doomed.

The longer I glare at him, the harder his features appear, and harder still, until his jaw turns to stone and his blue eyes ice over.

I stand my ground, my mind spiraling toward a harrowing possibility.

If he doesn’t make this right, I’ll have to leave him. No matter how desperately I love him or how irrevocably it would destroy me, I will not stay with a man who rejects his own child.

Slowly, the vitriol fades from his expression. His jaw loosens, and he turns toward the dresser with a sigh.

“You’re not a cheater.” He rakes a hand through his thick black hair, his voice softening as his eyes find mine in the mirror. “I was wrong to imply it.”

One argument averted.

I incline my head, reminding myself he’s not reacting this way to be mean. It’s self-preservation.

He’s been in this position before. More times than I care to think about.

It comes with the territory—being filthy rich and disarmingly good-looking. He’s the most coveted man in Alaska, even after I took him off the market.

Women want him. Men want to be him. And no one—I mean no one—indulges himself as excessively as Monty.

In other words, my husband loves to fuck.

When I caught his eye three years ago, he was the epitome of a billionaire playboy cliché with his chiseled physique and panty-melting smile, man-whoring his way through every bed in the 49th state.

Gross.

That was the exact response I gave him when he asked me out the first time. And again and again the next ten times.

My repulsion only made him pursue me harder.

Evidently, I’m the only woman in Sitka who hasn’t chased him, fucked him on a first date, and tried to entrap him with pregnancy or some other deception.

He pursued me, not the other way around. And holy fuck, did he pursue me. He waged a year-long war against my willpower until he owned every last piece of my body and soul. But he’s so damn jaded about everyone’s intentions he forgets that sometimes.

He forgets that the only thing I want from him is love.

Honest, faithful love.

“I’m not other women.” I rest my hands on my hips. “I don’t give a fuck about the size of your cock or your bank account or your goddamn private island.”

I fling my arms out, indicating the stunning views of neighboring Alaskan islands beyond the windows.

Of course, we live on the most expensive island, and sure, it’s undeniably majestic and peaceful. A luxurious seascape paradise surrounded by mountains and money. But I would happily live in squalor to be with him. Hell, I voluntarily signed a prenup when we married. What more can I do to earn his trust?

“You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met.” He shifts to face me, his gaze challenging. “I don’t understand it. I don’t always trust it. But I’m addicted to it. That’s why I married you.”

“You married me because I’m the only fucking person who stands up to you.” I fold my arms across my chest. “Apologize.”

“That sassy goddamn mouth…” He grabs my wrists and tugs me close, his gaze dropping to my lips, burning. “You think you’re so tough. Like you can control me.”

“I am. I do.”

“Makes your submission that much sweeter.” He spins me toward the bed.

My chest hits the mattress, and he follows me down, pinning me with his weight.

“I’m sorry.” His breath caresses my ear.

“For?”

“Being a dick.”

“Thank you. Now get off me so we can finish—”

He tightens his hold, his muscles contracting as he grinds his arousal against my ass.

“No.” My temper heats, and I stab an elbow at his ribs. “We’re not doing this.”

“Shut up.” He sinks his teeth into my neck, making me stiffen. Then his tongue caresses the hurt. “You make me so fucking hard.”

The proof presses against my backside, swelling, lengthening. Typical Monty tactics right here. With his hand snaking between my legs and his breath hot on my throat, he intends to fuck me into compliance, until my brain liquefies, and my heart stops, and I forget all about the pregnancy he wants to terminate.

“Open your fucking legs,” he growls.

“No.” More growl. Or at least I try to sound mean as I buck uselessly beneath him. “Stop!”

“Keep fighting me, and I’ll fuck your ass without lube.”

Not a hollow threat. It’s his favorite punishment.

Any other day, I might’ve surrendered to his filthy games, eager for the pleasure he wrings from the pain. But not today. Not with my heart in shambles and our argument hanging in the balance.

I’m at a disadvantage wearing only a camisole and undies as he wrestles the latter down my legs. With a few hard kicks and grunts, I twist to my back and meet him stare for stare.

“No.” My tone, sharp and forceful, leaves no room for misunderstanding. “Look at me, Monty. I’m not playing. This is me saying, get the fuck off.”

He goes still. “You fucking serious?”

“Deadly.”

He knows better than to push me on this. With an angry shove off the bed to match the angry bruise to his ego, he adjusts his pants and strides toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m late.” He grabs his wallet and phone from the dresser on the way out.

He wasn’t late three seconds ago when his dick was jabbing my ass.

“So help me…” Lurching to my feet, I yank up my underwear. “If you walk out that door…”

“You’ll what?” He pauses on the threshold, his voice chillingly quiet. “What will you do, Frankie?”

I’ll leave. I’ll pack up my shit and be gone before he returns. I’ll start over. Without him.

Rather than voicing that truth, I harden my glare. If he’s going to do the right thing, it won’t be because I issued an ultimatum.

But since he’s a man, he stands there all arrogant and precious in his fitted suit and interprets my silence as capitulation.

“That’s what I thought.” He steps into the hall. “I have a dinner meeting after work.”

“Monty—”

“I’ll be late. Don’t wait up.” He vanishes around the corner.

Panic rushes in, constricting my throat.

He’s leaving. He’s actually fucking going, as if he didn’t just tell his wife to abort his baby.

It feels like the ultimate betrayal.

Am I overreacting? Maybe with a full day separating us, he’ll come home with an open mind and be willing to discuss the idea of fatherhood. Maybe we can have a productive conversation after we’ve both had time to think.

But I can’t. I can’t just sit here and wait around for his almighty decision. I’m too livid, too distraught to give him another chance.

Doesn’t stop me from straining to hear his footsteps, willing him to turn back.

Please, Monty. Please, don’t go.

His retreating tread fades beyond my hearing. Then the front door shuts, ending us like a knife in the heart.
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That’s it then. It’s over. I have to leave.

The horror of that reality hits so heavily, so completely, my lungs collapse with a keening howl. My knees buckle, and I sink to the floor, swallowed by the anguish cracking open inside me.

Goddammit, I love Monty with everything I—

No. That can’t factor in. I can’t let it. I have no choice but to pack and leave the island before he returns. Because one thing is certain. He’ll never let me go.

My throat thickens. It won’t be easy—starting over, pregnant and heartbroken, running from a man who has more money and resources than God. My outlook is fucking grim.

And just like that, I fall apart beneath the gravity of it. Unable to breathe, I curl up on the floor, shaking down to the wreckage of my soul. Tears flow without restriction as I release all that bellows inside—the helplessness, the fear, the inconsolable agony of my heart crashing into rubble.

I don’t recognize the sounds coming from my throat. I can’t hear past the violent wails. I can’t feel anything beyond inconsolable pain.

Shit. Fuck. What the hell am I going to do?

I’m going to pull my shit together, that’s what. I’ll call the hospital and quit my job. As a trauma nurse, I can work anywhere.

Anywhere Monty can’t find me.

I’ll leave Sitka. Hell, I’ll leave Alaska if I must. I always wanted to move away from my hometown, and I have some money saved. I can do this. The baby and I will be fine. We’ll survive.

If only I could stop crying.

Shutting my burning eyes, I mentally catalog the essentials I need to pack. I’ll need some basic clothes, my hospital scrubs, hygiene products from the bathroom, identification and documents to travel…

The more I think about it, the more real it becomes, and the harder I cry.

Dammit, I’m stronger than this. Yeah, it hurts. It fucking hurts like hell, but I’m stronger than the pain.

Get up.

I push to my feet and lean against the window, staring out into the rain. On clearer days, I can see the docks from here. But I don’t need the visibility to picture him climbing aboard his luxury yacht, reclining on the leather couch, and enjoying the comfort of being chauffeur-driven to his office in downtown Sitka.

No doubt he’s completely unfazed by how he left things with me. He’s nothing if not a man in control of his universe.

He has offices all over the map and a range of high-quality vehicles to fit every need—boats, cars, helicopters, private jets, and seaplanes—with a crew of professional chauffeurs at his disposal twenty-four seven.

I’ll never understand why he employs so many people to transport him. He knows how to pilot every aircraft in his fleet, operate all his boats, and drive his own cars. I guess when a man has more money than sense, he has no problem paying others to do everything for him.

And yet, he can’t take off one fucking day from work to save his marriage.

I don’t know how long I stand there, trying to quiet my tears, but at some point, I sense I’m not alone.

Movement behind me disturbs my hair. A whisper of air. It tickles my neck and sends a shiver through me. My breath catches, and I whirl around.

My gaze sinks into stark blue eyes, and I stumble back.

“Please, stop crying.” Monty pulls me close and lifts me in his arms. “The sight of your tears is killing me.”

My chest squeezes. “What are you—?”

“There are few things more unbearable in life than seeing you sad.” With his mouth pressed to my forehead, he carries me into the bathroom and sets me on the counter. “I can’t stand it.”

Trembling and numb, I say nothing as he runs a washcloth under warm water and brings it to my cheek. Gently, he washes away my tears and kisses each spot he cleans. Wiping, kissing, he soothes every inch of my face and neck.

This right here. This soft, tender side of the notoriously apathetic and untouchable Monty Novak was how he wore me down that first year. It was how he convinced me to look past his womanizing ways and agree to that first date. It was how he seduced me into his bed and one year later, claimed me as his wife.

It was how he won my heart.

My eyes drift shut as he draws me closer and tucks my face against his strong neck. He’s my shelter, my protection against the cold, even when he causes the chill in my bones. With his arms locked around me and his hand stroking my back, I let myself hope.

He’s here.

He never left.

It’s a start.

Now he just needs to say the right things, beg for forgiveness, and convince me that he’ll be the father our child deserves.

I’m expecting a lot here, and the whole thing is so fucked that my tears start falling again.

“How do I fix this?” He cups my face, using his thumbs to dry my cheeks.

“You know how.”

“Frankie, if you have this baby, it will…” He lowers a hand, trailing a knuckle down my abdomen. “It’ll rob me of your body, your time, and your love. I won’t…” He pulls in a tight breath and exhales vehemently. “I don’t share, dammit. I refuse to share you with anyone, not even a child.”

“Your child.”

“I’m a selfish prick.”

My teeth clack together.

“Think about it.” He clutches my hips, squeezing roughly. “Do you really want this insanely perfect body to stretch and swell?”

“Are you seriously that shallow?”

He arches a dark brow as if to say, Absolutely. “And after the little fucker destroys your body, it’ll spend the rest of your life demanding every ounce of your love. What would be left for me?”

“I’ll love you both equally, Monty.”

“Not acceptable. I don’t share, remember?”

“Unbelievable. It’s like I’m talking to a child.” I push away, only to be yanked back by strong arms.

“What about your time?” He slides a hand between my legs, cupping me through my undies. “Diapers and vomit and feedings…I know you, Frankie. You’ll put all your time and attention into taking care of the snot-nosed cockblocker. What will become of our sex life?”

“It’ll be an adjustment at first.” I shove at his wrist, not in the mood to be fondled. “I can tell you that insulting our baby doesn’t help your argument. But go ahead and dig yourself into a deeper hole.”

With an irritating smirk, he digs his fingers into my hole.

“You have the sexiest goddamn cunt I’ve ever laid eyes on.” He yanks the crotch of my underwear to the side, exposing me to his greedy touch. “I need access to this at all times.”

There’s so much alpha in his voice. So much possession. He’s a straight-up jealous asshole, representing everything I despise. But fuck if I don’t love him like this—all aggressive and cocky. The man turns me on like no other.

That’s why he gets laid every day. Often multiple times a day. But I won’t give in to it now. Nope, not this time.

“You have more access than you deserve.” I squeeze my legs closed, hindering the movements of his hand.

“It’s not enough.” He pries my thighs apart. “Quit your job.”

“What?” My ears ring. “Have you lost your mind? We’ve talked about this.”

He wants a kept woman, and I refuse. I love being a nurse. I love my financial independence. Not only that, I’d go crazy being cooped up on this island by myself while he goes off to work every day. No, thank you.

“You can’t keep this baby and your job.” His gaze drills into mine as his fingers drill into my body.

“The fuck I can’t.” With heated breaths, I clutch his sinewy forearm, fighting, trying to escape his irresistible assault. “Stop.”

“Choose.” He lowers to his haunches and kisses along my inner thighs. “The baby or the job.”

“No! Fuck you.” I squirm and kick as his lips close around my center. “Go to hell, Monty. I don’t want…ahhhh!”

His mouth and fingers voraciously work my pussy, thawing my resistance into a squelching puddle of heat. My legs quake against his ears, and my hands twist in his gorgeous black hair.

My brain becomes a snarling, feral thing, trying to overpower the desire flooding the rest of me. But I can’t fight this. I can’t deny myself this pleasure, knowing it may be the last time I ever feel his sinful lips on me.

When I come, it’s such a violent release of emotion that I’m sobbing by the end of it. Maybe it’s pregnancy hormones. Maybe it’s shame. Or maybe it’s the foreboding that’s lodged deep in my gut.

The instant he spots my fresh tears, he’s in my face, his mouth ravishing my lips. I taste myself on his tongue and feel the tension in his jaw. I don’t know whether to push him away or pull him closer.

“Don’t cry.” He kisses me harder, angrier. “I’m sorry, Frankie. Fuck. I’m so sorry.” He grips my neck and meets my eyes. “We’ll figure this out. Nothing’s decided.”

“You said some unforgivable shit.”

“I know, and we’ll talk about it. We’ll work through this. Just…please, stop crying.”

I breathe deeply, straightening my undies. Then I meet his hypnotic eyes. “Cancel your dinner meeting.”

“Done.”

“Stay home today.”

The muscles in his face tighten, and his hands fist on the counter on either side of me.

He’s so unfairly, unreasonably handsome. With his chiseled, expressive, masculine facial features, deep chest, and strong, muscular ass, he’s always reminded me of a stallion. Lord knows he’s built like one as if bred for nothing more than mating, competition, and hard physical work.

At forty-nine, he’s twenty years older than me yet somehow looks my age. Except right now, he seems older than he ever has before.

The stress of running a multi-billion-dollar global enterprise weighs heavily on his shoulders. Fine lines bracket the corners of his tense mouth, and new streaks of silver peek through the black hair at his temples.

As his eyes close and his athletic frame grows more rigid, my chest squeezes. I hate seeing him under such pressure. He has too much going on at work, and I’m not helping. If I push, maybe I can convince him to stay home. But it’ll only overtax him and make him even more cranky.

That’s the last thing I want. So I compromise.

“Fine.” I slip off the counter and duck past him. “Be home by six.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” He follows me out of the bathroom.

“If you care about this marriage—”

“I care about you.”

“Prove it.” I move to the window, taking in the steady downpour.

It rains 243 days per year here. Raining, snowing, there’s usually something spitting from the sky. I’m used to it, but sometimes, the boggy gloom makes the whole world feel heavier.

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” He crowds in against my back and bands his arms around my waist. His mouth strokes my neck, lightly kissing, taunting me with shivers. “We’ll get through this.”

Will we? Sounds like he’s trying to convince himself more than me. I don’t glance back or give him any reaction.

“I can’t live without you, Frankie,” he rasps against my bare shoulder. “You’re my soul mate. Christ, I love you so much it scares me.”

He lingers, gliding his lips along my skin, seemingly reluctant to leave. When he finally pulls away, he doesn’t speak or slow his gait on the way out.

Coldness sweeps in, prickling my back. I want more than anything to feel his heat enveloping me again.

As his footsteps retreat down the hall, I mumble, “Love you, too.”

I do. I love him madly. That much is real.

But I don’t believe in the notion of soul mates. If such a thing exists, I haven’t found it. I hate the thought of that. Because if soul mates are real, that means mine is out there somewhere, undiscovered, fucking someone else, loving someone else, and living another life without me.

I can’t bear it.

When the front door shuts this time, it doesn’t feel like a knife. But my heart clenches all the same.

Monty said some of the right things. He apologized. But he didn’t grovel. More importantly, he didn’t convince me he would be a good father.

He didn’t agree to be a father at all.

I’ll wait for him to return, and we’ll have that conversation.

Until then, I’ll hope for the best and prepare myself for the worst.
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Monty may be the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

God knows I’ve dated enough men to make that determination. No one can compete with his potent cocktail of confidence, intelligence, and irresistible good looks. More than that, I’ve never been loved the way my husband loves me.

But Jesus Christ, he’s stubborn. What if he doesn’t pull his head out of his ass? Can I actually walk away from him? Am I brave enough?

I don’t know.

I clench my jaw.

Yes. For this baby, I’ll be brave and strong and whatever else I have to be.

Over the course of the day, I try to remain positive. Everything will be okay bangs in my head as my sneakers pound the trails around the island. I wish it weren’t my day off. I’d rather be at work, channeling this erratic energy into saving lives.

My breaths punch the frosty air in clouds of white vapor. Water drizzles into my eyes. Puddles explode beneath my feet. I love to run, but not in the rain. Every droplet pierces my skin like needles of ice.

It’s either this or wait inside, pacing, and making myself sick.

As I jog past the docks, my gaze clings to the small cabin cruiser tethered there. The old boat is one of the few things I brought with me to this island. Monty wants to replace it with something more luxurious, but I won’t allow that. It took me seven years to pay it off before I met him. It transports me to work every day, and if I end up leaving this island tonight, it’ll get me to the closest airport.

It’s already packed, fueled, and ready to go. After Monty left for work this morning, I loaded it with luggage filled with my clothes, passport, birth certificate, and other important documents.

I’ll give Monty a second chance to unfuck our fucked-up fight. If he fails, I’ll sneak out, make a beeline to my cruiser, and leave before he can stop me.

I can do this.

After a ten-mile run, I shower and pull on a soft shirt and jeans.

The sun sets late this time of year. Dinnertime arrives hours earlier. I pick at a bowl of Dandan noodles, the spicy dish prepared in advance by the personal chef. I’m sure it’s delicious, but I don’t taste it.

My nerves hang on tenterhooks, my future—our baby’s future—teetering on whatever happens next.

I pour a glass of bourbon with two cherries. Not that I can drink it. Instead, I bring it to my nose, letting the warm, oaky aroma calm me.

A few minutes before six, I settle in at the bedroom window and wait.

In the distance, the docks sit in a raincloud. When Monty’s yacht arrives, I won’t see it. Still, I can’t pull my gaze away.

I lick the rim of the bourbon, savoring the sweet trace of liquor.

Seconds become years.

Another lick, and I set down the glass. Fingers tapping. Knees bouncing. Every minute is an eon.

I cast a wary glance at the clock.

Monty’s late.

Five minutes pulse into ten, thirty, forty…

At seven o’clock, tension grips my neck, my mood twisted and sour. Overwrought. Beyond livid. He was supposed to be home an hour ago.

I refuse to call him. I don’t want excuses. Or worse, I don’t want to hear the truth.

He’s not interested in fixing this.

Isn’t that why I hauled my shit to the boat this morning? Deep down, I fucking knew it would come to this. I knew all damn day how this would end, and still, even now, I can’t move from the window.

I don’t know how to go forward. I don’t know how to step out of this room, leave the only town I’ve ever called home, and walk away from the man I love.

Not without breaking.

Fuck, this isn’t just going to break me. It’s going to kill a huge, vital piece of me.

I hate him for that. I blame him for stealing our happy future. Resentment and rancor simmer beneath the confines of my skin, rising, boiling, setting my face on fire.

That’s okay. I can be mad. This isn’t the end of the road. I can break. People bounce back all the time. When I feel sad, I can be sad. If I lose my way, I’ll find it again. I won’t be alone.

I rest a hand against my stomach. Someone else depends on me now.

Why can’t Monty see how much we need him? Why isn’t he here, putting his heart and soul into the only family he has?

Well, he made his decision.

Time to go.

With a fractured exhale, I steal a final, longing look in the direction of the docks.

Then I feel him.

Like a dark shadow draping my back, he materializes without sound. Rain streaks the glass before me, blurring his reflection in the window. I spin toward him, my heart skipping, expectant, and—

Standing a breath away, close enough to kiss, I stare into the gray eyes of a man who isn’t my husband.

A thunderbolt of shock staggers me, sticking my feet to the floor. It takes seconds to shake off my confusion before everything sharpens into rage.

Monty isn’t here after all, and now, I have to deal with some motherfucker rudely sneaking into my bedroom to…do what exactly?

My mind tumbles, trying to piece together an explanation for the stranger’s presence. Wet hair, unreadable expression, handsome face—familiar, but I can’t place it—honed physique, latex gloves, rope in his hands, and…Are those Monty’s slippers?

Not good. Not good. Not good.

“Don’t struggle.” He lifts the rope, angling it toward my neck. “This will only hurt a little.”

Oh, hell no.

I pivot toward the bed where I left my phone. Yelling won’t help. I’m alone on the island. But I scream anyway, flinging myself at the mattress, arms outstretched, scrabbling for the phone.

My body doesn’t land.

A brawny arm catches me around the waist, hauling me backward, immobilizing me.

“Don’t make this hard on yourself.” He sighs at my ear, confining me in a shackle of limbs with my back against his chest. “I’ve wrestled some nasty bears in my life. You’re a newborn lamb in comparison.”

He shoves a forearm in front of my face, revealing a jagged silver scar that runs from his gloved hand to his bicep. From bear teeth? Claws? I don’t fucking care.

“Let me go!” Breathless, I thrash against his unflinchingly hard body. “You tripped a silent alarm when you entered the house. The police will be here any second.”

“I’m not an idiot, Frankie Novak.” Restraining me tightly with one arm, he brings the other up and winds the rope around my neck. “No one is coming for you.”

He knows my name. That means he knows I’m married to the richest man in Alaska.

As if the island doesn’t give it away.

Is that why he’s here?

“You want money.” My eyes water as I gouge my fingernails into his wrists, a useless attempt to ward off his restraints. “Take whatever you want. It’s yours.”

“Don’t fight,” he says softly, wrapping the rope from my neck to my hands.

How is he binding me so quickly? He cinches knots faster than I can twist out of them.

Fucking hell, is he hogtying me?

“What do you want?” The harder I yank on the rope, the tighter the noose shrinks around my throat. Oh God, it’s too much. Losing air. My vision blurs, and panic arrives in full force. “Get this off me. Get it off!”

Years of running awarded me strong legs, but he seems to recognize that. As I dig in my feet to spring away, he sweeps my legs out from under me.

Despite his aggression, he isn’t needlessly rough. In a blink, I’m on the floor, but rather than kicking me down, he lowers me slowly, preventing a hard fall.

I’m holding back, too. I can’t help it. The fragile life in my womb won’t survive a well-placed strike. Through every movement, I instinctively protect my core, and it costs me.

Pinned beneath heavy muscle, I’m done for. With the skill of a man who can likely overpower a feral animal with his eyes closed, he neutralizes me without breaking a sweat.

The restrictive binding locks my wrists together, fastens my hands to the rope at my neck and feet, and wrenches my body into a fetal position.

I lie on my side, lungs panting and chest on fire. Now that he has me where he wants me—out of breath, bone-tired, and tied like a pig on a spit—he softly pets my sweaty hair.

A shudder rips through me. “Don’t touch me.”

“I can make this so much worse for you.” Fisting a hunk of curls, he gives a warning yank and lets go.

“How did you get in?”

He rattles off the code for the security system.

My brows squeeze together, my pulse racing. “How—?”

“You’re asking the wrong questions.”

“Why are you here? What do you want?”

His gaze traces the bent curve of my body and pauses in the vicinity of my groin.

Oh God, oh God, this can’t be happening.

Sexual assault had crossed my mind, if only for a moment. But seeing his confirmation hurtles me into a fit of hysterics.

A guttural sound cleaves from my throat as I go wild, jerking and rolling to distance us. He watches me struggle, showing no emotion or concern about my effort to escape.

He’s going to rape me. If I don’t free myself, he will hurt me in ways I never imagined.

“Don’t do this,” I scream, yanking so hard that my shoulders throb as if tearing from the sockets.

Strolling to the dresser, he removes a pair of my leggings. Back at my side, he wraps the material around my mouth and head, tying it tightly. Gagging me.

My heart thumps against my rib cage at a frenzied pace as I glare up at him. He stares back, disturbingly composed, his entire demeanor at ease.

Then he winks.

Friendly. Flirtatious. Creepy as fuck, given the circumstances. Even more unsettling, I’m certain I’ve seen him before. But where?

With nothing to do but stare, I force myself to really look at him. The crinkles etching his eyes, the tousled blond hair that wisps around his ears and collar, the chiseled lips that form a distinguished smirk, the pointed goatee with trimmed sides and hints of gray…

Holy fuck, I see it now. He’s a goddamn spitting image of Brad Pitt in his late forties, only more ruggedly handsome and better built. All he needs is the newsboy cap to complete the look.

That’s why he’s so eerily familiar.

I gulp as the doppelgänger prowls through my bedroom like he’s above it all, as if everything he touches will turn to gold. Even his gait embodies the unnerving, cavalier attitude of America’s heartthrob.

Gifted with an attractive face and body, he owns the retro vibe that goes perfectly with his shoulder-length, pushed-back golden hair. But there’s a sharp edge to his classic Hollywood looks, a dangerous undertone that sends shivers along my scalp.

Straining my neck, I track his path into the closet. Rustling noises sound from within. Drawers open and close. The screech of hangers drags back and forth.

What is he doing?

What the hell am I going to do?

My phone sits miles away on the bed. There’s nothing within reach to use as a weapon. Not that I can grip anything with my hands tied to my ankles.

Monty could arrive any minute. How would that confrontation play out? He could get hurt, maybe even die. But I have to trust him to outmaneuver his opponent. Monty never loses.

If I bide my time and delay the intruder’s plans for me, I might escape this unscathed.

A heavy goose-down coat sails out of the closet and lands near my head. A pair of insulated extreme-weather boots follows.

Both were presents from Monty two Christmases ago. They’ve never been worn because I hate snow and cold and everything outside during Alaskan winters.

Sweat trickles down my temple.

There’s only one reason this man would be interested in my outerwear. The coldest season is months away. If he intends to keep me alive until then or take me farther north…

Panic sunders my chest.

If he forces me off this island, I’m dead. Never to be seen again. Just another sad statistic for homicide detectives.

“You made things easy for me.” He stalks out of the closet, kicking the coat and boots closer. “You already packed everything a woman needs when she leaves her husband. You even carried it all to the boat. Thank you for that.”

A pit hollows out my stomach.

He knows.

He knows I prepared to run away. If he takes me on my boat, it’ll look like I left willingly. By myself. There will be no suspicion of foul play. No investigation. No search parties.

If I had any uncertainty about this before, it’s gone now.

This isn’t a ransom situation.

“Fuuuck you!” Panic claws my chest as I scream behind the gag, spitting and snarling garbled threats.

Monty’s coming. He won’t let you take me!

He crouches beside me, his lips slightly parted in a resting smile as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

“Your husband isn’t coming.” He clutches my left hand and forces my fingers open. “He’s still at the office.”

With the help of my sweat, he slides off my wedding rings.

My muffled shouts of protest ricochet through the room, searing my throat.

“Don’t believe me?” He steps away to deposit the jewelry beside my phone on the bed. “I know this is difficult to process, but I’m doing you a favor.”

I need to make it obvious that a struggle happened. A broken chair, a hole in the wall, blood on the floor…Desperation courses through me as I swing out my legs, rolling toward the nearby dresser, aiming to kick it until everything on the surface falls and breaks.

He stops me before my bare feet make contact.

“Look.” He straddles my hips and holds his phone before my face.

A video plays on the screen, some sort of camera feed that shows Monty sitting in his office, sipping from a glass tumbler, staring off in the distance.

My stomach buckles.

“See the time stamp?” He points at the running clock at the bottom. “Live stream.”

Damn you, Monty. Damn you to hell.

Whoever this bastard is, he planned this. Prepared for it. He’s been watching us.

And Monty isn’t coming.

I’m on my own.

With a soft smile, he pockets the phone and steps toward the bed. Climbing onto the mattress, he rises to his full height and reaches for the fire detector in the ceiling.

What the—?

Realization pummels me as he removes an inconspicuous device from the plastic housing. I know it’s a camera before he holds it up, waving it at me.

How long? I demand with fuming eyes. How long have you been watching me? In my bedroom? While I sleep? While I fuck my husband?

“I know everything about you, Frankie Novak.” He hops off the bed and drops the camera into a bag by the door. A bag filled with other cameras. “I’ve watched you long enough to know your husband doesn’t deserve you.”

Does the device have audio? Has he been listening, too? Does he know I’m carrying Monty’s baby?

My thoughts run rabid as I imagine all the ways he’s violated my privacy. If the camera was aimed at the bed, the pregnancy test might have been out of view this morning when Monty crushed it beneath his shoe. I cleaned up the broken pieces.

There was no audio on the video of Monty’s office. Maybe this man doesn’t know why I planned to leave.

I don’t want him to know. It probably doesn’t matter either way, but keeping my pregnancy a secret feels safer. It’s one less thing for him to threaten or use against me.

Without loosening the restraints or freeing my arms, he wraps the heavy coat around my body and fastens the zipper partway. Since it’s not cold enough outside for this, I can only assume this is an extra layer of bindings.

Then, as if I weigh nothing, he scoops me up and gives the bedroom a once-over.

Nothing is out of place. Not a single thing tipped over. No evidence of struggle or signs of an intruder. My untouched bourbon sits on the nightstand. My phone and wedding rings mock me from the bed. Carefully packed bags wait in my boat. All made to look like a runaway, not a kidnapping.

And the intruder wears latex gloves.

If he hadn’t shown up, I would’ve left everything exactly this way. I would’ve left the phone and jewelry. No note or explanation.

When Monty sits here alone tonight, he’ll come to that conclusion. He knows me better than anyone, and he’ll believe I ran with every intention not to be found.

Will he look for me anyway? How hard and long will he hunt?

Or will he see it as an opportunity to wash his hands of an unwanted pregnancy?

I honestly don’t know.

Efficient and unhurried, my abductor carries me out of the bedroom, grabbing my boots and the bag by the door.

Dread cramps my insides so viciously I labor to breathe.

This is it.

Only two options left.

I escape.

Or I die.
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I’m flying high, riding the wave of a job well-done as I bring my brilliant plan to fruition.

It’s all too easy with Frankie wiggling sluggishly in my hold. She’s exhausted. Probably shell-shocked.

Until I carry her out of the bedroom.

Her breathing detonates. She thrashes and kicks, and here we go again.

I tighten my grip on her, this tiny bundle of flexing muscle and mounting hysteria. She squirms and hisses like an injured wolverine. Such a rabid little thing, damn near the size of a child with the attitude of an arctic storm.

Down the stairs and through the mudroom, I tread, plucking her boat key from a hook by the door. As I slip it into my pocket and shoulder my way out the rear exit, she continues to flail in uncontrollable fits of seething desperation and adorable grit.

She thinks she can overpower me. So hellbent on changing the outcome I’ve carefully laid out for her. It’s endearing, really. I much prefer tenacity to sobbing fear.

I need her strong. Resilient. A companion in hardiness and determination. It’s the only way she’ll last.

The tendons in her neck strain, her eyes wildly darting over the wet landscape as I amble toward the docks. Raindrops cling to her lashes. Puffs of steam rise from her gag. Every sinew in her body vibrates with her muffled screams, demanding answers.

She doesn’t need her voice. I hear her questions loud and clear.

“I swam here.” My stolen slippers squelch along the paved path, the downpour washing away any evidence of my visit. “We’re leaving on your boat.”

She snarls, enraged by that news. If her hands were free, I imagine she would punch me in the throat. Or try. She’ll learn in the coming days why keeping me alive and unharmed is vital to her health.

I already grabbed all my cameras from their hidden spots outside and disabled the motion detectors on the dock. Checking my watch, I’m right on schedule.

“We both know you didn’t intend to alert your husband you were leaving him.” I pull her closer to my chest, constricting her relentless struggle to escape. “I turned off the motion detectors for you. He won’t know you’re taking your boat out. No risk in him rushing home to stop you. I’m just following your plan.”

If looks could kill, I’d be reduced to ashes. Christ, she’s glorious, her eyes alight with fire, her nostrils pulsing with murderous wrath.

A trickle of blood escapes the gag. Did she chew a hole in her tongue? Or her cheek?

I can’t help myself. Already leaning in, I lick the crimson drip from her chin before the rain steals it away.

That sets her off again.

She explodes into a convulsion of whirling elbows and heaving gasps, her entire body bucking frantically, making it impossible to maintain a steady grip.

My feet hit the dock, and with my attention on restricting her movements, I lose my balance. I don’t know if it’s a protruding nail or a loose board, but my toe catches on something, sending us both into a precarious teeter.

She takes advantage, throwing her weight into the stumble and out of my arms.

Straight into the frigid sea below.

Well, shit. She’s done it now.

Her head sinks under and pops back up, bobbing as her screams bubble through the gag.

“What’s the plan, Frankie?” I scratch my cheek, watching her flounder in the shivery dark water. “What are you going to do?”

The puffy coat billows around her, bogging her down rather than keeping her upright. She splashes with her whole body, trying to keep her face up, but the rope cinching her arms and legs prevents swimming.

Seconds trip by. Her cries grow wetter, louder, more urgent. After another valiant effort to stay afloat, she sinks below the black surface in a fizz of defeat.

That’s on her.

I’m not angry. I knew she would put up a fight, and now, it’s my responsibility to save her.

She’s lucky to have me.

I leave everything on the dock—boots, bag, boat key, everything I’m wearing—and dive in.

The jarring cold penetrates my naked skin and seizes my joints. Powering through the discomfort, I angle deeper, faster, and capture her quickly.

Fatigue and the looming threat of hypothermia already slow her down, messing with her coordination. When we finally reach the surface, ingested seawater sends her into a fit of coughing and choking. I remove the gag to clear her airway.

She hacks harder, clearing her lungs.

Good girl. There you go. I pound the heel of my hand against her back, speeding this along.

By the time I haul her onto the shore and back to the dock, she’s lolling listlessly in my arms.

On the boat, I don’t waste time removing her restraints and stripping her out of wet clothes. Her eyes roll into the back of her head, but she’s still conscious, still fighting me with feeble slaps and kicks.

In the gloom of the cruiser’s cabin, I fumble around until I locate dry blankets. Once she’s swaddled, gagged, and secured with the rope, I head back to the dock to collect everything I left behind.

I may be accustomed to extreme drops in temperature, but I’m still human. Violent trembling sets in as I make the short trip there and back, untying the boat’s tethers along the way.

Moments later, I’m dressed and steering my cargo into the open sea.

Eyes sharp. Thoughts clear. Instincts on high alert. The next several days will follow a meticulously formulated plan.

Beyond the reach and notice of boat traffic, I eventually pull up beside an unmanned yacht. Anchored in the Sitka Sound, my vessel awaits precisely where I left her earlier today.

Killing the engine on Frankie’s cruiser, I wait. Listen. My senses reach out, scanning the surrounding sea.

No boats. No lights. No buzzing drones or seaplanes. No signs of human life.

We’re alone.

On the floor behind me, she breathes rapidly, her chin still chattering as she twists in the blankets and gnaws on the gag.

“I’d tell you the worst part is over.” I crouch beside her and brush soggy red strands of hair off her forehead. “But that would be a lie.”

She jerks her face from my touch, growling.

Without time to delay, I let her saltiness slide and move into action. Transferring gear from her boat to mine, I take everything she packed and the few things I brought. That done, I tighten her restraints and relocate her to my yacht.

A large crate the size of a coffin waits in the cabin. Her eyes, huge and panicked, don’t spot it at first. Too busy wasting her energy fighting me, she thrashes and kicks until I jab a hypodermic syringe in her thigh.

She feels the sting and releases a muffled roar. I wait, expecting her to hyperventilate or do something equally useless, but she surprises me.

Shaking off her horror and helplessness, she goes inhumanely still and glares at me with venom.

Pleasure courses through my groin.

“You’re quite something, Frankie.” I set her in the crate and stroke her clenched jaw. “I hate to leave you, but I won’t be long. You’re going to take a little nap, and this will all be over soon.”

I have an hour. Maybe two. Hell, she might never wake up. I didn’t have time to test the dosage.

The drug is tricky to obtain. I don’t have allies in the civilized world, so I resort to theft, breaking into clinics and taking what I need.

As I slide the lid over the crate, she holds me steady in her gaze. In that moment, I can’t move, her eyes so green, so hot with resentment. Then a fog settles over her features, softening her glare, loosening her lips around the gag, and at last, her eyelids drift shut.

Consciousness abandons her.

“Sweet dreams.” I nail the crate closed, cover it with clothes and smaller crates, and lock the door to the cabin.

Now I have to deal with her boat.

With the interior lights off on the yacht, it’ll appear to passersby that the occupants have anchored to sleep for the night. A nosy boater could still stop and investigate. Frankie could wake and make enough noise to call attention. I could get delayed or detained in any number of ways.

All of this amps my heart rate as I pull on my gloves and dry suit, board her cruiser, and drive it to Sitka.

Thirty minutes later, I dock in one of the many slips her husband owns, where there’s little light, no cameras, and no eyewitnesses. I leave the boat key. Won’t be needing that again. Then I slip into the water and swim back to my sleeping beauty.

As far as long-distance swimming goes, this trek calls on more endurance than any task I’ve undertaken in recent memory. Every muscle in my body burns, protesting each stroke and quaking exhalation. The surrounding danger amplifies my fatigue, my neck in knots and senses on edge, focused more on being hit by a passing boat than a confrontation with a shark.

When I’m certain I won’t make it another mile and convinced I’ve taken a wrong turn, I check my watch to consult the compass. And that’s when I see it. The glorious shadow of my yacht bobbing on the dark horizon.

Thank fuck.

I buckle down and muster up every ounce of strength I have left to make the final stretch.

An hour later, I haul my weary bones onto the deck, collapse onto my back, and release a water-logged, belly-deep laugh full of exhaustion and excitement.

Now the real journey begins.
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On the fourth day at sea, I navigate the yacht beneath clear skies and the glowing light of dawn. With the port of Whittier emerging on the horizon, I’m right on schedule.

Downright giddy with anticipation, I rock on my toes, ready to be back on land.

Don’t get me wrong. I love the sea. From afar. Especially after the ungodly swim I endured in the Sitka Sound.

Twice.

I’m getting too old for this shit.

The Passage Canal churns with heavy boat traffic, the waves choppy and harsh, crashing against the hull. As much as I want to race full speed ahead and reunite with solid ground, I have to stick to the plan.

Steering the yacht into a quiet cove concealed by an inlet of trees, I shut off the engine and head below to wake my cargo.

I find her where I left her, laid out on the berth in the guest cabin, her arm raised at an awkward angle, handcuffed to the support rail. No gag, though.

If only she appreciated my generosity.

She watches me through slitted, thickly lashed eyes.

Lucky me. She’s awake.

Doesn’t take a genius to guess her mood. It’s the same every day. Petulant. Uncooperative. A twitch away from violent explosion.

“Good morning,” I say cheerfully and perch on the edge of the bed, letting a smile show through my wariness.

A warning growl vibrates in her throat, her teeth bared, as she shoots upward like a cannonball, snapping her free hand toward my neck, trying to rip out my throat.

It’s pointless.

Her body jerks, caught by the short chain on her wrist, her outstretched fingers swiping the air inches from my face.

“Let me go, you sick bastard.” She flops back, digging her heels into the mattress and shoving away from me. “Release me!”

“We’ve been over this.”

Her gaze shifts to the open cabin door, like that’s an option.

I sigh. “The quicker you accept—”

She lets loose a bloodcurdling scream.

“Help!” Angling toward the exit, she pushes her voice to an octave that rings my ears. “Someone help me! I’ve been kidnapped! Drugged! He’s going to kill—”

I slap a hand over her mouth, shoving her onto her back.

Her teeth saw into my palm, ruthlessly slicing my skin.

“Vicious creature.” I press harder, smearing blood across her face and smothering her cries. “I hope you’ve had your shots.”

She can’t breathe. I make sure of that, sealing her airways with the span of my hand and crushing her nose in the process. She flails beneath me, fighting for life.

Whether she sees another sunrise is up to her.

“Believe it or not, I’m a fair man. Gentle, even, when gentleness is earned.” I lean in and touch my lips to her ear. “But I will not remove my hand while you’re being unruly. Not even when the light fades from your eyes. I’ll toss your lifeless body into the Prince William Sound and carry on without thought or regret. Fight me, Frankie. I fight back.”

For the first time in four days, I see something other than righteous fury in her eyes.

Fear bleeds into her pupils, blowing them wider, blacker, swallowing the green.

That’s when she finally realizes she won’t escape. Not now. Not ever. Not while her heart still beats in her chest.

Her decision is instantaneous, her fingers dropping from my wrist, despite her dire need to breathe.

That takes grit, and I reward her for it. I remove my hand from her face and lean back.

She pulls in gasping, life-nourishing inhales, her lungs heaving with the effort to refill. I wait, prepared to follow through on my threat if she screams again.

“Why?” She licks her lips, her voice raw and tiny. “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I earned it.” I grab a towel from the bathroom and wrap the bite marks on my hand.

“How…how did you earn this?”

“None of your business.”

“What will make you stop?” At my silence, she argues, “Everyone has a price. My husband will pay. He has more money than you can imagine.”

The husband she intended to leave? Her audacity is offensive. I don’t give a fuck about the husband. I care about loyalty, and hers is underwhelming.

It irks me, but I keep my tone pleasant. “I have money.”

“This is about sex then.” She swallows, her gaze boring into mine. “You like to abuse and rape women? Makes you feel powerful?” Her mouth twists, barbed and mean. “You got mommy issues? Did she beat you? Not give you enough attention? Is that it?”

What the fuck? I haven’t touched this woman in any way that would be considered sexual. I haven’t shared a bed with her. She sleeps alone in her own cabin. I avert my eyes when she showers and uses the toilet. Hell, I’ve gone out of my way to give her space for the past four days.

Because I’m a goddamn gentleman.

“Do I look like a man who has to force a woman?” I absently unwrap my hand and set the towel aside. “Do I give you the impression that I care about or need anyone’s attention?”

Her nostrils flare. She may hate me, but I know she’s attracted to my physical looks. All women are.

“Listen to your gut.” I cock my head, taking in her jeans and oversized sweatshirt. “Do your instincts tell you I’m a violent man? That I’m driven by lust and consumed with the need to fuck a dry cunt? That I would get off on your tears? On your unwillingness to open your legs?”

“Not all rapists are crazed, impulsive animals. Some are calculating and patient. Charming, even.” She sniffs. “Like serial killers.”

“I’ve never forced myself on a woman. They come willingly. Always.”

“Except me.”

We’ll see.

Like she said, everyone has a price.

“Then what?” She jangles the shackle on her wrist and gestures around at the yacht. “What is this about?”

“This is justice.” The corner of my mouth twitches. “Let’s just say I’ve paid my dues, and you’re the reward.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your inability to understand isn’t my problem.”

“But you made it my problem.” She squints, her eyes glinting with malice. “Come on. Don’t be shy. Give me a peek into your unhinged mind.”

“Well, when you ask so nicely…No.”

“Do you know my husband?”

“Who doesn’t know Monty Novak?”

“Fair point. But do you know him personally? Did he do something to you?”

“Why would you assume that?”

“You mentioned justice and hid a camera in his office. If this is some vendetta—”

“Does he have a lot of those?”

“What?”

“Enemies with vendettas?”

She blinks.

“Is he in the habit of making people homicidal?” I lift an eyebrow. “How many wives has he lost to this problem?”

“I’m his only wife, motherfucker. And no, he doesn’t have enemies. He’s a good man.”

“He’s so good you packed your shit with every intention to sneak away in the night.”

“We had a fight.” She straightens, thrusting her chin. “I wasn’t actually going to leave.”

“Liar.”

She swallows. “So what is it? Is this about Monty or something else?”

“Why does it have to be about anything?” I lower my voice, matching her surly tone. “I want what I want, and right now, that’s you.”

“Why me?”

“Why not you?”

She makes a face.

“Don’t be coy, Frankie. You know exactly how men look at you. Some are content with just looking. Others want more.”

“So this is about sex.”

“Is it? Or is that your filter warping the truth?”

“You’re talking in circles, deliberately trying to confuse me.”

“Perhaps.”

Maybe someday, she’ll understand. Maybe she won’t. It’s too early to tell if she’ll live long enough to sort it all out.

She stares at her lap, fidgeting with the hem of her sweatshirt. After a moment, she meets my eyes. “Are you watching the news?”

“Do you see a television on board?”

“I haven’t been out of this cabin.”

“I don’t watch the news or look at social media or have any interest in human drama.”

“Says the psychopath who installed a camera in my fucking bedroom.”

“That was due diligence.” I lean a shoulder against the doorframe. “You think your husband is looking for you?”

“I know he is. It’s been what? Four days? That means he already has every police department, private detective, and mercenary along the Gulf hunting for me. His award money alone will incite a frenzy of search parties.”

She sounds so confident. Too confident.

“Are you sure?” I mark the tiny nerve pulsing at the corner of her eye. “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself, not me.”

“I don’t have to convince you. While you’re down here playing twenty questions, they’re closing in. I’d watch my back if I were you.”

Has she forgotten about the clues we left behind? Her phone and wedding rings on the bed? Her passport and birth certificate missing? No sign of forced entry or struggle? Her boat docked near the airport?

No, she hasn’t forgotten.

Her shoulders slump. “What’s your name?”

It’s the first time she’s asked, and I feel compelled to answer.

“Denver.”

“Denver what?”

“That’s not important.”

“No? Well, if you don’t tell me, I’ll just refer to you as Denver Pitt.”

“Pitt?”

“Brad Pitt’s deranged brother.”

Ah. My resemblance to the actor. I’ve heard it before.

Rather than laughing, I invite an awkward silence to fall between us.

During the span of that unease, I stare at her with laser focus. She returns my stare with stubborn distrust.

I can do this all day, but she just can’t help herself.

“What?” She squirms. Huffs. “Don’t you have better things to do?”

“Yes. It’s time to dock.” I can almost smell the arctic air of a land unknown to the common man. “We’re almost home.”
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Home.

I watch Frankie absorb that one word, her green eyes aglow with mistaken hope.

No, I’m not returning to her island.

But in that fleeting moment of misunderstanding, I’m struck by how impossibly, flawlessly beautiful she is. All that red hair tangled around slender shoulders. Sinfully shaped lips derived straight from the male fantasy. A pale, graceful neck that stretches and relaxes with a flux of emotions.

Christ, she’s magnificent. So much more than I bargained for.

“Your home.” She blinks, coming to terms with my meaning. “Where is that?”

“Just a little farther.” I remove the hypodermic from my pocket and prepare it for injection.

“No.” Her head shakes rapidly, a fresh fight welling up inside her. “You don’t have to drug me. I’ll behave.”

We’ve gone round and round about this so many times. Four days of it.

Choosing the route of least traffic from Sitka, I’ve spent the long days at sea, fishing while she bellows and begs from the cabin below. Keeping her gagged seems cruel, so I allow her the freedom to eat and drink and wear out her vocal cords.

Until my radar picks up an approaching boat.

With every potential encounter, I have no choice but to dope her or gag her. Usually both.

Each time she rouses from a narcotic-induced sleep, she promises to stay quiet.

Little liar.

At the first sound of a motor or a rudder or a damn seagull, she wails like a demented banshee.

On a positive note, I’ve analyzed her responses to the numerous injections and determined the perfect dosage for her. I know exactly how much to give her to ensure she stays dead to the world until it’s safe.

“This is the last time.” I hold up the injection.

“You’ll regret this.” Rigid and wild-eyed, she shuffles back on the berth. “He’s coming for you.”

If that’s true, he better hurry. The window is closing fast.

Where I’m taking her doesn’t exist on any map. It’s a world outside this one, where very few have ever set foot. Only the strong survive its brutal beauty. The rest are left to languish in the barren hills.

Will she thrive or perish?

Only she can decide that.

No one will save her.

After four days in the Gulf of Alaska, I haven’t seen a Coast Guard cutter or patrol boat. Several locals have waved me down—fishermen inquiring about the Steelhead, Dolly Varden, and Rainbow Trout I caught in my nets. But no law enforcement. No mercenaries. No one is looking for her.

Or they’re not looking in the right place.

I approach her, and as expected, she turns it into another tussle. Another futile attempt to control the outcome. It only takes seconds to plunge the needle into her thigh.

When unconsciousness claims her, I put her in her heavy coat and boots and transfer her to one of the wooden crates on the upper deck. The other crates are already packed with her belongings, the fish I’ve caught, nonperishable food, gasoline, ammo, and other provisions I bought or stole before I swam to her island.

At a glance, all the containers are the same. Inconspicuous. Nothing to see here. As long as the padlocks remain in place, I don’t expect trouble.

When I arrive in Whittier, I dock in my personal slip and step off the yacht to greet my only contact in the civilized world.

“Morning, Denver.” Alvis leans against his forklift and shades his eyes in the sun. “Punctual as usual.”

“I can say the same about you.” I grip his beefy hand and give it a friendly shake.

“How were the fish?”

“Biting.” I gesture at the crates waiting on the deck. “I might be pushing the payload this time.”

“That good, eh?” With a chuckle, he climbs into the forklift. “Let’s get you loaded up and see where you’re at.”

“Try not to jostle them.” I step back, making room for the machine. “I picked up some new crystal tumblers.”

“Yeah, yeah. You rich folks and your fancy shit. I got a case of those special black cherries you wanted. And all the latest movies and books, as usual. Everything on your list is loaded up in the plane.” He tilts his head. “Never know what you’re going to request next. More distillery equipment? Parts for your dirt bike? Another saxophone?”

He has access to one of my unlimited bank accounts. The man is surprisingly thrifty with it.

“Nah, the list is rather dull this time.” Removing a folded paper from my pocket, I pass it to him. “Need to update my entire wardrobe, especially the outerwear. The specifics are all there. Won’t need it until my last visit of the year. I’m expecting a cold winter.”

“That’s always a guarantee.” He waves me off. “Go wait in the truck. I got it from here.”

Alvis has done this for me for two decades. Multiple times a year, he greets me when I venture to civilization, helps with my shopping—especially for those special orders—unloads my crates when I’m finished, and takes care of my yacht when I head home. Not once has he ever dropped or mishandled my cargo.

I hope to fuck that doesn’t change today.

Nervousness doesn’t fall in my range of emotion, but I feel sweat beading on my forehead despite the cool air. I stroll to his truck, refusing to watch as he moves crate after crate to the flatbed.

By the time I slide into the passenger seat, my pulse is hammering. My hands twitch in the pockets of my jeans, refusing to settle until Alvis stows the forklift on the flatbed and joins me in the cab.

“Got the Beaver all fueled up for you.” He starts the truck and hits the gas, side-eying me. “Reckon you’re ready to get home with all that fresh meat you caught.”

You have no idea.

“Yep.” I tap my fingers on my knee, gaze locked on the side mirror, watching the crates bounce beneath the sturdy straps.

I don’t take an easy breath until we arrive on his property on the outskirts of town.

The Turbo Beaver, my most prized possession, sparkles in the sunlight at the edge of his field. My chest loosens at the sight of it. 

The rugged, high wing, short take-off and landing turboprop is my only connection to the outside world. I couldn’t live where I do without it. No one could. If something happened to it—or me—on the flight home, my boys wouldn’t survive the winter.

“Any issues with the inspection?” I lean forward, examining the bush plane as we approach.

“Only the usual maintenance.” He parks behind the wing and shuts off the engine. “Got her all tuned up and purring like a kitten.”

“Great.”

“Bet you got a few ladies tuned up and purring while you were here.” With a guffaw, he jabs me with an elbow and climbs out of the truck. “I’m right, aren’t I? You come into town after those long dry spells. Bet you hit it good and hard. With a pretty face like yours, you probably can’t get them out of your bed.”

He gets paid well to manage my comings and goings. I suspect someone also pays him to discreetly ask questions.

Or not so discreetly as it were.

“I don’t have much time for leisure, unfortunately.” I step out and meet him around the back. “I don’t like to leave my cabin unattended for too long. There’s probably a bear clawing at my door as we speak.” I shrug. “It’s a trade-off. Lots of sacrifices to live off-grid.”

“A damn shame is what it is. If I had half your looks, hell, I’d stir up all kinds of trouble.”

He’s an average-looking fifty-year-old, a little gruff around the edges with some gray threaded through his chest-length beard. He’s also happily married.

“Don’t let Thea hear you talk like that,” I say.

“No shit. That woman gets fired up over every little thing.”

We share a smile, and that’s the extent of what I know about this man. He knows even less about me. I own a yacht and a plane, and in his world, that makes me rich folks.

He knows I live off-grid, but that could mean Alaska, Canada, anywhere within six hundred miles. More importantly, he thinks I live alone. If he ever learned about my boys, it would raise dangerous questions. I’d have to kill him, and no one wants that.

I give him space as he transfers the crates to the plane, weighing each one to determine the payload. When he’s finished, he gives me the numbers, and I calculate the range. The weight of the freight determines how far I can fly.

With a sigh of relief, I nod. “I’m within range.”

“You sure? It’s what? Three hundred miles northeast to your homestead?”

Not exactly.

I’ve told him the correct direction before, knowing that without the exact coordinates, no one can find it.

Doesn’t matter. Alvis has a shit memory. But his logbooks are accurate as fuck.

“Thereabout.” I run a hand through my hair. “Better hit the head before I leave.”

“The hangar’s open.” He gestures at the building behind him.

I use the toilet and stop at his workbench on the way out. I know where he keeps his logbook. Top drawer on the right. I also know he filled it out before he left to pick me up. Otherwise, he’d forget.

After a few tiny tweaks to his chicken scratch, I change my arrival and departure dates to show I was here a week earlier.

A week before Frankie disappeared.

No longer accurate as fuck.

I stroll back to the plane and say goodbye with a handshake and a promise to return before the first hard snow.

That promise will hold true no matter how reluctant I may be to leave my newest acquisition.

Before I take off, I check the cargo for sound or movement. When she doesn’t stir, I remove the padlock from her crate.

Then I leave society and all its rules behind.

It doesn’t take long into the flight to feel like I’ve entered another realm. Rivers teeming with salmon. Skies dotted with eagles. Woods crawling with black bears.

As I fly beyond the edge of the world, human parasites give way to large, docile creatures. The muskoxen roam wild on the hills, their shaggy fur blowing in the wind like beasts out of the Ice Age, adding to the ethereal beauty.

Otherworldly.

Sublime isolation.

My own private biosphere awash in endless sunrises and sunsets.

Frankie will hate it.

I did.

Once, long ago, I despised the Arctic with every breath in my body.

But it didn’t kill me.

It claimed me.

It’ll claim Frankie, too, one way or another.
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I wake inside a vibrating coffin.

Thin slashes of light cut between the slats of the wooden walls. A strange, heavy fabric weighs me down. Or maybe it’s the foggy effect of being tranquilized again.

After feeling around, I realize I’m wearing my extreme weather coat. I kick my legs, surprised to feel my boots, too.

A chill whispers across my cheeks.

Where am I?

What is that thunderous sound? My bones shake with it. Must be an engine. But it’s too loud to be the yacht.

Am I on a plane?

Oh, my God, I’m going to fucking kill him.

Slamming my hands against the lid, I shove. Weird. It’s not nailed down this time. And I’m not restrained?

Holy shit, I’m free!

I scramble out of the crate and land atop another one just like it. At first, I wonder if it holds another woman.

Until the sharp stench of fish wafts from within. I relax—only a little—and look around to find myself in the rear of a goddamn bush plane.

No, no, no.

I crawl over another crate, making my way toward the cockpit, growing disoriented. The world tips, and I press a hand against my pounding head. Okay, that’s the drugs.

Focusing my eyes forward, I confirm what I already know.

I’m not alone.

The pilot doesn’t glance back. He just holds up a headset as if expecting me to emerge at exactly this moment.

I scan the space for a weapon, a shovel, anything I can use to smash in his head.

My attention lands on the window.

As far as the eye can see is nothing but low-growing shrubs and never-ending tundra. There are so few trees that I can only assume we’ve crossed the Arctic Circle.

I’ve never been this far north, but I’ve seen pictures of the barren lands of the North Slope. Not only are there no towns or roads, but I’m soaring God knows how many feet in the air.

I don’t know the first thing about flying an aircraft. If I kill Denver, he’ll crash us into the treeless plains. If I somehow survive the plunge, where will I go? How will I eat?

I’m eating for two.

After all the drugs he gave me, am I still pregnant? I don’t even know how far along I am. Six weeks? Eight weeks? Would I know if I miscarried?

My chest squeezes.

I’m a nurse. I know the signs, and there’s been no blood. No cramping. I also know that without medical equipment to confirm, there may be no indication at all.

No. I’m fine. The baby’s fine.

Wherever he’s taking me, I can’t stop him. I can’t risk a plane crash.

With any luck, a bystander saw him loading a human-size crate onto the plane. Surely someone will remember a bush pilot with Brad Pitt’s face leaving with unknown cargo around the time Monty Novak’s wife went missing.

He’s still holding up the earphones. As if he can feel my glare burning the back of his head, he gives the headset a shake.

I snatch it out of his hand, shove it on my head, and climb into the co-pilot seat.

“The first chance I get, I’m going to gut you,” I say into the mouthpiece.

“No, you won’t.”

“And why is that?”

“Unless you know how to fly a plane—and we both know you don’t—I’m your only way to the ground. Alive. Secure your seat belt.”

That’s why I’m not restrained. He knows there’s fuck all I can do to him up here.

“Where are you taking me?” I latch the harness.

“Hoss.” He motions at the view beyond the windshield.

Directly in front of us, a cluster of man-made structures stands out against the emptiness.

First thing I notice is a greenhouse. With condensation clinging to the glass walls, what else could it be? A shed-like structure sits beside it with tools in the windows. If it’s a workshop, it’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen.

More buildings border the perimeter. A smokehouse, and another shack for drying fish or harvesting meat.

Amid it all stands an impressive, two-story log cabin on massive pilings that anchor it to the permafrost. Solar panels line the roof, and smoke plumes from twin chimneys. Overlooking a fast-flowing river, it sits on the edge of a cliff in solitude and contemplation.

An eccentric estate in an unknown location, worthy of a James Bond villain.

I shiver.

Snow dusts the rooftops and sloping hills. It’s not even winter, yet this lonely, strangely beautiful place may be the closest thing to a fictional ice planet one will ever find on Earth.

It feels so far away and alien. So hard to access. No roads. No escape.

“The only way in and out is by plane.” He circles over the buildings, making a wide circuit.

I can hike out. Follow the river and find my way home. With sufficient gear and the motivation to survive, I can do it. I’m fit enough. Strong enough to make the trek.

He veers the plane, flying away from the property.

“Where are you going?” I crane my neck, watching smoke curl from the cabin’s chimneys.

“Look around you.”

As he sweeps over the hills, the unforgiving scenery stretches to the horizon. Miles and miles come and go. All of it the same. All of it bleak. The stark vastness strangles my hope.

That’s his intent. He wants me to see the lay of the land and understand the impossibility of crossing it on foot.

“There are no roads within a hundred miles in every direction.” He makes another wide turn. “The pipeline road is closest, but not even the most experienced hiker can walk that far. Not in this terrain. The region is underlain with permafrost, and the surface is largely wet tundra with only a thin layer of low-growing vegetation. Nothing to eat. Very little to hunt. It’s not survivable.”

This can’t be happening.

Despite being gagged, restrained, drugged, and put in a fucking box, the past four days could’ve gone much worse.

He hasn’t raped me. Hasn’t beaten me. Hasn’t shown aggression until I provoked him. Overall, he’s been rather…tolerable for a kidnapper. It’s made me complacent and bold. For a hot minute, I even let my guard down enough to encourage bantering.

But as the plumes of chimney smoke reemerge on the horizon, it hits me.

I underestimated him.

He wouldn’t have left a fire burning unattended. Someone else is there. Maybe multiple someones.

Nausea surges, turning my stomach. “How many?”

“Hm?”

“How many others have you taken? How many captives do you have stashed away on your land?”

“You think I have a harem of women in Hoss?”

“Do you?”

“No.”

“Well, someone’s burning a fire.”

“That’s true.”

“Who?”

When he doesn’t answer, my mind runs wild.

This is the nightmare every woman fears. Every time she takes a wrong turn into a dark alley, wakes alone in her bed to a thump in the night, or breaks down on a deserted road without cell service, her mind jumps to the worst outcome. Who’s lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce? How loud will she scream? How fast will she run? How hard will she fight?

We’re always brave in our imaginings, but now that I’m in it, facing the most horrific reality possible, I don’t feel brave.

I’m terrified.

The nightmare is here, sitting beside me, flying me toward an unimaginable fate, and all I want to do is curl up and die.

Staring at the untouched land below, I lose myself in crippling terror.

Until I glimpse a break in the emptiness, a trail cutting through the hills. It snakes and zigzags, going somewhere.

Without being obvious, I follow it with my gaze, desperate to see where it ends. Twenty miles. Thirty. Maybe more. I squint, not trusting my eyes when a small hunting cabin takes shape along that narrow, beaten path.

My pulse soars.

At this height and distance, I can’t tell if the shack is occupied. But it doesn’t look abandoned or overrun by nature. Someone maintains it. Someone who may be willing to help me.

How far away is it from Hoss? The stretch of land looks deceiving from up here. Without landmarks, it’s impossible to guess. But it’s not one hundred miles. Not even half that distance.

It’s my best chance.

I wrap my arms around my stomach, cradling the life I so badly want to protect. “Who’s waiting for you at Hoss?”

“My boys.”

“Boys?” Shock steals my breath, and it takes me a moment to recover. “As in…sons?”

“Yes.” His expression softens in a way I haven’t seen before.

Jesus fuck, this man is a father? Is he even capable of love?

“Where’s their mother?” I gape at him. “Is she there with them?”

“Not anymore.”

“She left?”

He sucks on a tooth. “No one leaves Hoss.”

Ice forms in my chest. “What happened to her?”

He doesn’t respond.

“Oh, God,” I whisper. “You killed her.”

“Is that what you believe?”

“You kidnapped me, drugged me, and went through a lot of effort to bring me to a place I can’t escape. A place no one escapes by your admission. So yeah, it’s safe to assume you killed her.”

“What happened to that coveted rule in your society? Innocent until proven guilty?”

My society? That’s a strange way of putting it. Or maybe not, given where and how he lives.

I’ve entered a completely different world where the laws I live by can’t be enforced. They’re useless to me here.

Don’t go to someone else’s monastery with your own rules.

That’s what Monty always says. It’s an old Russian proverb.

He’s a first-generation immigrant. His parents were Russian oligarchs who moved to Alaska the year he was born. They died before I met him, and he never talks about them. But I know their culture has a deep influence on him.

God, I miss him. I don’t know if he’s frantic to find me or infuriated with me beyond the point of forgiveness. That’s the worst part. The inability to explain what happened. He may never learn the truth about my disappearance.

I may never see him again.

Before Denver showed up, I’d prepared myself for the separation. On my terms. But this…This is different.

It’s so much worse.

Learning that Denver has kids further muddies my thoughts. Was their mother kidnapped like me? Does he know I’m pregnant? Is that why he took me? Because he wants another child?

Except I didn’t find out I was pregnant until the morning of my abduction. With his cameras and carefully orchestrated transportation, he planned this far in advance. Besides, if he wants another child, he can kidnap any fertile woman and impregnate her. 

Unless he’s shooting blanks. Or maybe his dick doesn’t work.

One can only hope.

“Did you kidnap their mother?” I swallow around the ache in my throat.

“Would you believe me if I said no?”

“No.” I don’t believe a word he says, yet I can’t stop the questions from spilling out. “Is she dead?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“How does anyone die out here? Bear attack, wolf attack, moose stampede, starvation, hypothermia, infection, childbirth…Take your pick. The how doesn’t matter. The result’s the same.”

Murder. That’s where my mind goes, but he doesn’t list that option. Is that deliberate? Maybe she died in childbirth. Maybe she got pneumonia. The inflection in his voice gives nothing away. It seems the only thing he wants me to hear is his warning.

In this desolate land, death dwells.

How can anyone raise children here?

My hand falls to my tummy, and I quickly remove it. “How many boys do you have? How old are they?”

“See for yourself.” He nods at the windshield and begins a descent.

As the cabin grows closer, a figure emerges from within and stands at the railing of the front porch. Two more follow.

I hold my breath, my eyes straining to make out their silhouettes. I don’t know what I expected. Not toddlers, certainly. If he left them alone, they must be old enough to fend for themselves.

But as their forms take shape with our approach, I’m stunned to see broad shoulders, towering frames, muscled arms, and…Is that facial hair?

Fuck me.

They’re not boys. I’m staring at three grown-ass men.
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“They’re not kids.” My heart crashes against my ribs, shaking my voice.

“They were once.”

“You said boys.”

“They’ll always be my boys.”

I tear my gaze away from them to stare at Denver, terrified of what this means for me.

How could I be so naïve? The deep lines around his eyes, the gray in his goatee…I knew he was in his forties. It makes sense that his children would be twenty-something.

They stand eerily still, spread out on the front porch of the cabin, waiting. Two of them wear long-sleeved shirts and jeans. The third has on some sort of robe, open in the front, exposing a lean, pale chest, shorts, and fuzzy boots. His dark hair falls past his chin, whipping around his face.

“The one in the purple housecoat, that’s Wolfson.” Denver lowers the plane to the ground with practiced ease, bumping along the terrain. “He’s my youngest. Strange kid. But you’ll love him.”

I don’t love anything about this and won’t be sticking around long enough to rectify that. But first, I need to know what I’m up against. “How young is Wolfson?”

“Twenty-three.”

“How old are you?”

“Forty-eight.”

Twenty years older than me. Yeah, I can totally outrun middle-age Brad Pitt. It’s the youthful, physically fit sons I’m worried about.

“Kodiak is twenty-five.” He steers the plane to the front door and powers it down. “Leonid just turned thirty.”

They’re around my age, only bigger. Stronger. And they have the advantage of knowing this land and how to navigate it.

I remove the seat harness and earphones, my palms slick with sweat.

Wolfson. Kodiak. Leonid.

How long have they lived here? Their entire lives? Have they ever been around a woman other than their mother? Or am I just one in a long line of captive deliveries?

“Go on.” Denver removes his headset. “They’re not going to maul you.”

The painful knot in my stomach disagrees. “Why am I here?”

He sighs. “You’re braver than this, Frankie.”

I’m not. I’m fucking frozen with fear. “I don’t want to be here. Take me home. Right now!”

“Suit yourself.” He climbs into the back and unlocks the crates.

Then he opens the cargo door, letting in a burst of cold air. I shiver as he steps out and leaves me alone in the cockpit.

My gaze slides over the dashboard, searching for a gauge or dial that could clue me in on how to get this thing off the ground.

There’s no use. I’d end up crashing into the cabin or driving off the cliff. There must be another way.

I scan the surrounding buildings and spot something inside the open door of the workshop. A snowmobile?

My breathing accelerates. Now that I can operate. What are the chances the key is in the ignition?

Hope fills my chest as I twist in the seat.

Deep voices come from behind the plane. I can’t see them, which means they can’t see me.

Were his sons expecting me? Or am I some kind of depraved surprise—What did he call it? A reward?—to be shared by all?

Run. Run. Run.

Every bone in my body shakes with the instinct to race toward that faraway hunting cabin and whomever lives there. But I wouldn’t make it that far. Not without supplies.

I dive into the closest crate, digging through packages of seeds, beans, flour, spices—all things that require planting, harvesting, or cooking. I keep rummaging, quickly and quietly, all the way to the bottom until I find oatmeal, granola, dates, and crackers.

Score.

Packing as much as I can fit into the waistband of my jeans, I zip up the coat and hope the bulky material will hide the stolen food. In the next crate, I locate boxes of matches, wool socks, and waterproof gloves. I grab a package of each and freeze at the sound of approaching steps.

Dammit.

Tucking everything into the coat, I start to turn back, and my eyes snag on a flash of silver behind the pilot’s seat. I reach for it, heart racing, and wrap my hand around the handle of a small ax.

As I pull it free, a tall figure fills the cargo doorway.

The man in the purple robe—Wolfson—climbs in, his arctic blue eyes fixated on the crates. I don’t move, don’t breathe, as he tears through the supplies with single-minded focus.

He doesn’t spare me a glance, not a twitch of acknowledgment, and I don’t know what to do. I sit two feet away, my fingers white-knuckled around the ax, holding it in clear view.

Stylish, shaggy black hair frames his face. A face that’s pale as snow and angelically sculpted. His eyelashes are so thick and black it looks like he’s wearing mascara and eyeliner. Maybe he is.

The dark hair on his chin and upper lip forms a barely-there shadow as if he’s trying and failing to grow it in.

Purple silk drapes his long, lean muscles. A swimmer’s body in a woman’s robe. His features are so ethereal and angular they might be considered feminine, like that of an androgynous male fashion model.

He’s so insanely beautiful I can’t process it. Denver is attractive on a Hollywood level, but they look nothing alike.

“Are you going to use that?” Wolfson’s voice slides over me like velvet, soft and textured, but his eyes remain on his task. “Can I borrow it?”

Without looking, he reaches for the ax.

Shock holds me paralyzed, my fingers locked so tightly around the handle they’re numb.

Too numb to hold it as he rips it from my grip.

I jerk back, protecting my core, but he doesn’t swing. Instead, he turns away and uses the blade to pry open the last crate.

He roots through containers and packages, hellbent on finding something. It’s like I’m not even here.

His arm lifts to rake long fingers through his mop of black curls, revealing a tattoo on his hand. The ink has lost its luster, leaving a bleeding smudge of gray. But I can make out the shape of what was once a detailed, artfully drawn eyeball that stretches from his knuckles to his wrist.

How did he get it? Does he leave Hoss to visit tattoo parlors? Or do they have the equipment and skill set to do it here?

“Yes!” He tosses the ax in my direction.

As I scramble for it, he gathers packages into his arms.

My mind spins, trying to make sense of his behavior. How does my presence not affect him? There’s no curiosity. No surprise. No apparent interest in any way.

Something is horribly off. What am I not understanding? What the hell am I missing?

Whatever it is trickles ice through my veins.

“What do you want?” I hold the ax against my chest, prepared to use it.

“Smokes and ink.” He holds up several boxes and smiles.

That smile. Christ, he’s so excessively, unreasonably stunning it renders me immobile.

And sets off warning bells.

He’s insane. Absolutely mad. Or maybe he has brain damage.

Drugs are another possibility.

That’s it. He must be high.

But as his sharp blue eyes connect with mine, I see crystal clarity and deep, dangerous intelligence. His stare doesn’t waver, unflinching with disapproval and boredom. He knows exactly why I’m here, what lies in my future, and he feels…nothing.

My heart stops and doesn’t restart until he breaks eye contact and hops out of the plane.

The robe hangs open, revealing black silk boxers, knee-high, fox-fur moccasins, and another tattoo.

BORN TO DIE scrawls across his chest in faded Gothic font.

With his torso bare and the wind cutting through the thin material, he should be freezing. But he doesn’t show it. It’s as though he feels nothing at all.

“Thank you, Daddy!” He holds the boxes in the air, smiling brightly, seemingly sarcastic with childish wonder, and throws himself out of view.

I crane my neck to see through the window as he wraps his arms around Denver, tackling him in a hug and making him laugh.

“You shouldn’t have, kitten.” Wolfson plants his lips on Denver’s cheek and dances back to the cabin.

Dances. Like a full-body roll of hips and shoulders, sideways shuffling and gyrating up the stairs and into the house.

What the ever-loving fuck?

He cares more about cigarettes than the woman with an ax in the plane.

Because I’m not the first one.

How many have come before me? What happened to them? Are they buried beneath the cabin? Or did they die out there?

My eyes roam the surrounding tundra, the distant hills, and the cliff overlooking the river rapids.

I need that snowmobile.

Has anyone else tried to escape that way? Locating the key would be a miracle, but I have to try.

My fingers clench around the ax handle. It’s not like I can hack my way out of here. I would never be able to kill or maim all four of them. Attempting it would be a death sentence.

That’s not why I slip the ax inside my coat. I’ll need it to hunt for food and defend myself against wolves and bears.

Right?

I have no idea. How would I? I haven’t trained for this. I’ve never fucking done this before.

Footsteps close in, and everything inside me tenses. I sit stiffly, motionless, staring straight ahead as three figures move at the edge of my vision.

No one speaks as they unload the crates, but I feel their eyes on me. I sense the danger pressing in, my blood trembling with adrenaline and trepidation.

I won’t give them a reason to hurt me. But I can’t give them an opportunity, either, and the longer I stay, the more the opportunities will arise.

At last, the plane is unloaded, and their footfalls fade into the cabin. All but one.

Denver opens my door. “Let’s go.”

“No.” I shake my head. “Take me home.”

“You have two choices. You can walk in with your dignity. Or I can carry you like a child.”

If he carries me, he’ll feel the stolen supplies stashed in my coat.

This isn’t the time to run.

“Move.” I twist toward him, sliding my legs out the door.

He steps back, a smirk shaping his chiseled, psycho lips.

The instant my boots hit the ground, the boom of my heartbeat rushes to my ears. With each step toward the cabin, the sensation grows louder, faster, pulling me into a dizzying fit of terror.
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